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“...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

Towhee Get Your Gun

Maggie Miller Mystery Series

Buried in Beignets

Beignets, Brides and Bodies

Tony Kozol Mysteries

Stiff In The Freezer

Skulls Of Sedona

Lost In Austin

The Body from Ipanema

Bum Rap In Branson

Gunfight In Gatlinburg

Gendarme Charles Trenet novels

Murder In St. Barts

Death Of A Cheat

By Glenn Meganck–

George And The Angels

It’s A Young, Young World

After the Fall

For Children

Big Deal

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

Lights, Camera, Murder!

Pet in Peril

By Nick Lucas–

Five Minutes

—Beachfront Entertainment—

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

This i​s a work of fiction. Any resemblances to actual places or events, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

[image: ]


Copyright © 2012 J.R. Ripley

All rights reserved under international and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Beachfront Entertainment.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without the written consent of the publisher, with the exception of brief passages contained in critical articles or reviews.

Beachfront Entertainment, Boca Raton, FL. Correspond with Beachfront via email at: info@beachfrontentertainment.com

First print edition July 2012

Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data

Ripley, J. R., 1955-

Gunfight in Gatlinburg / J.R. Ripley.

p. cm.

ISBN 978-1-892339-35-5 (Hardcover)

1. Kozol, Tony (Fictitious character)—Fiction. 2. Guitarists—Fiction.

3. Murder—Investigation—Fiction. 4. Gatlinburg (Tenn.)—Fiction. I.

Title.

PS3568.I635G86 2012

813'.54—dc232012008331

COVER ART BY RITA

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

GUNFIGHT IN GATLINBURG

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

More from Beachfront Entertainment

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​1

[image: ]


“I feel like an idiot.”

Tony’s mirror image rolled its big brown eyes at him and muttered an unhesitating and unequivocal agreement. Tony groused. His mirror image could be a real pain in the butt sometimes.

“Trust me,” said Rock from the bedroom, “you look great, Tony. Just great. Like a million bucks.”

Sure, more like he’d just been trampled by a million bucks of the four-legged, red-tailed variety. Tony struggled with the knotted blue kerchief he’d been instructed to wear along with the silly looking navy blue Old Timer’s railroad uniform with its quarter-sized shiny brass buttons. And the word may have sounded like instructed, but it smelled like ordered.

It was all part of the show, said his boss, bandleader Wilford Bodine.

Wilford was a wiry man with a bony jaw, jagged teeth and about as much hair as a newborn. The guy was only thirty-two but looked more like sixty-two. And the way he traipsed about all hunched over like Quasimodo, you’d think the guy had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Wilford Bodine, the Atlas of the Bluegrass world. Except Wilford Bodine was no Charles Atlas. Then again, Wilford could qualify as the ‘before guy’, the 97 lb. weakling. There was even a dynamic tension similarity between Wilford Bodine and Charles Atlas. Hell, Tony filled up with enough tension to cock a bow every time he went near Bodine.

In fact, he only straightened his spine when he got mad. His flaccid skin was pasty grey. Wilford avoided direct sun like he was president of Local Vampires Union 302. The heaviest thing Tony had ever seen him lift was his instrument. And that was a mandolin for heaven’s sake!

Still, Bodine could play one mean mandolin. It was like the spirit of Bill Monroe was deep within him. He wasn’t too shabby on pedal steel either. Wilford went by the moniker Sharpie. Sharpie Bodine. As in sharp note, not as in sharp shooter.

Yeah, that Wilford Bodine was one sharp wit.

Tony yanked at the kerchief in disgust. If he just had the guts, he’d grab both ends and pull. Put an end to all this misery.

But he didn’t have the guts.

And even if he had, who’d want to end up in the obits dressed in this outfit? Tony fled from the mirror.

Damn that Wilford Bodine.

Wilford was bandleader of the Cherokee Mountain Railroad Bluegrass Band out of Hickory, North Carolina. A buddy of Rock’s had hooked them up with the outfit. How Rock came to have so many ‘helpful’ buds, Tony couldn’t figure. A few more gigs like this one with Wilford and Tony was going to crack wide open. Like Humpty-Yoke for Brains-Dumpty.

How did he keep letting himself get roped into these idiotic situations? All on account of his best friend, Rock Bottom, absolutely, no doubt.

That’s how. That’s precisely how.

Bassist extraordinaire. Pain in the butt extra-extraordinaire, Rock Bottom. The strained voice of Joe Walsh singing “life’s been good to me so far...” ran through Tony’s skull like a viral infection.

So here they were in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, one of the busiest tourist meccas of the known world, in the middle of August, playing in a bluegrass band.

Oh, well. The pay was decent—at least it wasn’t Confederate money—and the music was really pretty good. Though it wasn’t something he normally gravitated to.

Tony knew he shouldn’t be complaining just because he had to dress like a goofy late 1800’s “I’ve been working on the railroad” worker as part of the gig.

Still. Why couldn’t Rock line them up some normal gigs? Heck, compared to this, Tony Kozol would have jumped at the chance to put on a monkey suit and play Holiday Inn weddings and Jewish community center bar mitzvahs.

Tony twisted his feet inch deep into the soft mental sand of his soft-sided skull. This was absolutely the last time he’d let Rock pick their next gig. The final, ultimately last, last time. He twisted his feet in deeper. Absolutely. For sure.

Tony tapped at his watch. “You ready, Rock?”

Rock puffed up his chest and studied his reflection in the watery looking lithograph above his bed. The Great Smoky Mountains half-hidden in mist. Quelle surprise. “Rock is ready to roll.”

Rock grinned. He was a giant of a man, easy to please and slow to rile. He and Tony had been friends since playing for Clint Cash and the Cowhands, a country band that had had a string of hits until a little incident involving murder stopped Clint Cash in his tracks.

Tony wondered what ever happened to Clint. Rumor had it he was writing songs again and peddling his memoirs. Whoever said crime doesn’t pay obviously had never visited the U.S. of A.

Tony picked up the pillbox shaped blue conductor’s cap he’d been dreading and stuffed it in his guitar case.

“Aren’t you going to wear that?”

“I’ll put it on when we get to the aquarium.” And not a minute sooner.

“Suit yourself.” Rock propped his own blue hat atop his big, close-shaved head and angled the narrow bill down towards his left eye. “Cool, huh?”

“Yeah. Very rakish,” said Tony. “Now can we please get going? The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can die in shame.”

Kozol stood aside as the big guy wrestled his equally big upright bass through the narrow motel door. The bulky instrument bumped against the sturdy doorframe and then Tony’s less sturdy frame. Right knee, outside edge, to be precise. Painful to be even more precise. Tony slammed the door and limped after Rock.

Yep, the life of a musician was nothing but glamour. Glamour and chicks. Of course, the last time he’d seen Glamour it was a forgotten, rumpled and lipstick stained copy of the fashion rag left lying on a cracked plastic seat in a Tampa Bay bus station.

And the last time a woman had shown an interest in him, she was knocking door to door, working on commission and wanting to know if he would be interested in selling his Ocean Palm condo. Now’s the time to sell, she explained. Florida prices were hot, she explained.

Yeah, right. Hot like in meltdown. Tony had replied that now was not the time, in fact it was dinner time, his spaghetti was getting cold and politely declined. That condo was all he had in this world. Besides, he’d been living there going on ten years. It was the only stability he had in the world. And if he sold, he’d never be able to afford to buy back in. So what would be the point?

Sure, there was his friendship with Rock. But he didn’t count that. He and Rock had been working together for several years now, but Rock was anything but stable, despite his name. Probably inherited instability, was Tony’s guess. He’d never met Rock’s parents but suspected they were every bit as off-kilter as their offspring. Who named their kid Rock, anyhow?

Rock threw open the back hatch of his orange Aztek and lovingly laid his bass inside. Tony shuddered. He couldn’t help himself. Shudders of horror rippled up and down his arms every time he saw the ghastly vehicle. What had Pontiac been thinking?

Tony eased his guitar up along the bass and quickly climbed inside before anyone could recognize him—not that he had any friends in Gatlinburg. But between the outfit and the Aztek, he considered himself an easy target for wiseguys and was taking any and all precautions.

And as much as Tony loathed Rock’s driving, anything was better than being seen driving the Aztek himself. He’d rather die first. And with Rock at the wheel, there was no eliminating that possibility.

Rock eased into the slowly moving line of traffic along main street. “Which way, Tonto?”

Tony pulled a crumpled, hand-drawn map out of his pocket. Wilford had given it to him. He studied the hastily scribbled directions. “Stay on Parkway.”

Parkway was also known as U.S. Highway 441. It snaked through the town of Gatlinburg like an overfed boa constrictor, then headed off toward Pigeon Forge in one direction and wound through the Great Smoky Mountains in the other.

“Traffic light number five. Ripley Aquarium of the Smokies. Believe it or not,” he deadpanned, turning the paper side to side. “Be on your left. I think.”

“Gotcha.”

The boys had quickly learned that practically all destinations in Gatlinburg were related to traffic lights. Traffic light number five was in the center of town, for instance. Number eight was the intersection of Parkway and Historic Nature Trail, formerly Airport Road.

That’s where the Gatlinburg Department of Tourism and Convention Center was located. Their hotel, the Quality Inn, was back between Traffic Lights Eight and Nine, within spitting distance of the convention center.

––––––––
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Rock squeezed the much-maligned Aztek in between a couple of handicap spaces—no doubt figuring he’d deal with the consequences later—and they ran inside. The Aquarium of the Smokies was packed. Any more bodies and the water would be sloshing up over the sides.

Rock led the way, parting the crowd deftly as a U.S. Navy icebreaker on patrol. Folks always gave the big guy plenty of berth, more so now that he was lugging an upright bass which was more than capable of taking out a few slow-to-move bystanders. Tony just followed along in his wake, trying not to bang anybody with his guitar case—more for his guitar’s sake than theirs.

Rock had bought the three-quarter scale upright especially for this gig with the Cherokee Mountain Railroad Bluegrass Band. He’d found his prize scouring the pawnshops of Miami Beach. It was a spectacular looking ES-9, with a natural blonde finish. A favorite model with the rockabilly crowd and perfect for the bluegrass set. The instrument had been manufactured by Engelhardt, a renowned builder of basses and cellos.

According to the man behind the pawn shop window, it had previously and originally been owned by a graduate student at the University of Miami Department of Music. According to said pawnster, the student had crashed and burned and was now living in a pup tent on the Turks and Caicos, a small collection of islands about six-hundred miles southeast of Miami.

The pawnster had picked up the bass for a song, he’d quipped. Quite the comedian, that pawnbroker. But then you can’t be big on sympathy if you’re going to be in the pawn business. This wasn’t exactly heart of gold territory.

“Wow, cool. Look at all those little fishies,” said Rock as they scooted along the edges of the crowd. “It’s like being in a giant fishbowl.”

“Yeah, it’s really something.” Tony nodded to the left, wrinkling his nose up like an accordion. The joint reeked of fish bait, new leather chaps and some girly scent that he couldn’t quite place. “I think we have to go that way.” He fought his way past a waiter carrying a silver platter of hors d’oeuvres, dainty little sticks of celery and carrots along with something that looked like salmon and smelled like shoe polish. And none of which would assuage his appetite even in bulk quantities.

Rock stopped in his tracks. “And look at that great pistol.” He gestured towards a shiny gun that someone had strapped to his side in a finely tooled, well-oiled piece of leather. Everybody in the crowd, except for the staff at the aquarium, was decked out in Western wear. Looked like the Aquarium of the Smokies had been taken over by the cast of Gunsmoke. Rock smacked his lips in appreciation and marched on, keeping his eyes open for Miss Kitty.

“Oh, yeah. That’s just what Rock needs, a gun.”

“Excuse me?” An attractive young woman with long strawberry blonde curls and startling purple-blue eyes laid a soft hand on his shoulder. She filled out a chartreuse dress, with plenty of flounce, that Miss Kitty would have been proud to call her own.

“Huh?”

“What did you say? Something about a gun?”

“Oh, sorry. I wasn’t talking to you. In fact, I didn’t realize I was talking out loud. It’s my friend. He doesn’t need a gun.”

“Interesting.” She smiled. “I’d say you’re in the wrong place then. You do know that this is a private party for the Single Action Gun Enthusiasts?”

“SAGE. Sure.” Tony hefted his guitar case. “I’m with the band.”

“And here I thought you’d gotten lost on the way to the train station.”

Tony reddened. “Guess I had that coming.” He tugged at his uniform, wishing it had the power of invisibility.

The young lady held out her hand. “Belle West.”

“Tony Kozol.”

“Tony Kozol?” She pouted and took back her hand. “Not much of a name. Don’t you have an alias?”

Tony squirmed. “Yeah.” Wilford had insisted that he take on an alias. Said it was not only a band requirement but a requirement of SAGE.

“It’s Six-String.” That had been Rock’s idea. Tony had wanted to call himself ‘I’d-Rather-Be-Dead-Than-Be-Doing This’ but the moniker was too big for the name tag. Besides, Wilford would have had a conniption. Rock’s choice of an alias for himself was Black Bart.

Tony heard someone shouting his name. Sounded like Winnie Sinclair, Wilford’s cousin, and fiddle player with the band. “I’ve got to go.”

“Bye, Six-String.” There was a mischievous twinkling in Belle’s eyes. “Hope to see you around town.”

Tony gulped, mumbled something incomprehensible, and headed toward the indoor patio where the band had gathered. It was a dimly lit area wedged between dark cruising stingrays on one side, a big section of the main aquarium on another, and the snack bar behind.

Like usual, he was late.

“I saved you a seat,” said Winnie, patting a padded chair next to her own.

Tony looked around for some way out of the trap, found none and sat down. Rock was slapping Wilford on the back, poor guy, and laughing at one of his own jokes.

Wilford managed somehow to break away from Rock’s pummeling and called for the band’s attention. Tony leaned back in his chair, all too aware of Winnie’s nearby breathing, and closed his eyes while the bandleader droned on about the night’s song list. Ten songs, all classics.

Yada yada yada. Snooze. This had to be the tenth time old Wilford had gone over the set list since lunch. He was one God-fearing perfectionist.

Winnie pinched Tony’s thigh. She whispered. “Wilford’s looking at you.”

Tony’s eyes popped open. “Sorry.” He rubbed his eyes with his fists and stretched his arms in the air. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.”

Wilford glared at him and cleared his throat.

Some guy in a bolo tie, further decked out in a buckskin jacket with an acre of fringe around the edges was speaking at the podium across the way. He had bushy brown hair. Accenting his fleshy face was a pair of overgrown sideburns. The man was in serious need of some trimming shears. Or a Weedwacker.

Everyone was listening as the speaker went on about what a great weekend they were in for. He read off a list of obviously prepared jokes. Sure to kill stuff. Or so he’d likely been promised.

Tony yawned once more.

The guy at the podium raised his glass in toast and winked at Wilford. Wilford ordered the band to its feet and nodded his chin at Rock.

The crowd clapped politely and turned expectantly towards the band.

Rock kicked off Bill Monroe’s “I Wonder If You Feel The Way I Do” with two solo measures on bass. Boom-ba-dee-boom. Boom-ba-dee-boom. One by one, the rest of the Cherokee Mountain Railroad Bluegrass Band joined in, catching up with the big guy. Adding their own well-rehearsed parts to the popular tune.

Except for Tony, that is. He wasn’t playing a lick. His Martin guitar hung over his shoulders. Dead. Hanging on by a strap. So to speak.

Rock was looking at him kind of funny. Wilford was looking at him kind of furious. Tony was looking out over the crowd. Over the crowd and inside toward the pink coral and the little fishies.

Good word. Dead.

Yep. Good word, thought Tony, as he gazed at the little fishies.

He gazed at the little fishies and at the dead guy floating naked in the aquarium; the little fishies pecking curiously at his flesh.
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“Good word. Dead.” Oops. Tony was thinking out loud again. Bad habit.

“What?” Winnie looked nervously from Tony to the crowd and back again. She kept her chin tucked tightly under her fiddle as her fingers flew up, down and sideways along the narrow neck. Her bow sliced through the air. En garde!

Tony continued to gape.

She leaned over without faltering and whispered in his ear. “What’s wrong, Tony?”

Tony pointed.

Winnie squinted. The girl had poor eyesight. She couldn’t wear contacts because of the odd shape of her eyes. She said her oculist declared them as having an odd convexity. And she didn’t like to wear her glasses on stage. She said it made her self-conscious.

She squinted some more. Out over the smiling heads. Through the doors, through the glare. Towards the big aquarium and the lovely pink and white coral with the tiny bubbles floating up. She squinted and squinted.

Following Tony’s trembling finger.

Winnie saw the little fishies. And a dead man smiling at her.

Yeah, good word. Dead.

Winnie screamed.

Tony decided to join her.

Wilford screamed, too. But not for the same reason. He was screaming at Winnie and Tony to shut up and play.

Only when the audience turned their backs on him and the screams turned to muffled gasps and finally to stampeding feet, did Wilford surrender, laying down his mandolin at his feet like he was offering up a gift to the Gods of Bluegrass.

Rock
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