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BEACHFRONT ENTERTAINMENT

Raleigh, North Carolina

Tony Kozol and Rock Bottom (an engagingly laid-back sleuthing duo—Booklist) are back in their fifth hair-pulling, teeth-gnashing, nail-biting, name-calling (and that’s only what the author went through to write it) adventure. Hired by folk singer Nanci Dement to appear with her at a Kewpie doll convention in Branson, Missouri, the boys are expecting nothing but fun and relaxation. What they get is murder, and lots of it. Not to mention, Jim Stafford, who finds himself with his own set of troubles—he’s been accused of stealing a valuable Kewpie. Worse still, he’s been accused of murder!

While Tony and Rock try to sort through the tangle of their lives and help out their new friend, Jim, who thinks they are detectives (and Heaven knows they’re not!) Nanci is ready to kill them. After all, she’s hired them to play the guitar and bass and they’re spending all their time playing sleuths!

Will Jim spend the remainder of his days singing Cow Patti in jail? Will Nanci Dement stalk down and rub out Tony and Rock with her mandolin? Hold on to your Kewpie doll and read on!

Praise For J.R. Ripley’s Bum Rap In Branson

“Taken separately, the elements that make up this seventh Tony Kozol novel might sound downright goofy. Country musician Kozol and his pal Rock Bottom are hired to play at "Kewpiecon," a Kewpie doll convention in Branson, Missouri. While there, they befriend—and defend—real-life country singer Jim Stafford, who stands accused of murdering rapper B.A.D. Spike. Spike, who was opening a controversial theater in Branson, has plenty of enemies—but Stafford is found standing over the body. When Kewpie merchandise is stolen and a conventioneer is murdered, new suspects emerge. From descriptions of the bizarre antics of the Kewpie conventioneers to the quirky characterization of Stafford (who older country fans will remember for his hit "Spiders and Snakes"), Ripley spins a truly funny yarn 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

"J. R. Ripley's Bum Rap In Branson is an exciting mystery novel featuring Tony Kozol and Rock Bottom, who is drawn into a bizarre recurrence of Kewpie dolls and murders, their interconnection unknown. The latest entry in a genuinely thrilling series, Bum Rap In Branson complicates Tony's desire to just get by, have fun, and earn a few bucks playing the guitar by saddling him with a murder accusation - he has to clear his name fast to avoid singing in jail! A viciously delightful read for mystery/suspense enthusiasts!”

—Midwest Book Review

“Must read!”

—Today’s Books, A Public News Service

Praise for the author and his works:

“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:
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What ever happened to Jim Stafford? I wound up in Branson Mo. I moved to Branson in 1990, got my own theater and never looked back. I have a wife Ann, and two children; Shea, 10 and G.G. 6. I am 59. What's that like? Like never having to send the grandkids home. My wife and children are also in my show. Talk about a Mom and Pop operation. I love it.

So, one day I get this e-mail from a guy who says he's a writer and that Branson is the setting of his next book, and he'd like to talk to me. I call him up and he says he wants to put me in his book, which is a murder mystery, and he wants me to be a suspect in the murder. I say, “Did I do it? He says, “When I finish the book we'll both know.” I said, “Go for it.”

I'm glad I did because along to way I got to know Glenn Meganck (aka J.R. Ripley) and his family...nice people.

When Glenn finished the book, he sent me a copy and I really had fun with it. If you like mysteries that are funny and have thrills, spills, twists, turns and an ending you only thought you guessed, you'll like it too.

I think you'll also enjoy reading about Branson. You might even want to come see the place and take in some shows. Mine for instance...I really kill ’em.

Jim Stafford

Branson, Missouri

BUM RAP IN BRANSON
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“Where the deuces is Butch?” hollered B.A.D.

“He ducked out for a bite.”

That was Cyndi Parker, B.A.D.’s personal assistant. She’d poured herself into a thin pair of purple and black striped stretch jeans with a white Spandex tube-top. Glittering sequins accentuated areas of her chest, which needed no accentuating. Cyndi Parker had one of those curvy, voluptuous bodies that was always getting her in trouble and men in more.

B.A.D. scowled. He was surrounded by incompetence and lassitude and footing the bill for each and every one of the malingerers now lurking about on the freshly painted, black stage floor. “That dude don’t need a bite. He’s so big, somebody ought to take a big ole bite outta him.”

He drummed the fingertips of one hand against the other. They looked like a couple of big, brown tarantulas practicing Kung Fu fighting. The wispy tufts of hair on the backs of his hands only added to the illusion. “Dang. We open in a month and this whole darn stage has got to be extended. There’s no room for all the dancers. I want this thing big. BIG!”

B.A.D. raised his hands high over his head. “We’re trying to put on the biggest, baddest show the world has ever seen. Don’t any of you people get it?”

B.A.D. turned and stopped outside the door to the large, private apartment attached to the back of the theater. “This is a B.A.D. Spike show.” His hands gripped the doorframe. “It’s got to be big. It’s got to be B.A.D.” His eyes circled the room, shooting bolts of fire at each and every one of the dozen or so employees unfortunate enough to be within his field of vision. “You all got that?”

Lowered heads muttered nervous, anxious-to-please replies.

“Cyn!”

“Yes, B.A.D.?” She was standing in the corner near the red velvet curtain, furiously jotting notes on her clipboard.

“Tell Butch to get his behind in here the minute he gets back.” B.A.D. slammed the door and retreated.

The apartment was B.A.D.’s temporary living quarters. It contained a full kitchen, bath, two bedrooms and a living area where he entertained.

He was building a big house, 7,500 square feet worth, up above Table Rock Lake. The way things were going, it was gonna end up costing him nearly twice what he’d initially contracted. People were sucking him dry. This whole stinking enterprise was sucking up all his money, but it was going to pay off in spades. B.A.D. rubbed his hands together. He just knew it.

B.A.D. Spike was gonna rule again.

Anything was possible if you just wanted it bad enough. And he did. He wanted success bad. That’s why he called himself B.A.D.

Bad and Dangerous.

That was him. That was how he told himself he was going to live and he had. Still did.

Yeah, you just have to want it bad enough.

Attitude. It was all about attitude. And B.A.D. wasn’t afraid to give attitude. Heck, he exuded the stuff. And he had to spend money to make money. It was an old adage, but true.

He was going to impress these people. With his money, his presence, his show.

B.A.D. stripped off his shirt and turned on the hot water. Going back to the living room to crank up the stereo, he caught sight of a tall figure of a man dressed in a tan suit and cowboy boots, complete with white cowboy hat coming in through the back door. “What the deuces are you doing here, man?” His voice rose two and a third notches. “And how’d you get in anyway?”

Merel Pearce grinned. “I own this place, remember?” He was chewing on a fat cigar.

B.A.D. scowled. “You might own it, but while I hold the lease, I decide who comes and goes.” His eyes lighted on the key dangling from between Pearce’s fingers. “Gimme that key.”

Merel Pearce shrugged his broad-set shoulders and tossed the key over onto the red leather sofa.

This only made B.A.D. all the madder. “I’ve got the shower running, so why don’t you just run on out of here your own self, Merel?”

“Now, now, Donald, don’t get yourself all in a huff. It ain’t good for the complexion.”

B.A.D. was in Merel’s face in two giant steps. Tall as Merel was, B.A.D. was taller. “Don’t call me Donald. I’ve already told you that.”

“Why not? It’s your name, ain’t it? Donald Milquist? That’s what your birth certificate says.”

“At least I’ve got a birth certificate,” retorted B.A.D.

Merel snapped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Figure it out, smart guy. Now, if you don’t mind, clear out. I’ve got things to do.” B.A.D. snatched the key off the couch and dumped it in the drawer of his desk.

“In a minute. In a minute. I hear things ain’t going so well. Not too late to get out. I’d be happy to tear up the lease. Let you go. I’m a generous guy.”

B.A.D. laughed. “Generous? Right, man! That’s you, Mister Generosity.” He was shaking his head. “I’m paying you top dollar for this joint and you know it.”

“I wouldn’t be leasing it to you at all if I hadn’t outgrown it. My new place seats twenty-eight hundred. But,” Merel drawled, “I guess a little old place like this will be enough for you. More than enough.”

“You don’t know nothin’, Pearce. My opening show is booked solid. Once word gets out, folks will be coming from hundreds of miles away. Every night of the week. I’ll be booked solid into next year.”

“If you open.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I hear you’ve got troubles. Work’s going slow. Problems with the stage. . .”

“Well, you heard wrong. Everything is right on schedule.”

“I also hear you want to do some remodeling. I won’t allow it. You rent this place ‘as is’ and it stays that way.”

B.A.D. smiled a big, toothy grin. “Already talked with my lawyers. All’s I’m doing are leasehold improvements. I can demolish that stage and rebuild it if I want to.” His grin grew even larger. “And I want to.”

“I’m warning you, Donald, don’t mess with me or my theater.”

“Oooh, I’m so scared. You know, where I come from, a good old boy like you wouldn’t last a day.”

Merel’s countenance darkened. “And where I come from, a boy like you would be pickin’ cotton.”

B.A.D. grabbed the handle of the door so fast and hard that the knob came off in his hand, but not before the door flew open. “Get out.”

Pearce tugged on his bolo tie, looked the rapper up and down and strode slowly out the door to his pickup.

“Come back and see the show opening night,” chided B.A.D. “I’ll save you a seat in the VIP section. It’s gonna be killer!”

He waited until Pearce and his pickup were out of sight then gripped the edge of the door with his fingertips and slammed it shut, mouthing a string of expletives as he did so.

B.A.D. propped a leather armchair up against the door to keep it from swinging open. He made a note to himself to talk to Cyn about getting it fixed. He waved a hand in front of his nose. The living room stank of Merel’s foul cigar.

The water was still running and B.A.D. cursed. More money wasted, this time literally down the drain. Nonetheless, he let it run a little longer. He had a call to make and this was more important.

He flipped through his address book, then dialed. “Hi. Listen, you got to get over here.” He took in an earful of why this wasn’t possible. “I know, but you’ve got to help me. Please?”

B.A.D. frowned as he listened to the response. “Well, just get here as soon as you can then. Yeah, I’ll be waiting for you.”

He laid down the receiver and headed for the shower, hoping the hot water hadn’t run out. If it had, it would be just perfect. Everything seemed to be going against him.

Nothing was going the way he’d expected. If it weren’t for bad luck, he’d have no luck at all. Wasn’t that a song or something?

He’d been in Branson six precious months already. Six months of burning money and still he wasn’t open for business. He tipped back his head and let the water soak into his tense muscles.

Fame. Fortune. Where had they gone? Six years ago, he’d still been on top of his game—on top of the world. Oh, well, he’d had a good run.

“I suppose I ought to be grateful,” he muttered to the insensate Italian tiled walls. Grammy award winner for Best solo rap performance, best rhythm and blues song and best long form video, all in the early nineties. He even won the Billboard Magazine Music Award for #1 rap artist, an American Music Award, and the Soul Train Award.

He’d made commercials for Pepsi and Nike. Helped kids all over the country. Visited city schools, especially in San Francisco, where he’d been born and raised. Giving something back to the community. That was what it was all about.

Mattel even made a B.A.D. Spike doll—discontinued now— in a white suit with gold trim and big faux gold buttons. Man, that had been a gas. To this day, he kept one of the little characters on his dressing table. He called it Lil’ B.A.D.

But in the course of the decade, B.A.D. Spike’s star had dimmed greatly and now, he had to face it—he was washed up.

Standing in the shower—washed up. B.A.D. laughed at the irony. The hell with them all. He’d come back like a specter from the dead. B.A.D. would rise again. Just like the South, according to that pain in his backside, Merel Pearce.

He heard a commotion in the apartment. “Somebody out there?”

A second later, a voice replied. “It’s only me, Cyndi. I’m looking for the checkbook. Syscomp says they won’t install the new computers without a check.”

B.A.D. cursed under his breath. “Fine. It’s in the desk. Help yourself.” Couldn’t they wait until the job was done? So much for trusting your fellow man.

“Thanks.”

As he dried himself off, he heard the apartment door being closed. “Yeah, help yourself. Why not? They all help themselves to my money.” He tossed a T-shirt on over his sweat pants. “What little of it I’ve got left.”

He slammed his feet into a pair of loose, plush slippers. His stomach growled. “Lawyers, guns and money.” He stomped to the kitchen. “Now, I know that’s a song.”
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“I can’t stand small planes.” Rock stopped, oblivious to the exiting mob pushing past him, and began dusting himself off. Salty cracker crumbs fell from his black slacks to his shoes. He stamped his feet to shake them loose.

Rock Bottom, a giant of a man and a gifted bass player, sporting his usual buzz cut, wasn’t about to let even an angry mob get in his way, let alone this relatively docile bunch of plane-tossed tourists. He was dressed in black, as always, like his hero, the Big Man himself, the Man In Black, Johnny Cash.

“It wasn’t a small plane. You’re a big guy.” Tony was shorter than his friend with a bushy brown head of hair that never stayed in one place—sort of a metaphor for his life as an itinerant musician, always on the road for one job or another, working with one act or another. Country, classical, New Age, whatever paid the bills.

Tony spotted the sign to the baggage claim area and headed that way, lugging his guitar case in one hand. It held his prized Martin D-28, one of the few things he had of any value. It had once been his father’s. Tony’s dad had been a frustrated musician, working as an office manager, when what he’d wanted to do was to be a jazz guitarist. Tony was determined not to make the same mistake. Life was worth more than that.

As for Rock’s gripes, Tony was used to them and didn’t let them get to him anymore. “And would you hurry, please? We’re running late on account of you. We’ve already missed the opening ceremony. Nanci won’t be happy.”

Rock pulled his shirt out like a tent stuck on the side of a steep mountain. “Ooh, the opening ceremony. Be still my fluttering heart. Besides, Nanci will get over it. I think she likes me.”

“Sure,” said Tony. “Keep the dream alive.” Nanci Dement, a well-known folksinger, had hired Rock and Tony to accompany her in concert for a series of shows she was doing in Branson in conjunction with Kewpiecon, the annual celebration of Kewpie dolls and the life and works of Rose O’Neill, the creator of the Kewpie doll.

Tony figured Nanci liked Rock about as much as she liked toe fungus. Rock was a good guy, a great guy, but Tony couldn’t see his pal being Nanci Dement’s type. No, she was more the lover of the studious, pensive and moody poet type. Rock was more the beer in one fist, bass in the other type. A sweet heart, but not a complex heart.

Tony marched on. The distance between himself and Rock was growing.

“Listen, Tony,” replied Rock, hurrying to keep up, his bass case slamming against his leg, “any plane without a jet engine attached is a small plane and that thing we came in on only had propellers. Propellers are ancient, like dinosaurs. And what do you mean ‘on account of me’ ?”

Tony laughed. “I think you’re blurring a few eras. Besides, old is what we’re here for.” He’d stopped at the baggage carousel. “And we had to catch a late flight today, instead of yesterday like we were supposed to on account of you.”

“I told you. I had an appointment.”

“You had a date,” Tony said.

Rock looked shocked. “How did you know that?”

“Linda’s cousin Joan works at Club Cristoff. She saw you there.” Tony snatched his bag from between two businessmen who acted like they owned the spot. “Said you were at the club until closing, in fact.”

“Hey, she was a neurosurgeon. I always wanted to date a lady doctor. What can I say?”

“You can say you’re sorry. You can say, ‘Tony, I’ll never do anything so irresponsible ever, ever again.’ ” Tony pushed past a couple of kids and watched the bags roll along.

“Yeah, right,” said Rock, catching his red bag on the first pass as it came tumbling down.

“Besides, I thought you had the hots for Nanci?”

Rock shrugged and deftly changed the subject. “So, about these Kewpie dolls—I never even heard of them until Nanci hired us for this show. Did you?”

Tony hoisted his own piece, a green duffel bag, over his shoulder and marched off towards rental car country. “My Aunt Louise had a Kewpie. She got it when she was a little girl. She showed it to me when I told her about the gig we were going to be doing.” Tony had been raised by his aunt and uncle after his own parents had died in a tragic boating accident.

“Aunt Louise has this delicate looking little pinkish Kewpie wrapped in tissue paper in a box up in her bedroom closet. I’ll show it to you when we get back to Florida.”

“Sure. You know I’m a big fan of pop culture.” Rock searched his pockets for a stick of gum. He pushed the pack towards Tony, with a raked eyebrow, but Tony declined.

“Speaking of Aunt Louise, I told her I’d try to see what those old Kewpie dolls are worth. Who knows? Maybe she’s sitting on a fortune.”

Rock laughed. “Now you’re dreaming.”

They picked up their economy car, spent a moment bickering over directions from Springfield to Branson—neither had bothered listening to the rental agent’s instructions—came to an agreement and headed south.

“Just once I wish we could rent a bigger car,” said Rock, squirming around, looking for that perfect position. With his size and weight distribution there was none.

Tony’s hands gripped the plastic wheel. “Since we had to cover our own expenses on this gig, consider yourself lucky to have a car at all. We could be on a bus.”

“I think Nanci should be picking up all the expenses,” griped Rock.

“Tell Nanci that,” dared Tony. Nanci Dement was successful by folkie standards, but hardly rich. Tony and Rock had worked for big names before and been swaddled in luxury. This was not to be one of those times.

Some gigs worked out well, and they came home with money in their pockets; others were busts commercially and they barely broke even. Oh well, thought Tony, it kept the creditors at bay. Tony had failed as a lawyer through no fault of his own, and a restauranteur through no fault of his own and he wasn’t about to fail as a musician. It was just about all he had left.

Tony hoped this gig for these Kewpie doll people wasn’t going to end up in the latter category. It had been two solid months since they’d had a paycheck and what with shelling out for expenses on this trip, it didn’t leave much money left to cover the rent. If something went wrong and Nanci didn’t pay them, he’d lose his condo and he was on the brink of losing it anyway. If it wasn’t for Rock moving in and helping with expenses, he’d have lost it long ago.

He’d have to move in with Aunt Louise. Not that shacking up with his aunt was so bad, but he was a grown man after all and cherished his independence. Something which, if he moved back home with his Aunt Louise, would be lost.

Aunt Louise was well-meaning but, with all she’d been through with her husband, his Uncle Jonathan, being incarcerated and losing everything, she had become demanding and needy. He didn’t mind it on an outpatient basis but he did not, definitely did not, want to take it on twenty-four/seven.

“I just might tell Nanci,” Rock said bravely, in response to Tony’s challenge. Though he knew he never would. He rapped his knuckles against the dash revealing a row of blue tattooed numbers. Years before, Rock had had the spaces between his knuckles tattooed, numbers one through five on each hand. He told Tony it had helped him learn to play the bass, knowing which finger was which using the Nashville numbering system.

They headed up and down Highway 65 as it cut a path through the Ozarks. One pile of rubble in the mountains through which the road had been cut looked more like an Aztec ruin than a plundered work of Nature. Tony expected to see Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent god, prancing around on top the mound announcing the day’s sacrifices.

For what seemed like forever, their car got stuck behind a wheezing semi in one lane and some class act in a pickup with Arizona plates who was hauling about a thirty-foot boat on a run-down trailer in the other. There was an obnoxious sign affixed to the back of the boat that read: BOOZE OR GAS, NOBODY RIDES FOR FREE.

“Now there’s a real winner,” said Tony.

Rock shrugged. “That’s America, Tony. You’ve got to take the good with the bad.”

“Sure, but when we left Ocean Palm and landed in Springfield I was hoping the good would outdo the bad.”

“It does.” Rock rolled down his window. “Smell that good mountain air. Reminds me of home.” Rock was from a small town in Arkansas. His folks still lived there. Tony figured Rock was about the wildest thing to come out of that town.

Fumes from the semi belched in their faces. The red ape with the boat turned off the highway and, with some effort, Tony was able to coax their little Focus up the next ridge, even managing to beat out the semi.

Eventually they came to Highway 76, exited, hung a right and found themselves snaking along a street lined with theaters, tourist shops and places to banish your hunger, no matter what size your appetite or how exotic or ordinary your tastes.

“This reminds me,” said Tony, “of International Drive in Orlando.”

“Sort of,” replied Rock, “but this is nicer, especially with all the hills. Reminds me of home.”

“There are an awful lot of cars though, and all these RV’s, too.” Tony was trying to see past the one that was rolling along slowly in front of them now. “I wonder where the hotel is?”

“Never mind that, I’m starved. Let’s get something to eat.”

“Don’t you want to check-in first? Get our bearings?”

“No,” Rock grabbed Tony’s right arm and he lost control of the car. “There’s a place!”

“Don’t do that!” The two-door Focus barely held the road. Tony’s foot stamped on the brake.

“Sorry. But look, there’s a Chinese buffet just ahead.”

Tony exhaled loudly. For a best friend, Rock had a lot of annoying habits. “Fine.” Kozol eased into the parking lot. The billboard-sized sign read: MONGOL’S, WHERE HOARDING IS A GOOD THING — ALL YOU CAN EAT. $6.95.

“At least the price is right.” Tony rolled up the window and locked up the car.

The place was packed.

“Must be good,” figured Rock.

“It’s cheap,” noted Tony.

They were escorted to a booth with no view of the street but one heck of a stunning view of the glistening and steamy, double row stainless steel buffet. The guys each ordered up tall glasses of iced tea and filled their lunch plates to the edges.

“Would you just look at that,” grumbled Rock, twirling a fork full of lo mein like he was hauling up a buried treasure on the end of a rope.

“What?” Tony turned his head.

Rock pointed across the room with his fork. A strand of lo mein dangled over the edge of the table and mounted an escape to the floor—a noodle on the run. “That guy over there. Look at all that food. He’s piled it up a foot high. Skinny guy like that. Where is he gonna put it all?”

“Maybe he’s sharing a plate.” Tony noted that Rock’s own mountain of food was about a foot taller than the other man’s.

“With who? Girl Scout Troop number 29?” Rock was shaking his head. “Nope, he’s sitting alone. Look.”

Sure enough, the fellow took a seat by himself at a small table in the corner facing the door. “Hey, wait a sec.” Tony snapped his fingers. “Do you know who that is?”

The fellow in question had short dark hair with just a stately touch of grey. He was wearing loose blue jeans and a denim jacket with a white T-shirt. There was an embroidered American flag on the back of the jacket.

Rock shook his head no.

“That’s Jim Stafford, he’s a big star. I remember seeing him when I was younger. It was on the old Smothers’ Brothers Comedy Hour.”

“Really?” Rock leaned in for a closer look. “Cool. Let’s go say hi.” He wiped his big hands off on a paper napkin then crumpled it up.

“No, let’s not bother him. Folks don’t like to be bothered by strangers when they’re eating.”

“Nonsense,” replied Rock. He ran his tongue over his lips to get the sauce off. “He’s a star, so you said. And stars are used to it. Fans are always coming up to them. It’s all part of the gig. He won’t mind one bit, Tony. Besides, could lead to some work.”

“We’ve got a job.”

“Could always use another.”

“Rock—” Tony snatched at his friend’s thick arm and missed. Muttering all the way, Tony hurried after his companion who even now loomed over the hapless entertainer looking like he was going to gush like a human geyser any moment. Jim Stafford—assuming that really was Jim Stafford—was about to be slathered in Rock Bottom gush. Not a pretty sight at all.

“Jim Stafford?”

The man slowly lowered his fork, which at that moment held an inordinately large piece of chicken-fried steak steeped in Mongolian barbeque sauce, raised his head and looked at Rock through the inquisitive yet suspicious slits of his blue eyes. “Can I help you, son?”

Rock thrust out his hand. “My name is Rock Bottom and I’m one of your biggest fans.” He handed over one of his business cards: Rock Bottom, Master Of The Bass.

Tony rolled his eyes and made scoffing sounds behind Rock’s back.

“And this is my friend, Tony Kozol.”

Tony said hi.

“Pleased to meet you, boys.” The fellow turned his attention to his plate, lifted his fork to take a mouthful, noticed that the two men were still there and said again, “Can I help you?” He made a show of looking at his wristwatch.

Tony tugged Rock’s arm.

“I was wondering if I might get an autograph. And take your picture?” Rock started digging around in his black jacket for a scrap of paper and a pen. “I know I’ve got something in here somewhere to write on. And I’ve got an instamatic in the car.”

“Come on, Rock. We’re bothering the nice man.”

“Don’t be silly, Tony, Jim doesn’t mind at all. Do you, Jim?”

“I am kind of in the middle of some—”

“In fact,” Rock ran on at the mouth, “if you give me a moment, I’ll run out to the car and fetch my camera and—”

Stafford dropped his fork. It clattered across his plate and bounced off his boot. He shot up. “You!”

Rock backed up.

Stafford pushed past him. In five big paces, Stafford was at the door. A thick black man in an ill-fitting brown mustard suit was speaking with the hostess.

The fellow smiled and, even from a distance, Tony could see that smile was as false as a zirconian diamond. “Hi-ya, Stafford. Care to join me for lunch?”

“I wouldn’t join you for your last supper,” snapped Stafford.

“Suit yourself.” The man nodded to the hostess and she led him to an empty booth.

Jim Stafford tagged after them. “Why don’t you and your employer give it up, Butch? Nobody wants you here. Can’t you see?”

“What? You don’t want me here?” Butch was looking at the waitress. She shrugged noncommittally. “You see, Stafford? She don’t mind. Why should you? I’ll have the buffet and a Diet Pepsi, ma’am.”

“We don’t want your type around here. We run a clean town and mean to keep it that way. Why don’t you tell Donald to take his bad behind back to New York?”

Butch said coolly. “He likes it here. He likes the fine people.”

Tony whispered, “I wonder who Donald is?”

“Who knows?” said Rock. “Quiet, Tony, I want to hear this.”

“Well, the people ain’t gonna like him,” predicted Stafford. “Right, miss?”

The waitress’s mouth fell open and she hurried off.

Butch shrugged and sipped his cola. “We’ll see.”

“We’ll see is right,” muttered Stafford. He turned and stomped out only to return half a minute later, drop a twenty on his table, polish off his ice tea and stomp out again.

“Darn,” whispered Rock, “I wish I had my camera now.”

“Forget it,” Tony answered. “We didn’t come over a thousand miles to Branson, Missouri to take pictures of celebrities. We’ve got a show to do.”

Rock’s lip turned up. “This looks far more interesting to me.”

Though he agreed, Tony kept this dangerous opinion to himself. It was always hard enough keeping Rock on course when they were on the road and, if he gave his friend even the least bit of encouragement, Rock would be off on a tangent of no return. And if that happened, who knew what would happen next.

And they most desperately needed this gig and the money it would provide.

The rest of the meal was uneventful, if overspiced, and the boys found the Ramada Inn up the road on the left without any trouble.

The office was down the hill from the rooms, a free-standing, squat, log cabin-styled affair. They checked in and, as they drove up to their room, Rock declared, “Look!”

Tony eased into a tight parking space overlooking the pool and glanced over his shoulder. “At what?”

“The windows,” said Rock, his voice filled with awe. “Look at those wild windows. I can’t believe it.”

Tony pulled the key from the ignition. He thought he heard an audible sigh of relief from the small, yet game, little car. “Let me get out of here and see what you’re looking at and if I can believe it.”

Rock was already out the door, camera in hand. “I have got to get pictures. This is perfect!”

Tony climbed out. The Ramada stood three stories high. All the rooms opened to the outdoors with those big, typical hotel glass windows running from side to side and top to bottom. He held a hand up over his eyes to cut down on the glare, which sliced across the sky and bounced hotly off his exposed forehead.

“Is this too cool or what?”

“It’s too cool,” agreed Tony. He crossed the parking lot for a closer look. Nearly half of the dozens of guestrooms in sight had their blinds open and the rooms, at least the windows, were decorated with Kewpie dolls and Kewpie memorabilia.

“You know,” said Rock, scratching his head, “this could make a great photo spread. I’ll bet I wouldn’t have any trouble at all placing this story in a few magazines.”

“Story?”

“Yeah.” Rock looked sheepish. “I was thinking I might be able to pick up a couple extra bucks as a photographer or something.”

Tony started to protest, but stopped. “That’s not a bad idea, Rock. You just might have stumbled onto something.” Maybe they’d make some decent money on this assignment after all. Get paid for the gig and make a little cash on the side selling a story and/or some photos. Tony didn’t believe for a minute that they’d manage to get in the door let alone sell to any magazines, but some of the local Florida papers might bite. If they could come up with something decent.

They got a little closer. Rock was snapping away. Tony pulled a notepad from his pocket and began taking notes. He kept a notebook with him at all times for writing down song ideas. They climbed to the first floor and slowly walked past the rooms.

“The effort that must have gone into these displays is incredible,” Rock said, his eye never leaving the viewfinder.

“I’ll say,” agreed Tony. Some of the windows had simple table top displays through which he could see all the way to the very backs of the hotel rooms. Others had curtains hung behind the window display tables for privacy, he suspected.

The tables ran the gamut from the very simple to the most complex and extreme display settings of Kewpie dolls and other creations that he didn’t even know the names of. There were entire villages set up in some of the rooms. Placards in the corners of the windows proudly declared which chapter of R.O.S.E. the room in question was decorated by.

Tony jotted the information down in his notebook. R.O.S.E. He frowned. Tony had no idea what any of this was all about. The gig had come up suddenly and, besides the paycheck, it had meant nothing to him. “I thought this was going to be some simple doll show.”

“Tony, these folks look like they take their dolls very serious.” Rock pressed his finger against the window of the next room. “See?”

Tony peered inside. An elderly couple sat side by side on the farther of the two twin beds, calmly reading a shared newspaper that the man held open. They smiled in turn as the boys stared unblinkingly into their room. They wore matching pink Kewpie airbrushed tees.

Tony felt like a Peeping Tom and part of him wanted to turn and leave but another part of him couldn’t stop looking. “Holy cow.” The display of dolls in the room was awesome. There were dolls and accessories and collectibles of all kinds, from ashtrays to T-shirts spread out everywhere. Barely an inch of unoccupied space remained. The couples’ suitcases sat atop one another in the far corner under the sink—tucked away, he expected, so that the bags wouldn’t spoil the fairy world they had carefully created.

An idyllic display in the window featured several naked Kewpie dolls, some played with animals; ducks, dogs and cats. Others stood blissfully by. All were gathered around a natural looking waterfall and pond in the center of the grass covered table. The grass was fake. The water was real. And there were real goldfish swimming in lazy circles. A fat one broke through the surface then retreated. “I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it, Tony.”

“Get a picture.”

“Already did.” Rock snapped a picture of the couple inside.

“Rock,” chirruped Tony, “don’t do that.”

“Do what?” Rock waved to the couple and smiled. They waved back. “See? They don’t mind. What do you think they go to all this trouble for? Themselves? They want us to look at all this. They want us to admire their collection. They’re proud of it.”

“I suppose. I just feel a little weird peeking in strangers’ motel rooms is all.”

“Hey, get used to it,” said Rock. “It could be fun.”

Tony made some quick notes on the cherubic little nude dolls with the funny little topknots of hair on their otherwise round and simple heads. There was something appealing and endearing about the little things. No wonder his Aunt Louise had held on to hers all these years.

“Let’s find our room, get changed and get registered for this Kewpiecon thing. And let Nanci know we’re here. We’ve already missed the opening ceremony. Hope she isn’t too upset at having to perform solo.”

“Nanci’s a pro. I’m sure she managed just fine.” Rock looked at the paper slip the keycard had come sleeved in. “Two-fourteen. Up the stairs and over a few doors.”

“Maybe, but I hope she doesn’t deduct it from our pay.” They climbed to the second floor. A heavy-set, bearded man with a mop of reddish hair was pulling the door shut on the corner room. His face registered surprise as threw the ends of his mauve scarf over his shoulder. He wore a gray herringbone jacket.

Rock recognized him. This was the ape that had been in front of them coming down from Springfield tugging his boat behind.

“Afternoon,” said Rock.

The stranger bowed his head and turned the corner. They heard his heavy steps falling down the stairwell.

“What’s with that guy?” said Rock.

“Who knows? Did you see the look on his face?”

“Yeah, looked like the guilty type to me. Maybe he’s having a hot affair. Two married lovers meeting once a year under the mask of Kewpiecon—sharing their passion for each other.”

“Right. Two lovers, mad about each other and Kewpie dolls. Must you be so lurid?”

Rock shrugged Tony’s comments off. “It gives a guy something to do.”
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