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“Look down on me and you see a fool,

Look up at me and you see a god,

Look straight at me and you see yourself.”

—Charles Manson
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Preface
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I first became interested in the Manson murders, i.e. the Tate-Labianca homicides, around the age of seven when I watched the made-for-TV movie Helter Skelter, based on author and prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi’s book of the same name. Soon thereafter, I read the book and as Bugliosi promised on the cover, it scared the hell out of me. At the same time, it awoke in me a lifelong fascination for the case and all things Manson and Family related. Over the past 10 years, I have re-read every book I had on the subject and purchased many more. I have watched and re-watched every interview I could find with Charlie and the other Family members. I have researched news footage, listened to lectures and podcasts, and pored over photos and police reports. I have interviewed people who knew Manson personally, people who have devoted years of their lives studying the case and even spent many hours listening to private telephone conversations with Manson himself.  I have explored every avenue I could find to get the best possible understanding of the murders and the events leading up to them, as well as the trials and aftermath. 

Vincent Bugliosi’s job as prosecutor was not to find the truth, but to secure a conviction. He did so masterfully. While the tale of a black-white race war inspired by The Beatles’ “White Album” and hippie cults wanting to rule the world from a bottomless pit in the desert makes for a fascinating story, it makes little sense and seems highly unlikely as a motive for murder in the real world. The more research I did on the case, the more I came to doubt the official narrative told in court and popular literature. The story that you are about to read, in my opinion, gives a much more accurate accounting of what really happened that fateful summer of 1969 and the time leading up to it.

While this is a work of historical fiction, I do believe it paints a far more realistic portrayal of events than has been presented for mass public consumption thus far. The story itself is a work of fiction, but the people, places, and primary events depicted are all too real. Billy “Shep” Shepherd is a fictional character that has been placed into these real-life events to give us a first-hand narrative of how, and most importantly, why they happened. 

Some fictional events have been added to give Shep a background and paint him into these pictures. In some instances, Shep has been added to the characters that were present. At other times, he has been substituted for people that were actually there. The timeline of some of the events in the building of the “Family” and their locales have been rearranged and some omitted to present a more enjoyable read. All the major events and their sequence are 100% true and told as accurately as my research has led me to conclude that they really happened. Many of the words attributed to Charles Manson are actual quotes from Charlie himself, taken from interviews, tapes, and non-fiction books, and inserted here if they fit the context. Others are simply my interpretation through reading and/or hearing Charlie’s speech patterns, of how I think he would have carried his part of the conversation.

This book is in no way meant to glorify the killers or is it meant to denigrate the victims, but to portray both as being flawed human beings, possessing all the good and bad that each of us has within us.

Charles Manson was by no means innocent, nor should he be looked at as a hero, but neither should he be viewed as the personification of evil incarnate that he has so often been portrayed as. Charlie had unique musical and artistic talent and was a thought-provoking philosopher. He was intensely loyal to the people he cared about. He was also a drug peddler, a pimp, a petty criminal, and a master manipulator.

Many lives were forever altered, and some ended, because of the events portrayed herein. I feel that this book brings a new perspective to a case that has fascinated millions for more than 50 years. I also believe that the more we understand about the human condition in the most extreme cases, the more we understand ourselves.
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I first met Charlie Manson in the summer of 1967. I was doing my best to sleep on a park bench with the sun’s evening rays beating down on me in Berkeley, California when this crazy-looking little guy in jeans and a denim jacket just appeared at my head. It was as if he’d materialized out of nowhere. I sat up as quickly as I could and nervously spat out, “What do you want?”

“Want. Want. What do I want? Hmmmm.”

He rubbed his stubbled chin and looked around the park, the world, the universe. He was staring straight   at...no, through me with the most piercing brown eyes I had ever seen. A full head of dark hair was parted on the left, partially covering one of those eyes.

“Well. That’s a hard question. Want. Maybe I want to rule the world. Maybe I want all your money. Maybe I want to get laid.”

He must have seen the look of alarm on my face because then he broke into a half grin and said, “Maybe I just want to sit down.”

He sat down beside me, and in an instant what had been panic on my part went straight to calm. “Cool as a cucumber,” as my old man used to say. He put his hand on my shoulder, the touch surprisingly light and the nails surprisingly well-maintained. He looked at me sincerely, and declared, “There. That’s good. Yeah, I think I just wanted to sit down. Now, why don’t you tell me what you want.”

His question took me back. It had been what? Two weeks? Wow. Only two weeks since I’d left my parents’ home in rural South Carolina. It was the only life I had ever known and the only one I once thought I would need to know. I remembered telling my mom and dad that I wanted to take some time off between high school and college.

I was nineteen, had done one year at the local tech school and had planned to transfer to one of the big state colleges, but then everything fell apart. My best friend got drafted into the army. Two weeks after his basic training, he had stepped on a land mine in a town with a name that I couldn’t pronounce in Vietnam. A week later my girlfriend dumped me for a senior journalism student at USC, and I just felt that I needed to take a break. A break from school, a break from responsibility, a break from hearing bad news, and a break from my parents.

Needless to say, they didn’t take it well. I had “lucked out” and had been declared undraftable because of the broken arm I received in second grade when that dumbass, Norm Williamson, had shoved me off the swing at school during recess. My arm was broken so badly that the bone had poked through, and even though I felt little effects of it now, it had grown back a little crooked and was enough to disqualify me from military service. Little did I know then, but ol’ Norm had done me a huge favor and may have saved my life. Norm himself eagerly enlisted as soon as he hit eighteen and got his ass shot off less than three months later. Karma truly is a bitch.

I don’t think I would have done well in Vietnam. I was quiet, a bit shy, and not really into violence. I had shot target practice with my dad a few times, but I could never have even considered going hunting and killing a deer or anything and thankfully, my old man never asked. I supported my country and prayed and hoped for the safe return of my friends that were in Vietnam but honestly I, along with what seemed like more and more of the country every day, really didn’t understand what we were even there for.

My generation understood what the World Wars had been about, and to a lesser degree, even the Korean Conflict, but Vietnam? There was no Hitler or Mussolini that we had to fear this time. It just seemed like it didn’t really affect our everyday life at all or at least enough to justify sending so many of our friends and family over there to die. It just felt...foreign.

Since I had not been able to serve my country in Vietnam like a true patriot, as my father was quick to point out, I should at least serve it in the academic and working world. No matter what my dad thought, though, I just felt I was missing...something. Other than the occasional family vacation, I had never been anywhere or seen anything. A two-hour drive to the beach constituted a major event for me. I saw the Beatles and Elvis on TV and witnessed the tons of girls that were screaming and crying for them. All the kids on TV looked like they were having a good time. I couldn’t relate at all. Elvis, John, Paul, George and Ringo were all small-town boys and here they were seeing the world. Girls were throwing themselves at their feet. What was I doing? Going to school all day and working in a factory at night just so I could get up and do it again for the next 50 years? No thanks.

I had always been artistic and creative and I had taught myself to play a little guitar, also to my father’s chagrin, so when I heard about the “summer of love” and the “awakening” that was going on in San Francisco, it really appealed to me. That’s when I said, “Fuck it,” and packed up a duffel bag and my guitar. I grabbed a sleeping bag and bought a bus ticket.

I had an old VW Beetle that I’d owned since I was sixteen but my dad forbade me to take it off on a “fool’s jaunt to California” and truth is, it probably wouldn’t have made it much past Georgia anyway, so I just decided to bus it. I thought about hitchhiking but my mom was worried about me doing that. I had to agree with her that I probably wasn’t ready for that much independence yet anyway, so Greyhound it was.

Mom wasn’t happy about my decision, but by the smile behind the tears, I could tell she knew that I had to do it. She sympathized with my plight, having lost a love at a young age herself, she acknowledged. She kissed me on the cheek and said, “Be careful. Your bug will be here when you get back.” And I knew it would. Dad’s bark was worse than his bite and I knew that once he got over his anger and disappointment, that he would be fine as well and that I would always have a home to come back to. I think that is what finally gave me the comfort and confidence to make a cross-country trip into the great unknown. I knew that if I ever really needed to, I could always go home, but I never did.

I slowly roused from my reverie to see Charlie three inches from my face. He was standing again but stooping kind of down and sideways to stare straight into my eyes. He wove his head slightly like a snake charmer, as he spoke.

“That’s heavy man,” he said with a twang that was Southern, but not my Southern.

“What?” I said, a bit confused.

“I don’t blame you, brother. I wouldn’t want to go over there either. The man is always wanting to take what ain’t his. We just need to leave it alone. Ya dig?”

“Dig what?”

“Dig what I’m saying, man! The world doesn’t belong to us, we belong to it. That ain’t my water in Vietnam any more than that’s my water in the Pacific Ocean, so what’s the point in fighting for it?” His logic made perfect sense to me and that was the first thing that had in at least the past month. He peered down the street as if someone was waiting for him and I observed a couple of skinny girls looking longingly back. “So. You coming or not?”

“Coming where?” I asked.

“Brother, you got a lot more questions than I got answers,” he said, and started walking towards the two girls.

I stood and watched him go. The past two weeks had been a blur and I still wasn’t sure what I was doing minute to minute, let alone day to day. I couldn’t make a snap decision to just go off with some strange little guy I had just met, even if he did have an extra chick with him. That part was kind of tempting, I’ll admit. I wanted to prove to myself, and to everyone else, that I could survive on my own, and so far I still hadn’t done that. Isn’t that why I came here in the first place?

About ten feet away, he stopped and took a few steps back towards me. “What’s your name, man?” he asked.

“Billy. Billy Shepherd,” I replied, and then added hastily for no reason at all, “from South Carolina.”

“Billy, Billy Shepherd from South Carolina,” he repeated. “Bill Shepherd. Bill....E...Shep...herd,” he said again in a long, drawn out kind of way. Then, “Shep.” 

“I’m Charlie. Charlie Manson from the California Penal System. You take it easy, Shep,” he called back over his shoulder as he turned and joined the girls.

I watched as they walked to the end of the street and were slowly swallowed up into the mass of people that seemed to multiply by the day. I had been letting my hair grow and was beginning to feel like I fit in at least to the casual viewer, but I still felt like an outcast.

I took another minute and looked in the direction they had left, half expecting them to be there motioning for me to “come on!” but they were gone. I picked myself up off the bench and headed to the part-time job I’d gotten, unloading trucks at a local grocery store. It wasn’t enough for me to rent a place yet, but at least I was eating okay and could afford to stick a couple of bucks back. My boss would let me sleep over in his office if it was raining out, but so far, I hadn’t needed to take him up on the offer. I was enjoying the freedom of sleeping in the park under the stars and nobody seemed to have a problem with it. At least not yet. Crazy how just a few months can change everything so dramatically that it could never be the same.

All in all, I was doing alright, but still, I hadn’t found the peace and purpose that I somehow thought I would magically discover when I decided to come out west.

“What do you want?” Charlie had asked.

“Good question, Charlie. Damn good question.”
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I spent the next few weeks going through the motions of life. I had come to California looking for something. Something.....different. But here I was, falling into the same routine as if I were still at home. I would work, eat, sleep, wake up and do it all again. It was time to move on. If I was going to be in the same rut as I was when I was living with my parents, then I may as well just go back home. At least there I had a warm bed and a hot shower every day.

Somehow though, I felt as if I had been drawn here. I felt as if God, the Universe, fate, I didn’t know what to call it, but something wanted me to be where I was. That feeling was so strong inside me that I had no doubt in my mind it was true.

I had befriended a guy named Willie. He was about my age and worked on the docks with me. He often talked about driving to San Francisco on the weekends and asked if I’d like to join him sometime. The prospect was inviting so I said “sure,” and the next weekend we loaded up my few belongings and headed the 15 miles or so down I-80 to the Haight-Ashbury district.

I thought Berkely was an adjustment, but the Haight was like driving into another world. There were people everywhere. All ages, colors, and styles were represented in a mish-mosh of sights, sounds, smells, and colors that somehow worked. It was my first real exposure to “flower power” and in that moment, it felt like my first real exposure to life. I just stood and looked around and felt a big grin ease across my face.

We didn’t really have much diversity in my hometown in SC. Most people looked and acted like most other people and that was just the way it was. There were the white sections and the colored sections and rarely did the two meet. There were a few black kids at my school but they hung out together and the white kids hung out together and there were no conflicts. I couldn’t even tell you their names.

At home, the issue of race wasn’t even discussed. It was just a given. We were different. My parents weren’t what I would call racist. I never heard a disparaging word about black folks one way or the other come out of their mouths, it was just that there was no communication at all. It was a different world we lived in.

Here in San Francisco, however, there were people of all ages, races, and creeds and they were all acting as if they belonged together and had always been together. The girls here were so much more...real. All the girls back home looked and dressed a certain way and wanted to come across as “good girls.” I had never seen a woman without a bra, outside of maybe a Playboy magazine or my girlfriend Suzanne. She was the only girl I had ever seen naked or made love with. Here, no matter where you looked, there were boobs everywhere. No wonder kids were flocking to San Francisco.

The plan for my life was all in place. I was going to go to school, get a job, marry Suzanne, and join a bowling league with my best friend, Lee. Suzanne and I were going to have two kids, a boy and a girl, and buy a house halfway between her parents and my parents and live happily ever after. Until Suzanne went straight to the University of South Carolina, where I really didn’t want to go, and I went to Tech School, and Suzanne met Todd, the back-up quarterback. She dumped me via a “Dear Billy” letter on the same day that Lee got his draft notice and left for Vietnam. Just a few months later, I was a pallbearer when Lee was shipped home from Vietnam in a box.

So, here I was in the Haight and everything I had heard was true and this was where I needed to be. At least for now. Willie had dropped me off on the corner, smack in the middle of everything. He told me he would be back at the same time, same place tomorrow, but I already knew that I wasn’t going back to Berkely. When he came back the next day, I told him, “You go ahead man, I’m staying here for a while.”

“Had a feeling we’d lose you here, Billy,” he said, and with a grin, handed me a piece of paper. “There’s my number, man, you change your mind and want to come back, just give me a call.”

“Thanks,” I said, and stuffed the paper into my pocket, but I was pretty sure I would never use it.

Willie drove off and there I was, starting over again, but I had a real sense of calm. That was weird for me, considering I had no job, no place to stay, and about 30 bucks in my pocket, but it just felt right.
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“Is that a guitar?”

“Huh?” The question jilted me out of my daydream. I looked down into the eyes of a girl who was maybe 5’3” and had the brightest smile I had ever seen. She wore a lacy headband with daisies tucked into it to attempt to hold down the mass of auburn curls. “Uh, yeah.” I said.

“Play me something,” she said. She took me by the hand and led me to a grassy area on a corner that was uninhabited. She sat down on the grass and looked up at me expectantly. Wow, those eyes. Holy cow, I could lose myself in those eyes and never come back.

“Sure. What do you like?”

“Cute guys with guitars,” she replied.

I laughed and sat down in front of her and carefully removed my old Fender acoustic from its canvas bag. It had been a 16th birthday present from Lee.

“Since you’re never gonna get laid, here’s something to do with your hands,” he joked.

“That’s a pretty guitar,” she said.

“Thanks, I really like it. It’s been my only friend for a couple of months now.”

“Well, not anymore. Now I’m your friend, too,” she said in a little girl sing-song voice that melted me even farther, “I’m Terri.”

“Billy. Billy Sheph...” 

“Shhhh...” she cut me off by putting her finger to my lips.

“No last names. Billy is fine. Family names limit our identity. We don’t have to be someone else, we can just be who we are. You’re Billy and I’m Terri and that’s all we need.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, starting to strum some chords.

I started playing Last Train to Clarksville and her eyes lit up even more. A couple other girls and a few guys made their way over and sat down and it became a mini-concert and sing-along, with everyone throwing out their suggestions and if I even half way knew them, I would play and sing and everyone would join in and sing along. I had never had the kind of camaraderie that I felt just singing with this group of strangers. I played until my fingers were so sore I couldn’t go on. That night I had the best time since...well, in longer than I could remember.

As the crowd began to disperse amid compliments of “that was groovy, man,” and “you’re pretty good,” and “good times, brother,” I felt that yes, I was beginning to find what I was looking for. The music. The music moved me, and through the music, I could move others.

“Come on,” Terri said as she stood up and brushed the grass from her cut-off jean shorts. She had a peace symbol sewn on to her left butt cheek and a keep on truckin’ one on the right.

“Where we going?” I asked.

“I stay at my sister’s house sometimes. You wanna come over?”

“Sure,” I said, trying not to sound too excited. “Is she going to be okay with that?”

“Of course, silly!” she giggled softly, and started pulling me with her.

“I’ve got to put my guitar away and grab my stuff,” I said.

“Mr. Responsibility,” she laughed again, but stood and waited as I packed up, slightly rocking her hips back and forth with her thumbs in her pockets and that smile. My Lord, that smile.

We walked three or four blocks. Terri skipped cheerfully while I did my best to keep up and take in the sights along the way. The night air was crisp and exhilarating and I just wanted to breathe it in.

“Wait a minute,” I said, pulling her to a stop.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I just got here and I want a minute to take this in and enjoy the moment.”

She smiled at me and put her arms around my waist, joining me as I gazed up at the night sky. The kiss came naturally and I didn’t want it to end. Finally, she stepped back and looked at me.

“You sing really well. Did you come out here to be a rock star?”

It made me laugh. “No. I don’t know why I came. Maybe it was to meet you.”

She giggled and, pulling my hand, away we went, off into the warm San Francisco night while the city still bustled noisily around us. We turned down a dark alley between a pharmacy and a convenience store. Then up a rickety set of metal steps to a small, three-room apartment that at one time was probably housing for the store owners below.

The living area was sparsely furnished...a table with three mismatched chairs and an orange crate, a love seat which had seen better days, and a record player which sat on the floor. Tucked into the corner beside the record player was a single mattress on the floor. It was made up nicely, with a pretty blue blanket and a few throw pillows on top. It was the only thing that looked orderly about the place.

“This is my space,” Terri said, and led me to the mattress. She patted for me to sit down.

“Are you into the Airplane?” she asked.

Before I could ask what that was, she pulled Jefferson Airplane’s Surrealistic Pillow album out of a cardboard box full of records beside the bed and placed it on the turntable. The sounds overcame me. I listened to the Stones and of course The Beatles, what my old man called “hippie devil music,” but this was something else entirely. She fumbled in her small purse for a minute and withdrew a joint and lit it. She took a big drag, then held it out to me.

“I don’t smoke,” I told her.

“I don’t either,” she replied. “Well, not cigarettes, but this is different. Come on, Billy, it’ll make you feel good.”

Looking into those eyes, how could I resist? After all, I had come to California to “break free” and experience new things, right? She held the hand rolled joint to my lips as I cautiously took a big drag. My throat instantly caught fire and my eyes started to water and I began coughing uncontrollably. 

“First time?” she asked with a knowing smile.

“Yeah,” I gasped.

“It’s okay. You gotta start slower. Let me help.” She took a long drag and held it, pulling my mouth to hers and as we kissed, she slowly exhaled the smoke into my mouth. “Isn’t that better?”

It was better. Much better. Her lips and patience made my first dance with Mary Jane a very nice experience. We lied down on the bed as she pulled the chiffon tunic she had been wearing up and over her head to reveal the most perfect set of breasts I had ever seen. Granted, at that time, I had not seen that many, but in retrospect, I still believe they were almost perfect. We made love to the strains of Grace Slick singing Don’t You Want Somebody to Love, and at some point I fell asleep with Terri in my arms. This. This is what I wanted.
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I spent the next two weeks with Terri showing me around the Haight, introducing me to new people, places and things. She introduced me to a really cool guy called Father Mike. Father Mike was a Catholic priest at some point I think, but was now indulging in the sins of the flesh. We would stay at Father Mike’s sometimes instead of going back to Terri’s place and stay up until the wee hours of the morning discussing religion, philosophy and smoking grass. Father Mike was a far cry from Preacher Hudson at First Baptist back home, but honestly I probably learned more from Father Mike in that short time than I did in my whole life at First Baptist.

When we got hungry, she introduced me to the Diggers, a group of do-gooders that set up in the park and fed anyone who needed it for free. If we needed money for anything, I could always pull out my guitar and put a hat on the ground and end up with a few bucks without breaking a sweat. Those two weeks seemed as if I had found the paradise that I had been seeking. Then, almost overnight, everything changed. The peace and love quickly turned to fear, violence and confusion. One night a gunshot rang out and sirens filled the night. Before we knew it, the grass turned to LSD and the free dope turned to pay for dope and the Diggers declared the “Death of the Hippie” and stopped coming. People were hungry and strung out with no place to go. The cops, who just a few weeks earlier were looking the other way, now began rousting people off of the benches and out of the parks at night. As quickly as paradise was found, it was just as suddenly lost.

We were in Terri’s sister’s place one night when her seldom-seen sister, Judy (who I honestly think may have just been a friend), came in wiping her eyes. She had been crying and her dress was torn. She had a small trickle of blood dripping from her nose and her left eye was swollen. She was quickly followed by a large black man, who was yelling abuse at her.

“Bitch, when I tell you to do shit, you fucking do it! You got that?! And I don’t want none of your lip!” he exclaimed as he stalked her across the room.  He pursued her until he had backed her into the small kitchen area.

“Whoa! Hey man, why don’t you calm down?!” I said instinctively, getting to my feet.

“Say what motherfucker?” He turned and looked at me with eyes bulging, seeing me and Terri for the first time. “Just who the fuck do you think you are?” he said, stepping briskly towards me.

“That’s Billy. He’s a friend of Terri’s,” Judy said meekly.

“I don’t give a shit if he’s Bobby fucking Kennedy! He ain’t coming in my house and talking shit to me!” said the black man, hatred in his eyes.

As he came towards me, Terri stepped in front of me. “C’mon Leon,” she pleaded. “Billy didn’t mean nothing by it, he was just looking out for Judy.”

“If Judy needs any looking out for, I’ll do it! I don’t need no jive-ass honky cracker fucking with me in my house!” railed the out of control monster I then knew as Leon.

I could tell something wasn’t right. I had never seen Leon before in my life, but it was obvious that the dude was on a major tweak and that this was not going to end well for one, or both, of us.

“Leon! No!!” Judy screamed and Terri just shrank back against the wall. Instinct took over. I grabbed the first thing I could find, my trusty Fender and, gripping it like my baseball bat in high school, proceeded to make grand slam contact with the side of Leon’s skull. The big man hit the floor like a ton of bricks, the splinters of my beloved guitar drifting down around him. The thud of him hitting the ground was almost as sickening as the thunk of the guitar making contact with his juiced-up head. The same head that was now split like a melon and beginning to leak another dark stain onto the already-stained carpet. This one wouldn’t easily come out. 

“Oh shit! Is he okay?” I asked.

Judy, who was now kneeling beside Leon with a dish towel held to his head, looked at me stupidly. “Of course he’s not okay, you asshole! You just bashed his head in with your fucking guitar!”

“But.....he was going to kill you,” I stammered.

“We fight all the time,” she answered.

“He pulled a knife on me!” I protested.

Judy looked at the switchblade as if seeing it for the first time. She picked it up, closed it and wiped it on her pants. She then held it out to me. “Here. Take it. Now go.”

I stood, looking dumbfounded. I had just defended myself, her, and Terri, and on top of that, had just destroyed my most prized possession and primary source of income. I looked to Terri for help but she just stood there, chewing on her bottom lip and staring at the floor.

“You should go, Billy.” Terri finally said, barely audibly.

Leon began to moan quietly. Well, that was a relief. At least I hadn’t killed the bastard.

“Here, take the knife. Maybe you can trade it for a new guitar,” Judy said and pushed it into my hand. I looked from one to the other, Terri refusing to meet my gaze. Finally, in disbelief, I took the knife, stuck it in my pocket, grabbed my bag, and split. Paradise lost, indeed.
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I was out on the street with no place to go, no guitar (well, I still had the neck, but little good that was gonna do me.) There was nothing in my pocket but some spare change and a switchblade that came from God-knew-where and had been used for God-only-knew-what. In such a short time, the streets didn’t feel safe anymore. The Haight felt a lot less like peace and love and a lot more like, well....hate. Where I once had no qualms about just lying down on a park bench and going to sleep, now that was out of the question. I tried Father Mike. He always welcomed all comers, but when I went to his place, he wasn’t there. Someone new had moved in and the new tenants had no idea who Father Mike was or where he may have gone.

I thought about my old pal Willie, the one who brought me here, but his number had disappeared long ago. A bright neon sign shone like a beacon and called to me like a sign from God. “Pawn,” it flashed in blood red neon letters with “We Buy Anything of Value” in blue underneath. In white, neat, hand lettering on the store windows, “TVs, Guns & Knives.” Surely the knife in my pocket would be worth a few dollars. Not enough to replace my guitar like Judy suggested, but maybe enough to rent a cheap hotel for a night or so, and just as importantly, I would be rid of it. The last thing I needed would be to get arrested with that in my possession. My luck it had probably been used in a murder or something.

I needed some time to regroup, find a job doing whatever I could until I came up with a plan. The Terri trip was fun, but I should have known that it wouldn’t last forever. I felt like an idiot, but at the same time, living in the moment was so perfect. It was the most carefree feeling I had ever experienced. Until it wasn’t.

I walked into the pawn shop and looked around. The wall on my right was full of guitars and I naturally gravitated towards it. I admired all of the instruments and felt another pang over my broken Fender as I gazed at a similar one hanging there. I looked at the tag. $65.00. It may as well have been $600. Well, at least I knew what I needed to come up with to replace it.

“Can I help you?” A gray-haired man in his 50s sporting a huge walrus mustache was watching me suspiciously from behind the counter.

“Um...yeah,” I said, reaching into my pocket. I glanced around nervously, then pulled the knife out and placed it on the counter.

“I would like to sell this,” I continued.

“It hot?” he eyed the knife warily, taking out a pair of glasses to examine it more closely and turning it over in his hands.

“Um....no. A....friend gave it to me,” I said, semi-truthfully.

“I don’t mean it is stolen. I mean has it been used in a crime?” said the Walrus.

“Oh. No. I’m sure it hasn’t. She wouldn’t do anything like that,” I said.

“She?” He looked at me even more doubtfully.

“My friend. The one who gave it to me. It was a gift. For my birthday. I don’t know why, I guess she just didn’t know what to get me.” So much for half-truths. I was in full out liar mode now.

Walrus flipped open the blade and brought it to his nose and started sniffing. I didn’t know what the hell he expected to learn that way. I was about ready to tell him to stick it up his ass and see how that smelled when he looked up.

“Smells clean,” he said.

“I think it’s new,” I said, on a lying roll. “It came in a box but I threw it away.”

“Too bad,” said Wally, “it’d be worth more that way.”

“Yeah, I wanted her to think I really liked it and was going to keep it so I tossed the box.”

“Hmmm. Well, what’s she going to think now?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We broke up.”

“Ahhh,” he said knowingly. “Fifteen bucks. I could’ve done 20 with the box.”

“My luck,” I frowned. “I’ll take it.” He counted three $5 bills out on the counter and I took them and stuffed them in my pocket.

“Pleasure doing business with ya, kid,” said Walrus, not even trying to sound like he meant it.

“I’m gonna look at your guitars for a minute,” I said, making my way back to the wall of instruments.

“Help yourself, but I ain’t got nothing for $15.00. I can do layaway though.”

“Cool. Thanks.” Hmm. Layaway a new guitar or rent a roach-infested room for a night or two? The choice was tempting. About that time, the bell on the door chimed and another customer walked in. He was about my age and sported a full shock of dark hair straight off a Beatles record. He even looked a little like Paul McCartney.

“How you doing, Bobby?” said the talking mustache.

“Pretty good, Wally. Yourself?”

Son of a bitch. The dude’s name really was Wally.

“Can’t complain,” said Wally the Walrus.

“Good to hear,” Bobby said as he made his way over to where I was standing and pulled a white Fender Stratocaster off the wall. He plugged it into a small amp and started playing. Damn! The dude was good! He played for another couple minutes before he looked up and saw me standing there slack-jawed. Bobby flashed a Hollywood smile at me and said, “Sorry, man. Were you about to play?”

“Not after that,” I said.

“Aww, I ain’t nothing special,” he said with a grin, but he actually seemed to mean it.

“Sounded pretty good to me.”

“You play?” he asked.

“I strum some, but nothing like you,” I answered.

“Well, pull one of those babies down and let’s jam,” he said. “Don’t worry about Wally, he’s cool.” Bobby had obviously seen me look towards the counter where Wally was now indeed being “cool.”

“I gently lifted the Fender acoustic off the wall. I figured if I was going to be out-classed, at least I was going to stick with an instrument that I was comfortable with and hopefully I wouldn’t look too bad.

“Just start strumming and I’ll riff over you,” Bobby said.

I started just a basic G, C, D chord progression and Bobby jumped in seamlessly. We jammed for a good fifteen or twenty minutes and I felt myself actually beginning to smile. Music always seemed to be a cure for whatever ailed me. 

“Groovy,” Bobby grinned. “Don’t sell yourself short, man. That was cool. You ever play anything else?” 

“No,” I said, “I’ve never even played an electric, only an acoustic.” 

Bobby reached up and pulled a black Fender bass guitar off the wall and plugged it in. He handed it to me as he took the acoustic back and returned it to the wall. “Just play the root notes and then feel the groove and do what it tells you to do,” he said. 

He started the rhythm this time and looked up and nodded at me to join in. It took a few minutes, but after I got the hang of it, like he said, I could feel the groove. I was no Paul McCartney, but I began to experiment with different notes and filled in when Bobby started playing some lead lines. It didn’t sound half bad. After another twenty minutes or so, he stopped and flashed me that grin again and started nodding. 

“Not bad, not bad at all!”

“Thanks,” I replied.

“You looking for a band?” Bobby asked. 

“Wow. I’ve never really thought about it,” I answered, “but my guitar is broken right now.” 

“I mean bass. Hard to find bass men,” he said, “and you are a natural.”

“Thanks man, but I don’t have a bass. I’ve never even tried one before.” 

“Hell, that’s easy. Wally, hook my man here up with a bass guitar and amp,” Bobby yelled across to Wally. 

“Do you like that one?” he asked, turning his attention back to me.

“Well, yeah, I guess. It felt good, but I’m kind of broke right now, man. I’ll have to save up some dough.”

“Don’t worry about it. Me and Wally go way back.” 

“My credit good here, Wally?” he yelled back across the room.

“$125, Bobby,” Wally said without looking up.

“A hundred bucks next week,” countered Bobby. 

“$120.”

“$110 it is,” Bobby called out and winked at me.

Wally rolled his eyes but his lack of response made it clear that they had a deal. Bobby rolled up the cord and stuck it in the back of the amp. He handed me my (or was it our?) new bass guitar. He hung the Strat back on the wall and picked up the amp. 

“I’ll give you a hand carrying this,” he said. 

“Bobby, this is super cool of you, man, but I’m walking and I’ve got to find a place to crash. I would love to play with your band, but honestly I’ve got to find a job and a place to stay first.”

“Have you got a driver’s license?”

“Umm, yeah.”

“Then dude, it’s your lucky day.” he said. “I’ve got a little extra room at my place and it just so happens that my landlord is always needing to have errands run and is down with dropping a few bucks for it.” He seemed to have an answer for everything and just like that, my basic needs were met.

“Well, how can I refuse?” I stated.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Bobby said excitedly as we approached a red convertible Mustang at the curb. He loaded the amp into the backseat.

“This is nice! Is it yours?” I asked. 

“It is today,” he said cryptically, getting into the driver’s seat. 

I carefully placed my new guitar in the back seat and climbed into the passenger side. “Man, I cannot thank you enough,” I started. I then realized I had just formed a band, took on a new job, acquired a roommate, and hadn’t even introduced myself. “I’m Billy. Billy Shepherd,” I continued, offering my hand. Bobby looked at me again with that teen heartthrob smile and reached over and shook my hand.

“Bobby Beausoleil,” he smiled, floored the Mustang, and away we went.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 6


[image: ]


Bobby drove like he put no value on life whatsoever. Not his, not mine, and not the other people on the road. He took the curves at twice what any rational human being would have considered a safe or reasonable speed. I was grateful that I hadn’t eaten all day because whatever it was would have been all over the Mustang’s interior by now. I held on for dear life and prayed that if I survived this ride with Bobby that I would never, under any circumstance, ever get into a car with him again. It was of course a promise I failed to keep, but I did make it a point to drive whenever possible if we rode together after that.

Bobby looked nonplussed, as if he were just out for a Sunday drive, with the wind whipping through his hair and his right hand on the steering wheel while his left arm hung casually out the window. I was relieved when we finally arrived at a house that looked like it had been cut into the side of a hill at 964 Old Topanga Canyon Road. It was a red shake-sided two-story house with wooden steps going up the side facing the road.

“This is it,” Bobby said, as he opened his door and grabbed the gear out of the backseat. I sat still for another few minutes trying to reclaim my stomach. Bobby proceeded to walk to a white door on the lower level.

“You coming
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