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BEACHFRONT ENTERTAINMENT

Raleigh, North Carolina

About J.R. Ripley’s LOST IN AUSTIN

Tongue deftly in cheek, Tony Kozol is back in a new, wild and wicked adventure—this time in the Wild, Wild West.

It seems Tony has finally landed a dream gig, rhythm guitarist for one of the hottest country acts going, Clint Cash and the Cowhands. Of course, the job is only temporary while Brian Love, the permanent guitar player, is recuperating from a broken arm. Love wants Tony out—badly. And, Tony’s odds of sticking around are getting longer and longer as he bandmates are singled out for murder.

In Austin for the Southwest Music Conference, Clint Cash and the Cowhands have just finished up their concert at the Austinland Theater. All Tony wants to do is go back to his hotel room and relax. Catch up on about a month’s worth of sleep. But Fate has other ideas in mind when a young man asks for Tony’s help in finding his missing sister.

Against the colorful backdrop of Austin, Texas, and its vibrant music scene, Tony Kozol eludes killers and fights to keep his job and his life. And, if he can find a little romance along the way...well, that would be a pleasant bonus.

Once again, J.R. Ripley blends his fast-paced action, sharp dialogue, tight plotting and eccentric characters in a satisfying Texas brew which will keep you off-balance until the very end.

Praise For J.R. Ripley’s LOST IN AUSTIN and other novels:

“Mystery fans will enjoy the clever plot, loopy characters, and sardonic humor. Music fans will find themselves tappn’ a toe and swiggin’ a longneck to the musical atmosphere of the Austin music scene that Ripley—an Austin musician himself—so carefully re-creates.”

—Booklist

“The blurbs that came with J. R. Ripley's ( pen name of musician Glenn Meganck) new book in the Tony Kozol series called the book a light mystery. At times it is almost tongue in cheek...Lots of band characters, bickering, drinking, sex, poker and partying. The action moves right along, dialogue spurts from the mouths of as eccentric a group as you could wish for. While it is set in the music scene of Austin, the locale doesn't get in the way of the plot. And I admit I didn't even try to figure out who the "bad guy" was, I just drifted along with the tide and the ending was a satisfactory surprise.”

—I Love a Mystery

“Ripley spins a truly funny yarn (BUM RAP IN BRANSON) that will have readers laughing out loud. An offbeat hit that will appeal especially to country music fans.” 

—Booklist

“A delightfully funny mystery novel!” 

—Susan K. Scott President-Bonniebrook Historical Society 

"A viciously delightful read for mystery/suspense enthusiasts!” 

—Midwest Book Review

“Must read!” 

—Today’s Books, A Public News Service

“An entertaining outing...Tony and Rock remain an engagingly laid-back sleuthing duo.”

—Booklist

“... Ripley comes up with a mixture of innovation, some wry commentary of the fads of the day...a grab bag of fun and excitement.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Ripley pens exciting book of sex, murder, local color.”

—Oklahoma Tribune

“Ripley combines a fast pace with graphic descriptions...The Body From Ipanema reads like a TV thriller...”

—I Love A Mystery

“...Action-packed plot. Recommended.”

—Library Journal

“Mystery fans will enjoy the clever plot, loopy characters, and sardonic humor.”

—Booklist

“The action moves right along, dialogue spurts from the mouths of as eccentric a group as you could wish for.”

—I Love A Mystery

“Wacky characters, liquid prose, frequent humor, and a decidedly light plot place this [Skulls of Sedona] in the fun, breeze-to-read category.”

—Library Journal

“Skulls Of Sedona is quick and light-hearted and likely to give you a pretty good vibe.”

—Miami Herald

“...Ripley comes up with a mixture of innovation, some wry commentary of the fads of the day, and just plain old amateur sleuthing in a grab bag of fun and excitement.”

—Midwest Book Review

“He always seems to write with a sort of tongue-in-cheek attitude...He has that touch of the bizarre, the outré, the silly...Always entertaining to read.”

—Oklahoma Tribune

“Written in a totally off-the-cuff, bare bones fashion...has a cutting sense of humor.”

—Midwest Book Review

“The story is light-hearted, sexy, funny and entertaining. Well-plotted, it rises to an amazing finale. The characters are well-drawn, interesting and believable.”

—The Tribune

“...A mix of mystery, murder and mayhem.”

—The Chattooga Press

“...A thriller laced with a good dose of humor...it’s perfect for an afternoon at the beach.”

—Island Reporter

“If his books are as good as his songs, I reckon I need to get my act down to the library.”

—Nightflying

Look for these other great Beachfront Entertainment titles:

By J.R. Ripley–

A Bird Lover’s Mystery Series

Die, Die Birdie
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Maggie Miller Mystery Series
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Death Of A Cheat

By Glenn Meganck–
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It’s A Young, Young World
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For Children
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Big Deal At The Center Of The Earth

No Big Deal

The Adventures of Jimmy Deal

Aliens In The Greenhouse

By Marie Celine–

Gourmet Pet Chef Mystery Series

Dishing Up Death
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Pet in Peril

By Nick Lucas–
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"Get your hands off me!"

"Not until I've said what I've got to say!"

Tony Kozol pulled his arm back. "So, say it already. We're running late as it is."

Restless fans were raising a din that carried backstage. Since leaving Nashville three weeks before, it was a sound that Tony was getting used to. 

And liking.

Brian Love grabbed Kozol again with his good arm, his left. "I'm telling you, wise guy, stop trying to get so chummy with Clint. Soon's my arm's healed up, you're out of here!"

Tony shook his head. Filling in as rhythm guitarist for Clint Cash and the Cowhands was often more exciting behind the stage than onstage. And backstage at the downtown Austinland Theater was turning out to be no exception.

Kozol looked down at Love. "Screw you. I'm just doing my job."

Brian Love was all of five foot four, and that was being generous. He looked like a bundle of chicken wire covered with skin and not an ounce of fat to spare. The tallest thing about him was the pair of cowboy boots he'd had special made with four inch heels. Love thought nobody knew. But it was one of the world's worst kept secrets. 

The guy was never without them. Height was an extreme obsession of Brian Love's. Maybe that's why he'd had his red hair shaped into an inch high crew-cut kept at constant attention with gel. Every inch counted. 

Kozol had once seen Love get caught in a thunder shower back in Memphis and his hair still stood up! At just under six foot, this made Tony a giant by comparison, friendly or otherwise.

"Just doing my job, you mean," snarled Love.

"Let him go, Love."

A couple of roadies who'd been watching the exchange from the sidelines decided the fun was over and moved on.

Tony recognized Rock Bottom's bassoon-like voice and turned. Rock Bottom, the band's bassist, was as big as a bull and twice as ornery if you made fun of his name. Tony had seen it happen once at a bar in New Orleans. Not a pleasant sight if you were on the receiving end of that vision. Whether Rock Bottom was the guy's real name or not, Rock wasn't saying and Tony wasn't asking.

Who'd have guessed that Rock's father was a preacher and his mother a small town librarian and part-time piano teacher? Not Kozol. And with close cropped black hair and a small silver earring in each lobe, he was also the most punked out looking member of the band.

Tony said, "It's okay, Rock."

Rock nodded. "Time to move on. Show time." He gave Brian Love a 'that's it' look and pushed Tony forward with the right two and three.

Rock Bottom had had his fingers tattooed across the knuckles of both hands with the numbers one through five; starting with the thumbs which were ones and ending with the pinkies which were fives. Rock had explained to Kozol on the tour bus one sleepless night that he'd gotten them tattooed as a teenager. Said he did it to help him learn to play the bass. All those books with all those notes. . .and the fingering system, numbered one through five for each finger of the left and right hand and he still couldn't seem to get it straight. Then Rock had the bright idea of labeling his fingers and thumbs. First he'd used a pen, then a marker when the ink smudged. But even permanent marker eventually wasn't. 

A friend suggested tattoos.

And so it was done. 

His dad, the preacher, had had a fit. But Rock had become an astonishing bass player. A generally quiet giant who, once he got cranking, could talk for hours.

"This ain't over, lawyer!" Love glared at Tony and then his own broken arm.

––––––––
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After the set, Kozol toweled off his guitar, then ran the flimsy thing over his own neck back in the dressing room he shared with the rest of the backup band; the male members, that is. Happily, he was alone then. The two girls in the band, both singers, had their own dressing room.

One nice thing about working as a musician, reflected Tony enjoying an unexpected moment of solitude, was that there was no suit or uniform to change into or out of. He'd keep on the same blue jeans and black t-shirt he'd worn on stage. Tony had barely worked up a visible sweat. After all, Clint Cash was the one jumping around all over the boards, white Telecaster in hand, like the premier danseur of a country boy's ballet company.

Clint's musical star had been on the rise of late. Two top ten hits in a row on the Billboard country charts and an album that had gone gold in three months had done wonders for his career. And his ego.

Not bad for a guy who, so the story went, had shown up in Nashville a scant four years before that and had scratched out a living singing backup for everybody else in town. His second album had already done twice in sales what the first album did in the two years since its release. The record company was ecstatic.

Kozol's lone concession to country style was the rhinestone studded black leather belt around his waist. From what Tony had seen of the business, if the country music market ever went bust, so would the seemingly inexorably entwined rhinestone market.

Savoring the few moments of alone time he'd stumbled upon, Tony shut his eyes and reveled in the muffled silence. The excited voices outside could have been in another dimension. He decided he'd better leave before his private world was shattered. 

Kozol pulled on his Clint Cash and the Cowhands denim tour jacket. Normally wavy brown hair now clung to his head with stage sweat. Everyone else was just getting started with that staple of the road, the after show schmooze. The way Clint said it, "If you ain't schmoozin', yer losin'."

So far, Kozol seemed to be losing.

Tony's fingers wrapped around the keycard in his pocket. At least tonight he would sleep in a real bed. A hotel bed, but at least it wasn't on wheels, going sixty down the highway while he tried to catch some of that elusive thing called sleep.

Towards the end of winter, the Southwest Music Conference ran for four days every year in Austin, Texas. And that's how long they'd be in town. They'd never spent more than a night anywhere else. So this was heaven. The last stop had been San Antonio. The next stop was Tucson.

Kozol made his way down the long corridor to the back entrance. It was blocked. A wiry, Hispanic kid was arguing with someone at the rear door wearing a concert security jacket.

"I'm looking for my sister, man!"

"Get out of here, kid. Your sister's not here." The guy in the security jacket shoved. 

The kid shoved back.

"I'm looking for my sister. Help me, please!"

Tony sighed. The kid was looking right at him.

The two men began tussling. The boy didn't stand a chance. The security guard had at least a sixty pound advantage on him. Kozol dropped his guitar and raced over. "Hey, come on, guys. Knock it off." He pulled the big guard off the youth or at least tried to. "Stop it!"

The guard glared and straightened his jacket. His face displayed his displeasure. "This is between me and this little piece of—"

"Piece of what, lard face?" The boy's brown eyes flashed like active volcanoes. The guard took a swing at him and the boy ducked.

The kid swung back. 

The guard caught the boy's fist in a hand the size of a catcher's mitt and grinned as he bent the kid's fingers backward. The boy winced. Kozol grabbed their hands and pulled the guard away before he could do some serious damage.

"Are you both crazy?" He scolded them both, then turned to the guard. "Will you let me handle this," Tony said, reading the guard's name off the front of his embroidered jacket, "Rick?"

Rick pursed his bulbous lips and glowered at the intruding youth.

Kozol took that for a yes. "Now," he said, turning to the boy, "what's your name?"

The boy stared defiantly.

"All right," said Kozol, "forget it. Remember, you asked me to help you." Tony shrugged and half turned. "I'm exhausted. I'm going to the hotel. Try not to kill each other."

"Julian Santana!"

Tony smiled. He erased the smile from his face before turning back around. "That's better," he said sternly. "I'm Tony." Kozol held out his hand and the boy gave it a firm up and down squeeze. "Now, suppose you tell me why you think you might find your sister here. What's her name?"

"Claudia. And she is here. I know this. She came to see a friend."

"There, you see, Rick," said Tony. "His sister came to see a friend."

"Listen, squirt," interjected Rick, "I told you before, your sister isn't here. And I doubt if you or your so-called sister even have any friends. So why don't you vamoose? And don't slam the border on your way out!"

Julian leapt forward.

Tony held the boy back and opened his mouth to reprimand Rick when a throng of girls showed up at the door begging to get in. 

"Come on, Julian," Kozol said quietly. He hustled the young man inside as Rick turned to deal with the attempted breach at the door. "Let's see if we can find your sister—whatshername."

"Claudia."

"Right." Kozol pushed his guitar case out of harm's way along the wall and headed right down the hallway leading back to the band's dressing rooms. There was a virtual warren of such hallways crisscrossing the area behind and beneath the stage. In that respect, the Austinland Theater was like dozens of other venues Tony had performed at in the past weeks. Life was becoming a blur, like a watercolor left out in the rain.

Doors opened in all directions. Tony was relieved to see most of the doors were labeled.

"So, who was this friend your sister was going to see? It'll make things simpler and beats knocking on all these doors." Kozol and Julian Santana stepped to one side as a roadie passed them pushing a speaker cabinet on a handcart.

"Hey, Tony," said Kirk the roadie. "How's it hanging?" Kirk looked the Hispanic youth over as if checking him for fleas. "Who's this?"

"He's with me," explained Tony. "We're looking for his sister, Claudia."

Julian, unbidden, described his sister. With a hand, he indicated that she was approximately five-five. "Black hair and brown eyes. Muy bonita. Very pretty."

Tony asked, "Have you seen her?"

Kirk shook his head. He was a scrawny twenty-year-old kid out of Huntsville, Alabama, with bleached blonde hair, who had dropped out of college to pursue a career in music. "Nah, sorry. Tried party central?"

"Not yet."

The roadie shrugged as if he could care less and went back to work. For a roadie, the times before and after the show were, if anything, the hardest. All the gear, including PA equipment, amplifiers, instruments, cables, recording mixers and digital recorders, special lighting and more had to be loaded up on the trucks after every show. The trucks usually drove all night, following the band buses to the next gig where they unloaded and set it all up again. 

Four days in Austin was vacation time for everybody in the Cowhands.

"Party central?" asked Julian.

"That's just where everybody hangs out after the show. Food, drinks, you know."

The boy nodded.

"So, you never said who it was your sister was going to see."

"I-I don't know. She did not tell me. Only that she had to see a friend. Someone she said could help her."

"Great." Tony rubbed his chin. "Look, Julian, are you sure—"

"Yes," the young man replied adamantly. "I am sure my sister she did come in here. I stood outside. I watched her go!"

"You saw your sister come in the theater?"

"Yes."

"So, was it Rick who let her in or not?"

Julian frowned. "I don't know. It is not very much light in the back. And I only saw them for a moment."

Kozol remembered. There was one low watt bulb over the out-of-the-way service door where the band entered and departed. The bright lights were at the main back doors. This was designed to draw the crowds away so the artists could come and go in relative peace.

"But I do not think it was him. The person my sister spoke with at the door did not seem so big."

Kozol gave this some thought. Not that it helped any. "All right," he said with resignation, "let's take a walk and see if we can find her or someone who knows where she went. You realize, she could have gone out the front or one of the side exits they open up after the show for the audience to leave from."

"No," Julian said. "Claudia knew I was waiting for her. If she had gone out another way, she would have come back to the alley for me."

"Yeah, I suppose so." Kozol knocked on the girls' temporary dressing room door which was only a couple of spaces down from his own. "Hello?"

A moment later the door was cracked open by Tanya Tobler. She had changed from her stage costume, a black sequined dress with leather boots that matched down to and including the sequins, into a loose fitting beige gown and not so matching peach colored mules. A black shawl was over her shoulders. Tanya was rarely without her shawl.

Tanya Tobler was one of two permanent female backup vocalists with Clint Cash and the Cowhands. Pretty, but heavyset, she was often mistaken for Anne Wilson of the rock group Heart. With coal black hair, whose bangs fell sharply down her forehead leaving a line that looked sharp enough to cut maple, and the overwhelming figure she herself cut, Tanya often joked it would take a Rubens to paint her portrait, because only he'd have a large enough canvas to do her justice.

Tony had grown quite fond of Tanya. And she was an incredible vocalist in her own right. If success was only a question of talent, Kozol figured she'd be every bit the star that Clint Cash was. Maybe bigger.

"Hi-ya, Tone." Tanya stopped brushing out her hair long enough to give Tony's companion the once over. "What's up?"

"This is Julian Santana."

"Oh, yeah?" Tanya laughed. "Any relation to Carlos?"

Julian said nothing.

"I may be a country girl but I love that guy's music." Tanya started singing. "Oye como va." She raised her arms and rocked her hips doing an impromptu dance with her shawl.

Kozol went on. "He's looking for his sister, Claudia. She was supposed to be visiting someone backstage here. It wasn't you by any chance, was it?"

"Not me, honey." Tanya pushed the door open wide. "You decent, Grace?" she asked turning back.

"Lucky for you," replied Grace, as a white t-shirt fell over her chest to the hips of her Wranglers. She was a slender, chestnut headed, twenty-two-year-old from St. Paul, Minnesota, with a pageboy haircut and matching brown eyes with just a fleck of gold in the centers.

Tony was quite fond of her, too. In another fashion. 

"I'm looking for Julian's sister, Claudia. Dark haired, Hispanic, obviously. Have you seen her?" Kozol hadn't taken his eyes off Grace. He had a bit of a crush on her, but had so far stayed away. The gossip he'd had was that Grace was off limits, being one of Clint's girls. Tony, being a relative newcomer and an outsider, had no way of checking the veracity of this. The source of the gossip was, after all, Brian Love, number one source of information, right or wrong, and number one jerk.

"No, sorry." Grace rubbed some lotion up and down her arms. It smelled of lavender.

Julian tapped Kozol's elbow. "It was a man."

"What?" Tony asked, forcing himself to look away.

"It was a man she was coming to see. Claudia said she was going to see him."

"Guess that lets us off the hook, Gracie," Tanya replied.

"Yeah, but you're still my number one suspect," parried Kozol.

Tanya blew him a kiss. "Come back anytime, sailor boy. And don't forget my birthday party tomorrow!"

"How could I?" Tony called in retreat. "You've been reminding me for a week!"

"Hey, twenty-seven times around the big ole sun." Tanya pinched her hips. "You would've thunk I'd have sweated off some of this, wouldn't you?"

"You and me both, girl. You and me both." Kozol had been meaning to start an exercise program. For the past couple of years or so. And thought about it even more seriously whenever he met a girl he was interested in.

It wasn't that he was overweight, but he did feel a bit flabby himself. He liked to blame it on the time he was running that fast food joint his Uncle Jonathan had given him. But that had been a brief, miserable and murderous affair and not truly responsible for his lack of muscle tone. 

His stint as an attorney had been nearly as brief, and equally miserable. But at least he'd had those heavy law books to tote about.

Now his hands, fingers and forearms, at least, had been getting quite a workout since he'd been with Clint Cash and the Cowhands. Nothing like a little guitar work to firm you up. The fingertips of his right hand were nicely calloused and had stopped hurting a fortnight ago.

Kozol headed towards the open twin doors up the hall from which the sound of raucous laughter and the fog of expensive cigars and cheap cigarettes drifted outward.

Party central.

Tony waved a hand in front of his face. He hated the smell of cigarette smoke. Not that the cigars were any better. He spotted Clint Cash in the center of the room, having an intimate conversation with a bottle of Jack Daniels. 

Half the crew was there, too. Rock Bottom was talking up some young blonde on the sofa. Johnnie Beaton was doing likewise with what looked like the blonde's twin sister. 

Hector Orlando, the band' s drummer, was tapping out a beat with a drumstick and a bottle of Lone Star.

And Brian Love had one arm, his good one, draped over Clint's shoulder and a thick grin on his face. Love looked up when he saw Tony and grinned even bigger.

Tony got the message. Clint and Brian were buds. And when Brian Love's arm healed up, Kozol would be out of a job.

About the only person who seemed to be missing from this little shindig, so far as Kozol could tell, was Granger Murdock, Clint's manager.

Two women, one playing the part of a tall, haughty model with white skin and dead looking gray eyes and the other, a voluptuous kitten with fox-colored hair, had been snared by Clint.

Other groupies floated around the fringes of his band mates, hoping to attract the attention of Clint or, moving down the food chain, one of the band members. They settled for the techies and road crew when all else failed. Which was why all the guys loved these after-concert parties. It was like a smorgasbord where the food and the fun never ran out.

Hopeful eyes gave Tony the once over as he and Julian stepped in. Tony brushed past a flock of girls who barely looked legal. He approached his boss.

Clint saluted with the near empty bottle of whiskey. Wearing his trademark black Stetson, his long blond hair, now braided into a ponytail, stuck out the back of his head and trailed along the nape of his fuzzy neck like a pet snake. Blue eyes showed the flush of alcohol, as did the dopey grin on his boyish face.

"What's wrong, lawyer? You lose your way?" Brian Love aimed a sneer at Julian. "And who's this?"

"A friend."

"He ain't got no badge on."

Tony looked past Love. Everybody backstage was supposed to wear a visitor's badge. Not that it was a rule rigidly applied. Often as not, most of the revelers at party central had no passes. Rules only applied to the people you were trying to keep out. Friends, groupies, and anybody that made the boys laugh or horny were all allowed entry to these parties.

"Lighten up, Brian," Clint said. "We're all friends here. What's your name, kid?"

"Julian Raul Santana. I am looking for Claudia. She is my sister," explained the young man.

"Yeah," cracked Love, "and I'm looking for my mother." He waved his casted arm around the room at the plethora of female bodies. "Take your pick. Me, I'm getting out of here. The air's starting to stink."

Love gave Tony and Julian a bilious look before he departed. He patted Cash's shoulder possessively. "See you back at the hotel."

"It's about time you showed up to one of our little soirees, Tony."

Cash turned to Miss Voluptuous. "Get this boy a beer, will you, doll." It was a command, not a question. "His friend, too!"

Clint turned her loose. The girl headed for the table where the food and drinks were laid out. At least what was left of it. Food didn't last long in these after show bashes. And the booze went even quicker.

Clint's devilish blue eyes followed Miss Voluptuous's hips. "Name's Amanda." He scratched his head. "I think." Clint squeezed an arm around the model on his right. "Tell us your name again, honey."

"Rose."

"Right," said Clint. "Rose." He beamed at Tony and Julian. "Rose is a model, aren't you, honey?"

Rose managed a nod and took a slow sip of champagne from a glass with a stem nearly as slender as she herself.

"Yeah, I figured," Tony replied. "Listen, Clint—"

Clint's other contender for his attention that night returned with three open bottles of beer. "Ah, drink up, boys!" 

Clint took the bottles from Miss Voluptuous and handed one each to Tony and Julian. He kissed her. A reward. "Why, doll, you can read my mind." He took a long pull of the fresh beer and smiled. "Five bucks?" Clint asked, sizing up his shot at the tall gray trash can in the corner.

Kozol agreed. He was in no position to decline.

"Yeah," said Clint with a gleam in his eye. Clint hefted the three-quarter guzzled bottle of Jack Daniels, turned his back to the trash can, kissed the bottle on the neck and gave it a slow toss over his right shoulder.

Tony took a sip of his own cold beer as he watched the whiskey bottle sail smartly into the can with a crack of sound that rose even above the din of the party. Kozol opened his thin wallet and grudgingly parted with a five.

"Tough break, Tony. Double or nothing on the next one?"

"I don't think so, Clint. I'm kind of in the middle of something."

Clint laughed. It was a good old boy, shoot from the gut, burst of sound. "You're in the middle of something, all right. It's called a party! Come on, get with it!"

"No, really, I can't. We," he said, glancing at the boy at his side, "are looking for Julian's sister."

Julian, who'd barely touched his beer nodded solemnly.

Clint tipped back the brim of his hat and looked across the room. "Okay, that's cool. So, which one is she?"

Kozol looked at Julian and then back at Clint. "I don't think she's here."

Julian added, "No, Senor Tony, she is not here."

"Well, I'm sorry, Julian." Clint favored Miss Voluptuous with a smile. "I suggest you both drink up." Clint turned back to Julian. "If your sister's around, I expect she'll show up here sooner or later. It's where all the action is!"

Clint spun again, in the opposite direction, as Scott Day, a local Austin DJ whom Tony had met fleetingly at the afternoon's rehearsal, slapped the star on the back.

"Great show, Clint! Just great!" the DJ said effusively. "You boys were hotter than Texas chili!" Day had short, kinky black hair, which bobbed like stiff waves on his head as he babbled, and a nose that looked as if it had been chiseled off a Rodin.

The DJ looked to Kozol every bit the preppie playing dress-up as a Texas cowboy. Looked like he'd seen Urban Cowboy one too many times.

With Clint drawing fire from Scott Day, Kozol turned to Julian and said, "Come on, let's get out of here while we can."

Out in the hall, Tony said, "Listen, Julian. You see what it's like around here. We'll try a few more doors, but it's been a long day." He stifled a yawn. "If we don't find her real soon, I suggest you go back to your place and wait for Claudia there. Heck, your sister might be home already, for all we know. Okay?"

"Si."

"Alright then. Come on." Kozol rattled a couple of door knobs. The doors were unmarked. One was locked, the other turned out to be a janitor's closet. It held nothing more interesting than cleaning supplies.

Julian followed Tony up the little stairs and out across the stage. The hall lights were up and the concert hall cleaning crew was out in force. "Claudia?" called Julian, his hands cupped around his thin lips.

The only responses were the puzzled and amused looks he and Tony received from the cleanup crew.

They crossed to the other side of the stage and down again. "We'll loop back here and try a couple of more doors. Then we go home, right?"

Julian nodded and followed. 

"You know, your sister could be anywhere—even waiting back at the rear entrance by now. We could be running in circles for nothing. If that security guy, Rick, has any sense at all, he'll have her waiting for you there," Tony said, trying to offer Julian some reassurance. The boy was looking awfully nervous. 

Kozol jostled another door handle as he spoke.

Locked.

Tony heard coughing outside the next door and knocked.

"Yes?" came the flat response from behind.

"Excuse me, I'm Tony Kozol. I'm with the band. Clint Cash and the Cowhands."

The door opened. A short, heavy man with receding mud colored hair and a large brass belt buckle in the shape of a bull looked at them enquiringly.

"Uh, hi." Tony began again. "I'm looking for a girl. Her name's Claudia." Kozol pointed to Julian. "It's this young man's sister actually."

The man stepped aside. "Sorry," he said, "haven't seen her. I've been stuck in here for hours."

Tony looked inside. Here was a small, Spartan office with a cheap veneer desk, a couple of file cabinets and no windows. There wasn't even a nameplate on the door or the desk. Not a place he'd want to be stuck for minutes, let alone hours.

As if reading Tony's mind, the man replied, "Not much, is it?"

Tony didn't know what to answer. So he didn't.

"I'm an accountant. Not a big, flashy country star." He swept an arm through air that smelled as boring as the room itself appeared. "Take a look. This is how the other side lives."

Kozol nodded and thanked the man for his time. Why did everyone think his life was so glamorous? After all, he was only a fill-in guitarist.

Mansions and flashy red Ferraris?

Hardly. More like a cheap condo and a barely roadworthy old Saab. And if it wasn't for a former friend of Tony's dad who worked at the motor vehicle inspection station and couldn't bear to see him without a car, the Saab would have flunked Florida's state inspection years ago.

If only this guy knew. . .

Sleeping on buses. Sharing living quarters with a bunch of guys who shared nothing in common but their all-consuming love of music. Eating meals on the run and on the road. Little socialization outside the band. More hours spent rehearsing. Performing. Packing up. Moving on. . .

Tony jiggled the next door handle a little harder. He was getting tired. Real tired.

The room was dark. He fumbled along the edge of the wall with his left hand and flicked the switch.

The body was on the floor.
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