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“Dude, maybe guitar’s not yer thing?” his
friend suggested, if not somewhat nicely.

“I know I’m not that good, but just wait,
wait till I get my Les Paul. Then everything will be
different.”

“Johnny, I don’t know any other way to say
this…but…you suck!”

“I’m gettin’ better!” Johnny insisted.

“Johnny, I hate to say this, but you suck
real bad!”

“Just wait till I get my Les Paul. I been
savin’ fer awhile.”

“Les Paul’s are really expensive Johnny.
Maybe you should buy a knockoff or a copy. That way…”

“No!” Johnny said firmly.

“Fine, so which one you gonna get?”

“I’ll show you a picture in the catalog.
They got the exact same guitar hangin’ in the window in town. And
that’s the one I’m gonna get.”

“Alright, alright! Show me the picture
already.”

Johnny pulled out the catalog and showed him
the picture.

“Dude, that’s gold! Ya know how much gold is
goin’ for these days?”

“It’s a gold top dummy – as in paint!”
Johnny said in an incredulous voice.

“Oh. So let me see that picture again.”

“There it is…my baby. I’m goin’ down there
in a little bit to put my hundred dollars down. I’m gonna do it on
layaway.”

“Gonna take ya awhile Johnny.”

“I know, but it’ll be worth it.”

“What if it don’t work out? I mean that’s a
lot of money to sink into a guitar – especially if you suck. Well,
I guess you can always sell it on eBay or something if things don’t
work out.”

“Thanks fer the moral support.”

“I’m just sayin’ Johnny!”

“You wait! One day I’ll be famous and you’ll
be eatin’ yer words!”

“Okay okay! Johnny the rock star. So whatcha
gonna name yerself when you make it big? You gotta have a cool
name, cause most those guys don’t use their real names.”

Johnny thought about it. And as he did, he thought he'd keep his
first name – the Johnny name. After all,
lots of famous players had been named Johnny. Why there
was Johnny B Good, John Lee Hooker, Johnny Winter,
Johnny Ramone, John Lennon, John Doe etc. etc. And let’s not forget
about Johnny Clapton, Johnny Page and Johnny Hendrix.
Lot's of John’s and Johnny's. And then as he
thought about it, it came to him. It was so simple, but he
really liked it – liked it a lot. "I got
it!" he said in an excited voice.

“Yeah? – Like what?” his
friend asked.

“Johnny Eleven! It's
awesome!” he proclaimed.

“Johnny Eleven huh? Well, I
give ya that Johnny, it is kinda cool.”

“Thanks! I knew you'd like
it.”

“So, if ya make it big, ya
gonna have a place for me in yer organization? Ya gotta have an organization Johnny.”

“I'll find a place for ya.
You can look after my guitar.”

“Does it pay
good?”

“Yeah.”

“So, how about a name for
yer guitar? All those big rock stars got names for
their one special guitar. Like BB has Lucille,
Billy’s got Pearl Gates, Eric's got Blacky and Eddie's
got Frankenstein…I think? So what-cha gonna name
your Gold Top Les Paul Johnny?”

“Not sure yet. Let me think
about it.”

How about Goldie?”

Johnny looked at him. “Is that the best ya
got?”

“It's just a suggestion
Johnny.”

“Too obvious and not quite
right.”

So his friend thought about it. “I got it!
How about Eleven? Yer Johnny and yer guitar’s Eleven.”

“Ya know, that's not a bad
idea,” Johnny said as he scratched his head. “I think I like it.”

“Told ya so! Now, if ya can
just learn to play the damn thing.”

“Oh I will! You just watch
me!" Johnny said in confident tone of voice.

“So should we
go?”

“Yeah, let me just collect
my hundred bucks. I got it stuffed in my pillow for safekeeping.”

Moments later they climbed
onto their bikes and headed off for town. Johnny had his hundred
bucks tucked deep down inside his jeans. He
didn't have a wallet but he was saving for one.

They arrived in front of
the guitar-studded window of their local musical instrument
emporium – better known as Jake's Slam and Jam.
"There she is," Johnny said, while he
pointed to the prominent gold top Les Paul in the window. And to
him it appeared as if it was glowing – as if it was shrouded by a
magnificent musical halo.

“Damn, that is one nice
guitar!” his friend agreed.

“Damn right! And she's
gonna be mine – all mine. Gonna play her ‘til the
day I die.”

“Don't say “Die” Johnny –
its bad luck.”

“Nah, don't believe
that.”

“I'm tellin' ya Johnny. Its
bad luck!”

“Fine!
I'll play it until the day I'm too old to play or if I'm wearin' a
freakin’ diaper again.”

His friend shook his head
in agreement.

“Let's go in,” Johnny
proposed, before he lifted his loosely-tied, hi-top sneaker and
pulled down his road-weary kickstand.

His friend did the same and
they both walked in through the glass door
that was filled with stickers of all kinds – such as Fender,
Gibson, Ernie's Balls, etc. etc.

An older kid (maybe
nineteen) recognized Johnny and walked over to him. “I see you’re back Johnny,” he said, if not a little
sarcastically.

Johnny looked him straight
in the eye and told him that he wanted to put a hundred dollar deposit down on the Les Paul in the Window.
The prized Gold Top.

“Sorry Johnny, but someone
else beat ya to it.”

“What-cha mean?” Johnny
immediately countered with a healthy doss of distress in his
voice.

“Someone
else plunked down some cash. Says they'll have the rest
in two weeks.”

Johnny just looked at him
and the life seemed to drain from his face. “Can't be!” he said in
a dejected tone of voice.

“Fraid so
Johnny. We got some other ones though that are just as
nice. Why don't ya play one of
those – see if ya like one?”

“You don't
understand. That's the one! There is no other. Its
gotta be that one!” he
insisted.

“Well, the
boss says if the guy don't come back in two weeks, it’s back
up for sale.”

“Tell ya
what. I'm gonna leave ya my hundred bucks incase. And if
he don't have it, I will – the full
amount – in two weeks!” he promised with a strong air of conviction
in his voice.

The young salesman shook
his head. Let me just go talk to Jake – see what he says.” He then disappeared into the back of the store
to talk to Jake.

“Johnny,
where you gonna get that kinda money that fast?” his
friend asked.

“Don't know. But I'll
figure it out – you'll see!”

The young salesman
returned. “Jake says its okay – long as
you got the balance. He said a couple other people been lookin' at
it.”

Johnny shook his head in a
confident demeanor. “I'll have it!” he said firmly, and
handed the salesmen his hard-earned hundred
bucks.

“I'll do
the paperwork,” the salesman said before he turned
around and walked for the
counter.

Five minutes later Johnny
walked out of the store with a receipt in his hand. He wasn't happy, but at least he had a chance – some
glimmer of hope that the guitar of all
guitars would be his.

“Where you gonna get all
that cash Johnny?” his friend repeated.

Johnny shook his head and
said he'd figure it out. They both got on their bicycles and pedaled away.

 


Johnny arrived home and
wasn’t in the greatest mood, but he was still determined to acquire the guitar of his dreams – the gold top
Les Paul. He let out a sigh, leaned his bike against the side of
the garage while contemplating his
significant dilemma – how to raise the rest of the cash? He knew
he couldn't ask his mom – that was out of
the question, so he considered several jobs he could do, but they wouldn't pay enough – at least not
in two weeks. He was at a loss, but still
thinking. Kicking at some dirt, the light
bulb went off in his head – his uncle – his crazy Uncle, Jack. He hadn't seen him in awhile, and he
wasn't sure why – committed maybe? His
uncle was his mother’s brother, and she wasn't very fond of him.
But to Johnny, his uncle had always seemed a harmless sort.
Plus he was really into music. “I'm gonna
call him!” Johnny promised himself, before
he walked around the back of the house and went in through the back
door.

“Where
you been Johnny?” his mother asked, as he entered the
kitchen.

“Music shop,” he
replied.

“You need
new strings?” she asked, while she went about the
business of making dinner –
meatloaf, mashed potatoes and canned corn.

“Nah, I was just looking at
something,” he replied.

She however was too
preoccupied with her cooking and failed to ask him
what he had been looking at. So Johnny walked out
into the hallway and ran up the stairs to
his always accommodating bedroom.

Inside, he closed the door
and went right for his bed. He flopped on it and stared up at the ceiling for awhile. He knew if he called
his Uncle Jack it would cause friction in
the family, but he was planning on doing it anyway. So he
got up and collected the phone. The only problem
was that he didn't have his uncle's phone number. For that he'd
have to sneak downstairs and find his
mother's personal phonebook. She usually kept it in one of the
kitchen cabinets – the one just to the
right of the antique, white stove.

When he arrived
downstairs, she was at the sink washing what appeared to be a large pot. She seemed oblivious to his
presence so he took the opportunity and cinched over to the cabinet
by the stove. With one eye on her and one
eye on the cabinet, he opened it and there it was – in plain
sight. So with great due diligence, he
slid it out without a sound and quickly exited the
kitchen. He then ran back up the stairs and into
his bedroom – quickly closing the door behind him. “Yes!” he
celebrated with a little round of air guitar.

He wasted little time, and quickly went to the phone on his
desk. Opening his mother’s personal phone
book, he turned the pages marked by their alphabetical designation
until he came to the page where his uncle's name should’ve been.
With a lisp of anticipation, he opened it expecting to see his
uncle’s name and number – but it wasn’t
there – no sign of it. He cursed, and then went feverishly
through the rest of the book but he still
couldn’t find it. And yet again he cursed his misfortune. “Where the hell is it!” he seethed in a moment of
teenage angst. He knew the only option he
had left was to ask his mom – and hardly an option – at
least to his way of thinking. So he slammed the
address book shut and threw it on the
floor out of pure frustration. And that's when a few pieces of
paper fell out – they had obviously been
hidden in the folds of the address book somewhere. He looked at
them for a second with a touch of
curiosity and then bent down and picked them up. The
first piece of paper he unfolded was a name and
number he didn't recognize. So he moved on. The next was a
florist’s number, which he quickly discarded, and
then went on to the next one. Ready for more
disappointment, he opened it, and low and
behold, there it was – his uncle's number and even better, his
address. “Wow!" he said in reaction. And
right then he decided that instead of calling; he was gonna pay him a visit.

His uncle lived on the
other side of town near the industrial section, which had seen better days, and not a bad ride by bicycle –
much longer on foot. Tomorrow was
Saturday, and since he was out of school until Monday, perfect for making the trip. He would tell his mom
that he was going to see a friend as a
rouse and then head over there.

Saturday morning arrived
and the sun was shinning. Good for bicycle riding. So he climbed out of bed and walked past a host of
Guitar God posters, all of them Les Paul players. There was Jimmy
Page, Billy Gibbons, Tom Sholtz, Ace Frehley, Slash
and several others. They were the Guitar Gods for
which he worshiped.

Feeling inspired, he picked
up his cheap (emphasis on cheap) guitar and plunked out a few sour notes. “Plunked” being the operative
word. But of course he was looking to up
the ante on his guitar playing – to take it to a whole new level.
For one day in the future, Johnny was hoping that perhaps some kid,
somewhere, would have Johnny’s poster on the wall of a bedroom. But of course, that was a far away
dream.

He put his sorry excuse for
a guitar down against the wall next to his oak dresser and went for
his stereo. He was looking for a little inspiration to
work up the courage to ask his uncle for the
cash. He was planning on paying him back
though.

After a few rousing songs
of raucous air guitar, he went for the hall bath, which
he shared with his older sister. She was still
sleeping so he was lucky to get in there, because she was known to
hold court in there for hours on end, primping and combing and doing whatever girls did in
bathrooms, because he didn't know, and quite frankly, he
didn’t wanna know.

All cleaned and polished,
he walked out of the bathroom dressed and ready for the important day ahead. He was anxious, very
anxious to see if his uncle would fork
over the much-needed cash.

The pervious night he had
dreamt of the prized guitar. He wanted it so bad that he could taste it. So he grabbed his jacket off
the coat stand in the corner (also oak) and went for the door. On
the stairs he could smell breakfast cooking. His mother always made
a big breakfast on Saturday mornings. He could smell bacon and
sausage and probably waffles or pancakes or maybe even French
toast. But as good as it smelled, he was planning on bypassing breakfast for the important trip
ahead.

“I made
breakfast Johnny,” she said, as he entered the kitchen. But of
course she made breakfast every morning, so her statement was
definitely redundant.

“I'm
goin' out ma,” he said, while he slipped into his baseball
jacket, which was on the verge of
being too small, because his arms were growing or
the jacket was shrinking – his bet was on his
arms, and probably a safe bet.

“Aren't
you gonna eat?” she asked from behind her usual floral apron. It
had a few healthy stains, which had been there for ages, and that
seemed oblivious to any powerful stain fighter on the market. He
figured she had tried everything
since she hated stains – with a passion.

“You
gotta have somethin' to eat Johnny!” she implored in a
somewhat disappointed
tone.

“I'll
have some bacon and some toast. I'm sorta in a hurry mom.
I'm meetin' some friends for a bike
ride,” he said. He knew it wasn't a complete lie
since there was a strong air of truth to his
statement – the bike ride anyway.

“Okay I guess,” she
said.

So Johnny grabbed a few
slices of bacon and stuffed them in his mouth. He also grabbed a couple sausage links and some
moderately brown, buttered toast – the way
he liked it.

“So where
are you...?” she started to ask, but he was out the kitchen door before she could even finish her
sentence. Vanished like a
ghost.

Outside, he mounted his
bike with a single purpose – to raise the necessary cash. With sausage and toast riding shotgun, he
pedaled away into the beautiful, early morning sunlight, and
perfect for an autumn Saturday morning.

He hit the street and
picked up the pace of his pedaling. He was anxious and it showed in his rapidly pumping legs, while
images of the prized Les Paul danced in
his head. He was seeing gold – gold top that was.

With a piece of half eaten
toast dangling from his mouth, he turned left off of Maple and went for glory. There was a nice breeze
and he was enjoying the crisp, fall
weather. Nearly choking on his toast, he
picked up his pace as he turned down
Flower Avenue and took it down as far as it would go.

A time later he pedaled
into the industrial part of town. There was an old Rheingold Beer
factory that had closed its doors a couple of decades before –
its twin smokestacks silenced for
beer-less eternity, and not without its share of towering rust. In fact some of the locals believed the old
brewery was haunted, and that was the reason it had closed its
doors. Although in all honesty it was probably Budweiser that had closed Rheingold’s doors.

With a quick glance up at
the rusting relic and its ever-present shadow, he pedaled by with purpose until he reached his
uncle's street – Loco Way. So he made a
right and pedaled down the street. Some of the houses and yards were nicely kept while others were unruly –
including his uncle's.

Only four doors down from
his uncle's, his heart began to race. It was do or die time. And he was hoping for do.

Nearing his uncle's house,
he sung wide and leaned into his turn which took him perfectly into the center of his uncle’s
driveway. The driveway was miraculously in better shape than the
yard (go figure?) – Or perhaps his uncle just preferred pavement over grass? And from the unkempt looks of
the house and yard, it would lead any
reasonable person to conclude that his uncle didn't have
money – maybe even destitute. But as they say,
looks can be deceiving.

Johnny knew his uncle was
an early riser, so he wasn't worried about him being up and about. Just maybe his state of
mind?

He dropped his kickstand
down and looked up the driveway, which ran all the way to the back of the house and ultimately to a
detached one car garage. And in front of the garage was an old
beat-up ’62 Ford Galaxy. It was a do-it-yourself
project that had never gotten past the notion of,
do-it-yourself.

With some butterflies
circling his stomach, Johnny left his bike
and walked for the front of the house. There was a slate walkway
that was cracked and bleeding grass, not
to mention a few hardy weeds, which looked as if they had
hopes of making it into winter (fading hopes).
Johnny arrived at the three crumbling steps that led up to a covered front porch, when he heard the
screen door opening. It was squeaky and
gave any person approaching fare warning. Music was coming from
inside the house that he recognized as Zeppelin’s, Achilles Last
Stand.

“Johnny boy, what-cha
doin' here?” the voice drawled from above.

Johnny looked up and
smiled nervously. “Hi Uncle Jack,” he offered.

"Good to see ya boy! Sorry
I ain’t been over in awhile, yer ma don’t like it when I come over
the house," he said as an explanation for his prolonged absence.
His tone was friendly though, which Johnny
took in a positive light.

“Come on
up and sit for awhile Johnny boy,” he offered, while he walked
through the screen door, which had
a few noticeable rips in its saggy screen.

“Hey
Uncle Jack!” Johnny said, as he arrived at the top of the stairs
and noticed Uncle Jack was holding
a can of beer – a tall boy, and by coincidence – a
Rheingold-killing, Budweiser.

“You thirsty Johnny?” he
asked. But for most people, eight o'clock in the morning was a tad
early for a frothy beverage such as a Budweiser. Not to mention
Johnny was not of a legal drinking age.

“I'm good Uncle Jack,”
Johnny replied.

Uncle Jack nodded is head
and offered him a seat in one of two deck chairs on
the porch. The rest of the porch was vacant
except for an abundance of peeling paint and several empty planters.

Johnny took a seat as did
his uncle. "It's good to see ya Johnny boy and thanks for coming. I spose you didn't call cause of yer
mom.”

Johnny shook his head in
the affirmative.

“"I think she hates me?”
Uncle Jack suggested.

“She
don't hate you Uncle Jack. Don't think that. Its just ya
know the way she is? – Everything
in its place – orderly and all that.”

“Yeah
she is that. Won't give ya any argument about dat.
So…what do I owe this pleasure? Not
everyday I have a visitor Johnny.”

“Well, I'm hopin' you can
help me out with somethin' Uncle Jack?”

Uncle Jack shook his head
and scratched his unshaven face. He then looked Johnny straight in the eye and said something
surprising. “I think I know why you're here.”

Johnny was surprised and
looked at his uncle with an uneasy expression. "I ah, I was hoping..."

“You want that guitar –
that gold top Les Paul they got hangin' in the window in town,” he said, much to Johnny's
astonishment.

“How'd you know Uncle
Jack?” Johnny asked through wide eyes.

“Yer Uncle Jack may be
alotta things Johnny, but he notices a thing or two
when he's out and about. Saw you in town a couple
a times at that shop. In fact a know Jake personally. He told me
you’d been in a bunch,” he said before he paused. “So, how much you
got Johnny?”

Johnny hesitated. “Ah,
just a hundred bucks. I need a lot more. Somebody else put some money down on it, but I'm hopin' to
beat 'em to it.”

Uncle Jack shook his head
and didn't say anything for awhile. He seemed to be thinking, although Johnny knew that sometimes it
was hard to tell.

“I tell ya what Johnny, I
been thinkin' bout cleanin' up this place fer awhile now. Maybe ya can help me. And maybe a little work on
that old Galaxy I got out back. Its one
sweet ride if I ever git ‘er goin' proper.”

Johnny eagerly shook his head. "I'd be glad
to help ya – with whatever ya need!" he said in an excited tone of
voice.

“Good then, it's a deal. I
got the money in a tin can behind the frig. Let me just go git it for ya,” he said, before he got up and
finished what was left of his Budweiser.

Johnny started to tell him how much he
needed for the guitar, but his uncle beat him to the punch.

“Already know how much
Johnny – no need to flap yer gums,” he said before he disappeared
into the house.

Johnny waited, and as he did, he could
hardly believe his good fortune; that the guitar of his dreams was
about to be his – maybe? – That was if the other potential buyer
didn't show up in two weeks with the cash.

Barely a moment later
Uncle Jack returned with a fresh Budweiser and a tin coffee can. It looked like a Maxwell House can, but the
rusted state of it made it highly
debatable.

Uncle Jack plopped himself
down in his chair and looked over at Johnny. “Yer mom thinks I'm poor. But I'm not Johnny. Got a few bucks
saved up and than some. You ever need cash
Johnny, you come here first. I know my sister, god love
her, is a little tight with a dolla. And bein'
yer a good kid and I like ya, I'm more than happy to give ya the cash,” he said, and proceeded to remove
a faded yellow cap off the
seen-better-days can. And barely a second later he pulled out
several wades of folded cash that were
held together by some greasy rubber bands.

“Wow!”
Johnny said, since he was surprised by the amount of cash his uncle
had in the tin can. Because it seemed like a whole lot of cash to
his eyes – maybe even more than a
lot.

Uncle Jack popped open his
Budweiser and leaned back. “You mind if I
smoke Johnny?” he asked, while he pulled out a pack of Marlboro
reds from his faded, flannel shirt pocket.
“You hear that Johnny? – That’s how you play a Les Paul. That Jimmy
Page musta come out of the womb holdin’ a Les Paul. Now you learn
to play like that Johnny, and good things ‘ill come.”

Johnny eagerly nodded his
head. So Uncle Jack lit up his cigarette
and blew the smoke up into the peeling eves of his covered front porch. "Place needs a good paintin’”, he
acknowledged while he looked at the abundant peeling paint. "Like
this house a whole lot Johnny and I need to take better care of
her. So I guess that's where you come in Johnny boy. We fix
it together real nice and I'll be happy.
And that Galaxy I got out back, well, one
day it'll be yers. You can count on that Johnny boy!” he said
through a lopsided smile.

Johnny didn't know what to
say. He was overwhelmed.

“You got a good amp to go
along with that Les Paul Johnny?” his uncle asked, before he took a
long drag from his Budweiser.

And surprisingly, Johnny
had never considered an amp before. He knew the two went hand in
hand or cord in cord, because his current amp was hardly an amp,
just a bunch of wire and some pitifully noisy speakers.

“No, come to think of it I
don't,” Johnny replied.

“Well
Johnny, Uncle Jack gotta solution to that dilemma as well. Gotta
neighbor just down the street here, that's been buggin' me for a
trade. Now, I'm more than willin'
to make that trade. And ya don't need to concern yerself
with what that trade’s for. So when ya get yer
Les Paul guitar Johnny, it'll be waitin' fer ya.
It's and old Marshall Plexi…and they ain’t so
easy to come by. Looked it up myself.”

The next thing Johnny
knew, he was being handed a wad of cash (it was definitely a wad –
a big wad). He slowly took it from his Uncle and just stared at it
for a moment. He had never held that much money before –
ever!

“Tuck that away Johnny –
never know whose lookin’. And it’s like they say Johnny, money can
be the root of all evil. You keep that in mind won’t ya Johnny
boy!”

“Yes sir. I
will.”

“Good! Now, I’m gonna give
ole Jake there a call down at the store and tell ‘em ya got the
money – all of it. He owes me a fava, so hopefully he’ll see it my
way.”

Johnny shook his head
eagerly. “I can start workin’ on yer house today!” he quickly
offered.

“Nah, not today Johnny.
All things in due course. So let me go inside and make that call.
We’ll see what Jake has to say,” he said, and got up and walked
back into the house.

Johnny waited impatiently
for his uncle to return. He couldn’t wait.

Uncle Jack returned a time
later. “Hey Johnny boy, Jake says it yers. Told ya he owed me fava
and he just paid up. So, you go git on yer bike and pedal down
there. He’s got it waitin’.”

Johnny couldn’t believe it
and he was eager to go, but he thought of his mom and how on earth
he was gonna explain it to her. He now realized that he had another
problem on his hands. He looked over at his uncle who was chewing
on a smoldering cigarette. “What about my mom?” he
asked.

Uncle Jack looked over at
him “Huh! Didn’t think about that Johnny. And knowin’ her like I
do, gonna be a problem,” he said, while he scratched his head. “I
guess, I guess I’ll have to call her up on the phone and splain
things. She’s just gonna have ta see it our way. Now, you go git
that guitar before Jake changes his mind. I’ll take care of the
rest. Amplifier too. So go on now Johnny boy!”

Johnny didn’t say a word,
he just walked to the driveway jumped on his bike and took off for
town.

A while later Johnny
arrived in town. He was just down the street from the music store,
and his stomach was utterly swimming with nervous anticipation. He
stopped for a brief moment, and then took off in an all sprint for
the guitar of his dreams.

He arrived in front of
Jake’s and threw his kickstand down in a well-coordinated balance
of stop and drop. His heart was racing and he could feel some
perspiration building on his brow even though it was cool out. So
with a quick inhale, he climbed off the bike and turned around only
to see his gold top Les Paul front and center in the window. It was
his “Oh Yeah!” moment. He quickly took in it, every string, every
tuning peg and every contour of its womanly body. He was jazzed
even though he was a rock guy.

He pushed through the
front door and quickly spotted Jake, who appeared to be waiting for
him.

“That was fast Johnny,” he
said. “Got the case right here, and since I like yer uncle, I’ll
throw in a tuner. So, you wanna do the honors and grab that baby
out of the window?” he suggested.

“Johnny shook his head
with all the eagerness of a hungry dog. He turned and walked
briskly towards the display window without an ounce of hesitation.
He was about to enter what is known as Les Paul heaven.

He arrived at the guitar
and just stared at it for a moment. It was glowing like it had the
day before. “Wow!” he mumbled and then reached for it with all the
skill and sure hands of a skyscraping steelworker working a hundred
stories up.

With the prized guitar in
his hands, it felt to him as if it was radiating, begging to be
played by its new owner, and hopefully one day, its master. He
carefully turned around and started towards the counter where the
open case was waiting. Jake smiled at him as he approached. “Go
ahead Johnny, put ‘er in there,” he said, while he patted the open
case and its plush, red lining.

Johnny held the guitar up
and ever so carefully placed it into the case.

“Close her up Johnny and
then we’ll take care of some business,” Jake said.

So Johnny closed the case
just as carefully as when he had placed the guitar in it. He was
absolutely beaming.

 

Moments later Johnny left
the store with guitar in hand. He grabbed his bike with his
freehand and began to walk his guitar across land – or across the
street. He looked down at it as he walked and couldn't believe that the guitar was
actually his. His only dilemma was how he was going to explain it
to his mother. He considered sneaking it in and waiting to tell her
when the time was right. But she was in
and out of his room and he knew he couldn't keep it a secret for long.

He turned onto his street
and stopped for a moment. His mother's car was gone, he noticed, so
he made his move. He figured that at the very least it
would give him some time to think of
something.

He made it to his driveway
and over to the garage where he leaned his bike against the wall. His usual spot. With the handle of the
guitar case held tightly in his hand, he
went for the back door.

The kitchen door opened and
he quickly went through the kitchen and to the
stairs. He didn't know if his sister was
home or if she had gone out – the bathroom
was an obvious guess. They weren't close as siblings go, but they
weren't exactly adversarial either. Her
moods fluctuated though, and he never knew which sister he was going to get – Carrie or Mary
Poppins?

He reached the stairs and
listened for a moment for any activity upstairs. He didn't hear anything and quickly made a mad dash
for the sanctity of his
bedroom.

With stealth-like
quickness, he slid into his bedroom unnoticed and closed the
door. He was safe. Quickly, he locked the door
and then walked the guitar case over to his bed and ever so carefully laid it down. He was treating it as
if it was a new born baby.

There were three latches,
one on each end and one beneath the handle. He stood for a moment and then unlatched all three
with eager anticipation. He hesitated briefly and then opened it.
He could immediately smell the plush, red
lining and the guitar itself. "Wow!" he said out loud. He
was spellbound by the beauty of it and the
gold finish. However, of all the times he
had been down to the music store, he had never played it. It was
strictly its appearance that had caught
his eye.

With a dip in his breath,
he reached in and lifted it by the neck. He then grabbed the body and brought it against his. It was
heavy and thick and the way a guitar
should feel, he thought. "This is it!" he beamed. This is the
guitar that's gonna change everything, he told himself. He plucked
at the strings with his bare fingers and
he could feel them resonate against the guitar. "Wow!" he said again. He wanted to play it in the
worse way but he wasn't about to use his
sorry excuse of an amplifier. He was going to wait it out for Uncle
Jack to delivery the Plexi – the coveted
Marshall Plexi. So he walked over to his desk and grabbed a pick. He fingered an E chord, the first
chord he had learned and strummed it. And even without an amp, it
sounded great. And he could only imagine
how good it was gonna sound coming through a Marshall, a
Marshall Plexi. In fact all the great Les Paul
players he knew of used that combination –
a Les Paul and a Marshall. It was the foundation of Rock and
Roll as he knew it.

He continued to explore
its neck and he found his fingers moving easily over the six strings. It was meant to be.

He played it for awhile and
he knew in the short time he had spent with it that he had improved
already. "Wow!" he said again to his sudden progress. Reluctantly,
he put it down and back in its case. He figured his mother would be
home soon, so he didn't want to push his luck. The case willingly
accepted it and he slowly closed it. Where to put it became
the next question?

Hundreds and hundreds of
miles away, in the home of the Les Paul, things weren't so
copasetic like they were in Johnny’s bedroom. To some if not most,
it was a factory. But to the good people that worked there (the
craftsman); it was a legendary place where fine wood was
handcrafted into fine musical instruments –
legendary instruments. In fact Johnny's
gold top Les Paul had come from that very place.

Many if not all that
worked there were fine craftsmen. But one man stood above all the
rest. His name was “silent" Joe Pacifico. He was the most respected
of all the guitar makers and also the most
experienced. He had started his occupation at a very
early age (thirteen), and had apprenticed in the
Brooklyn shop of the legendary guitar maker, Fromstein Ripple – had
worked for him right up until Ripple's death in a ragged band saw
accident. From there Joe had struck out on his own, and for awhile
had done quite well for himself – his handmade guitars
becoming highly sought-after. But “silent”
Joe Pacifico's personal life was one born
of tragic circumstances – most of it his doing, or in many cases,
his undoing. You see good old "silent" Joe
was a highly jealous person, which had not
translated well to his personal love life.

And since custom guitar
making was a lengthy and time-consuming process, it had squeezed
his free-time to a mere pittance, and as such, had
opened his spousal door to the unseemly world of
infidelity. So one day after a
particularly grueling day behind his woodworking tools,
chisels, saws, etc., Joe had decided to
call it quits early. He thought that a nice night out with his
perpetually lonely wife might mend some
marital fences. But sometimes fences aren't made out of the strongest material, which sadly, he would
find out when he arrived home with a handful of flowers and a nice
bottle of wine.

Now for most, squeaky
springs are something that can be easily remedied with a can of oil or a grease gun – generally an
easy fix. But when those squeaky springs
lie beneath layers and layers of fabric...well, not so
easy.

So when silent Joe arrived
home at their Brooklyn walk-up early that evening (much earlier
than normal), low and behold the squeaky springs. And apparently,
his wife had forgotten the oil can in the basement.
It was of course an old, old story, a highly
repetitious story that had sadly played
out through the marital ages. You would think that as the human
species evolved, so would've the squeaky
springs? Anyway, hardworking and talented
Joe, as one might imagine, hadn't taken
too kindly to his wife's cheatin’ heart. Four on the floor might be
good for an old Ford F-150, but when your wife’s four are planted
on the floor with another guy, not so much. So as sometimes happens, things can get heated (hot sheets
aside), and so good old Joe found himself in a bit of a rage.
Someone was gonna pay!

As it so happened, Joe had
kept some spare tools at home – for just in case purposes. And apparently, the infidelity, which
sounded as if it was being broadcast in
hi-fidelity (fairly enthusiastically), managed to ring his
anger bell. So in a fit of rage, silent
Joe took his formidable woodworking skills to a new material
(skin). Carved 'em up pretty good.

Now the law doesn't take
too kindly to such acts as applying woodworking skills to ones spouse, and of course, the object
of her womanly affections. So the judge threw the book at him as
the old expression goes. But apparently,
the judge had tossed the book underhand since he was also
the victim of spousal infidelity. In other words
– sympathetic. So silent Joe found himself
behind bars for a three to five stretch. He got out in three because of good behavior. Sort of ironic
that you have to commit bad behavior in order to find good behavior
– just a thought.

Fresh out of jail, and
with his superior guitar making skills still in tact,
Joe had gotten himself a job with the good people
at Gibson. He appeared reformed and truly
sorry for his egregious behavior. And within a few short years at
Gibson, he was the guy that everyone looked up to. He had become a
mentor to many of the younger craftsman and had readily shared his
vast wealth of knowledge. He was well-liked, admired, respected,
and his troubled past seemed all but
forgotten.

Over the course of his
career, Joe had made many, many guitars and some of them stood out
as superior – a select few, but none that he had saved
for himself. And then, once in a lifetime, comes
along a guitar that towers above all the
rest. What is called a "special" guitar. There's no proper
explanation for it, it just “is” – as if the god
of all guitars had bestowed it special powers. And in the case of
silent Joe Pacifico, that guitar happened
to be a gold top Les Paul. He had made hundreds of Les
Paul’s, but never one like that particular
gold top. The wood had been exceptionally,
exceptional in tone, the likes of which he had never
experienced before – almost as if the wood was
blessed – as if it had come from a sacred
tree. He knew that special trees existed and that they were very
rare (very rare indeed). And so it was the very first one that he had encountered in his long and illustrious
career.

And so as soon as the
guitar was done, he had decided right then and there that he
was not going to let it go. That he would buy it
for himself through the Gibson employee
purchasing program. They offered a nice discount off the
list price.

So he had tagged the guitar
and notified his superiors of his intentions to buy it. They had happily signed off on it, and the guitar
had been duly tagged with Joe's employee
number and had gone to a special room designated for
employee purchases. The employee purchases were
not allowed to be completed until thirty
days after the date of manufacture. That was the company
policy.

Day thirty arrived and an
eager Joe went to collect his guitar after work. He
paid cash for it and was all set to collect it.
But when he got to the temperature controlled storage room to pick
it up, he found something was amiss or rather missing. In other words his guitar wasn't there. What
he found in its place was another gold top, another model – but
definitely not the one he had made with his own two hands. In
a panic, he left the storage room and ran
to his superiors to notify them of the significant
error. So a search was done of the serial number
and it was discovered that the Joe’s
guitar had been accidentally shipped out to a music store in Pennsylvania. Jake's Slam and Jam Musical
Emporium to be more specific.

Utterly beside himself, Joe
begged the management to get it back for him – it was his after all. So to appease Joe, a call was
made to Pennsylvania to Jake's Jammin'
Slammin' Emporium. And it was quickly
discovered, and quite sadly for Joe, that the guitar in question
had already been sold and that for all intents and purposes, it was
gone. Sorry Joe!

Joe though, wasn’t one to
take it lying down – unlike his former wife. So the mistake quickly
caught his ire and he found his long suppressed jealously newly
renewed – just like his subscription to Guitar Builder Monthly.
Quite simply he was in a rage. He wanted that guitar no matter what
– the law be damned. In his case, “I fought the law and the law
won” wasn’t gonna ring true – not this time around.

“Who bought it?” he
demanded in the offices of Gibson Guitars.

“Joe, it’s too late, we’re
terribly sorry for the mistake, but it’s with a customer and we
can’t ask them to give it back,” he was told.

That didn’t sit well with
Joe at all, and he immediately shot out of his chair and over the
desk at his superior – tried to strangle him – although thankfully,
unsuccessfully. He was so angry that he had to be restrained by
several other employees using ironically, some guitar binding. And
since strangling a manager was frowned upon at Gibson Guitars, he
was dismissed without appeal. He was, however, refunded the money
that he had paid for the guitar.

Out on the street and
without the benefit of gainful employment, Joe wanted blood, and
also the guitar. He knew the name of the store where the guitar had
gone, so he was planning on starting there in hopes of finding out
who had bought his special guitar.

So later that afternoon,
Joe packed a bag and threw it in the back of his old Ford F-150. He
had directions and the address of Jake’s Slam and Jam Musical
Emporium. So with a tank full of gas, a thermos full of coffee, and
a handgun that he had bought illegally at a local swap and meet, he
pointed his car in the direction of the great state of
Pennsylvania.

In his Pennsylvania home,
Johnny was waiting for all hell to break loose. His uncle Jack, as
promised, had shown up with the cherished Marshall Plexi. But Uncle
Jack had failed to contact his sister first – surprise, surprise.
And when she found out, she was none-too-happy. In fact she
insisted Johnny return the guitar to the store immediately. But
Uncle Jack was a persistent sort (in his inimitable, laidback way),
and wasn’t about to go down without a fight. He, as it turned out,
was holding a few handy-dandy cards – things that he knew about his
sister (Johnny’s mother) that weren’t so flattering. For she had
apparently led a fairly carefree lifestyle once upon a time – long
before she had become a suburban mom or “mother hen” as they’re
sometimes known.

So with a few mere whispers
in her ear, Johnny’s mother found a change of heart – may miracles
never cease. Plus when she learned Johnny was going to work off the
cost of the guitar at her bother’s house, she further relinquished
her objection. End result, Johnny was the proud new owner of the
gold top Les Paul and also the highly sought-after, Marshall Plexi.
He was good to go. He was now on cloud nine and just two short of
the all-important eleven. Only two clouds to go. There was one
condition however that his mother had insisted upon. That the
amplifier be banished to the basement because of volume concerns –
for those old Plexis’ in all their glowing tube wisdom, were known
to shatter a window or two – maybe even as many as eleven? And
really, that was just fine with Johnny, since it would give him the
opportunity to really crank it up – Rock & Roll forever
baby!

So with the help of his
Uncle Jack, Johnny carried the amp all the way down to the basement
and set it up in an unused corner not far from some old bicycles
that he and his sister had outgrown. And to further win his
mother’s approval, Johnny decided to clean up the basement –
cobwebs, junk, etc, etc. Everybody seemed happy, with the exception
of one particular man out in Tennessee. Oh no!

 


Later that night after
dinner, Johnny descended into the basement to get his first real
taste of his gold top Les Paul. He had learned to play on junky
equipment, but he was about to play on the best of the
best.

In the corner of the
basement, beneath a single glowing light bulb, he opened the case
and looked at the guitar. He then walked over to amp and flicked on
the power switch. Uncle Jack had told him to warm up the old amp
for awhile before playing through it. The red light came on and
Johnny just glowed at the sight of it. “This is gonna be soooo
good!” he told himself while he waited for it to warm up. He then
decided to put some old pillows against two small windows that were
located high up on a bare concrete wall that faced the street. He
wanted to limit the sound reaching the neighbors.

The strap that he used for
his cheap guitar was a fairly good strap that he had gotten the
previous Christmas, so he felt comfortable using it for his brand
new Les Paul. So while he attached it to his Les Paul, he knew the
time had come – he was ready to Rock & Roll – rock the
rafters.

With one carefully
orchestrated motion, he plugged his guitar chord into the Les Paul
and then the amp. He immediately felt the Les Paul pulse in his
hands – as if it were alive – like a newly resurrected Frankenstein
rising from the table. He then fingered his favorite chord of E and
let it rip.

The creamy tone immediately
tore through the basement like a spinning tornado on a thoroughly
destructive mission. The sound was beyond anything he could’ve ever
imagined. He then played through the rest of the chords he had
learned from an old Mel Bay book – each ringing out with a
delectably, creamy and distorted tone that rivaled anything he had
ever heard from the gifted hands of his all-time favorite
players.

He played for an hour, and
then another, and his playing seemed to improve tenfold. It only
fueled his fire and his sudden progress turned into a runaway
freight train.

For the next several days,
after school was over, he ran home as fast as he could to find his
magic. For he wasn’t just progressing, he was steadily becoming a
guitar player to be reckoned with. Even his mother would open the
basement door from time to time and just listen. She was amazed at
the staggering progress he had made in such a short span of time –
especially since it was all self-taught.

Johnny then began to teach
himself some of his favorite guitar-driven songs – songs that he
could have never imagined playing with his own two hands. They
sounded just like the record, he thought, and he wasn’t far
off.

Friday morning arrived and
he realized that he’d have the entire weekend to play. So he got
out of bed and reached below and extracted his guitar case. He kept
it under his bed for safe keeping. He opened the case and stared at
it for a moment. “See you later,” he said before he closed the case
and pushed it back under his bed. He then showered and got ready
for school.

Moments later he was out
the door with a donut in his hand and running to make the morning
bell. He knew that in a mere seven hours he’d be at it again with
the whole weekend ahead.

Hours later the three
o’clock bell rang and he bolted out of his social studies
classroom. He went straight to his locker grabbed what he needed
and tore down the three flights of stairs to the street below.
Climbing into his baseball jacket, he jutted through the double
doors and into freedom – or at least a weekend of
freedom.

Just about to take off down
the street, his friend caught up with him. “Where ya been Johnny
boy?” he asked. He didn’t know that Johnny had gotten the guitar of
his dreams.

“Been playin’ all week,”
Johnny replied.

“On that old piece of
crap?”

“Nope! Got my guitar last
Saturday.”

“No you didn’t!”

“Did so. It’s sittin’ in my
room.”

“How’d you…?”

“My uncle. My Uncle Jack
loaned me the money.”

“I thought yer Uncle Jack
was broke.”

“Nah, he ain’t broke.
People just think he’s broke. And get this, he got me an amp as
well – a good one! No, I greaaaat one!”

“What kind?”

“A Marshall Plexi. They’re
as rare as they come. Sounds like nothin’ I ever heard
before.”

“A Marshall? –
Wow!”

“Yeah, you should check it
out.”

“Can I come
over?”

“Yeah. I’m gonna play right
now,” Johnny said, before they turned and started through the
woods, which led to Johnny’s street.

In town, an old Ford F-150
pickup truck had just shown up. It had broken down several times on
the way from Tennessee, and had cost silent Joe a good amount of
cash to fix. In fact it had eaten up all the cash he had put down
on the guitar. He was nearly broke.

His dirty white truck was
blowing black smoke as he pulled into a space just down the street
from Jake’s Slam and Jam Musical Emporium. He quickly checked his
surroundings looking for cops, but he didn’t see any. He shut off
the truck and sat for awhile since he wasn’t sure of his plan of
action, but he knew it had to start with Jake’s. So he got out and
threw some change in the meter. Just find out who bought it and go
get it, he told himself. He was mumbling and his eyes were darting
around with more than a hint of paranoia while his head cocked back
and forth and from side to side. “Guitar, guitar, guitar,” he
mumbled over and over. He was quickly loosing it.

He managed to compose
himself and began to walk down the tree-lined sidewalk towards
Jake’s Slam and Jam Musical Emporium. “What a stupid name!” he
mumbled, as the store sign came into view. He arrived at the
heavily sticker’d glass door and paused. He then walked in and
approached the counter. “Hi, I’m lookin’ for Jake. I’m from the
Gibson guitar company,” he stated in a fairly lucid tone of voice.
In fact the song “Silent Lucidity” was playing in the background.
Coincidence? – Not sure?

“Yeah I’m
Jake,” Jake said as he came walking out of the back, while some kid
in the background was playing his own unique version of Stairway to
Heaven on one of the available guitars. "Hi, how can I help you?" he asked.

“Yeah hi Jake. I'm with
the, ah, the Gibson Guitar Company and I'm trying to track down a certain guitar that was shipped to your
store by mistake. I'm hoping you still have
it. I have the serial number.”

“What you got?” Jake
asked.

So Joe pulled a piece of paper out of his
pocket that looked less than professional. It was wrinkled and the
serial number was handwritten. There were also some grease stains
from a fast food joint he ate at on his way to Pennsylvania. And on
top of that there was no official designation that identified it as
from Gibson.

“Let me just look it
up...I'm sorry but I didn't get your name?” Jake asked.

“Oh ah, Joe.”

“Hold on here a second Joe
while I pull it up." he said, while he looked it up. “Oh yeah, the gold top. Yeah sorry, it went out the door last Saturday to one of the local
kids. I guess you're out of
luck.”

“We were hoping to buy it
back,” Joe replied.

“So you want his
information, is that right?”

“Yeah, it would be helpful,”
Joe replied through a strained smile.

“Well, we don't give out
customer information. So the best I can do is to contact the customer myself and ask. Can't promise
anything. If he wants to keep it then
there's nothing I can do.”

Joe thought about it, and
while he did he started to perspire – noticeably
so. And that's when Jake started to get the
feeling that something wasn't quite right.
“You have a business card?” he asked.

Joe looked at him, and got
more nervous. “I ah, I got some out in the
car,” he offered. But of course he didn't.

“I tell you what Joe, you
give me your card and I'll call the customer. I might not get him
right away so I’ll need a number I can call you at.”

Joe started to sweat some
more, and since the store was hardly warm, it raised Jake's suspicions even further.

“Ah, let me just go get my
ah, my ah, business card,” Joe offered, before he
turned and hurriedly walked out of the
store.

Jake quickly picked up the
phone and dialed the Gibson Guitar Company. He had been dealing with them for years and he found the
request suspicious. Moments later he was
speaking to the same man that silent Joe Pacifico had tried to
strangle. In fact, the man still had some lingering red marks on
his neck. “Do you know his name?" the man asked.

“He said his name was
Joe...didn't give a last name.”

“Oh God!”

“Oh God what?” Jake
asked.

“I'd call the police, and
then have them contact me directly. I can't believe he went all the way to Pennsylvania to track down that
particular guitar.”

Jake was shocked. Especially
about the suggestion he call the police. “Why does he want that guitar so bad?” he asked, if not with
some hesitation.

Joe was supposed to buy it,
but it accidentally got shipped out to your store. He actually built the guitar. He's quite the
craftsman."

“So why do I need to call
the police?” Jake asked, before he strolled up to
the store window and looked up the street, but he
didn't see any sign of him.

“He ah, he attacked me after
he learned the guitar had been shipped out.
We had to let him go because of it.”

“Jeez! Alright, well, it
looks like he took off. I don't see him on the street, so I guess
I'll call the police.”

“Give 'em my number!” the
man emphasized.

So Jake hung up and quickly
dialed the local police. He knew all of them fairly well since he was a local businessman.

Ten minutes later, Jake
found a comely detective standing in his store. He more than
obligingly recounted the story to her (he as it turned out had a
serious "silent" crush on her), and eagerly produced the phone number of the man that he had spoken to at
Gibson. So she took a moment and called the
Gibson man right up, and was informed about the incident with
silent Joe. He was very cooperative and gave her Joe's
full name, address, phone number and the
particulars of Joe's employment at Gibson.

She thanked him and said
she'd probably be back in touch at some point. After which she called her police station and asked for a
background check on one Joe Pacifico, aka
silent Joe.

And barely a few moments
later, she discovered that good old Joe had done some time (three
years) in a New York prison for assault with a deadly weapon, or in
his case, plural. Her radar or antenna immediately went up –
she was officially suspicious.

It turned out that Jake had
been dying to ask the comely Detective out for quite sometime, but
he had always found her somewhat difficult to read. She wore no
wedding ring or engagement ring, so he
assumed she was unattached or maybe just temporarily unattached.
And even though he was uncomfortable about the whole Joe business, he wasn't about to let a choice
opportunity slip through his guitar-playing hands.
But before he did, she had a few questions for
him. Her name was Kathy with a “C”. “So
Jake, did you see what he was driving?” she
asked.

“I don't know. I guess I
shoulda checked after he said he was gonna go out and get his
business card.”

She looked at him. “He
apparently is a dangerous man. He almost killed his wife,
and apparently her lover awhile back.
Carved 'em up pretty good. Did three years in Greenwood for it. And since he just attacked his employer,
I'd say we’ve gotta problem on our hands.
So I'm gonna assume he's got Tennessee plates, and we'll just start with that for now. I’ll call
Tennessee and see if I can get the make and
model of what he drives. So if he comes back, don't wait
to call. We'll probably drive by the store a few
times during the course of the night until
we pick 'im up.”

“You think he'll come back?”
he asked.

“Why you scared?” she
quickly countered. And Jake the Snake saw it as an opening –
that she was perhaps being
flirtatious.

“Not when I have you
around,” he offered through a generous smile.

“My mother told me to never
date a musician,” she quickly countered.

“I'm a business man!” he
said in his own defense.

“Yeah, you're a business
man who plays guitar, and sometimes plays in a band,” she said
through a coy smile.

“How'd you know I'm in a
band?” he asked.

“I'm a cop,” she said
coyly.

“So, what'd ya
think?”

“You did look kinda cute up
there.”

“So you saw me play live
huh?”

“Yeah. But as for your
guitar playing...ah, so, so.”

“Ouch! I've always thought
of myself as a pretty good player.”

“My brother's better!” she
quickly stated.

“Ouch again! So tell me, do
you date guitar players that don't go out on the road?”

“Well...maybe? You’ll just
have to strike the right chord with me,” she said, while she tossed
her hair back, which any good psychologist worth his couch will
tell you, is a good sign – that the gates of heaven are starting to
open. She turned serious for a moment. “So,
about this guitar, I m gonna need to know who purchased it. He
might be in danger.”

“You gotta warrant?” Jake
playfully suggested.

“No, but I gotta gun,” she
said, and tapped her pistol-packing holster.

“So do I,” he replied, with
perhaps a nod to his concealed manhood."

“Watch it buddy,” she
cautioned him.

“I just might,” he said,
while his eyes drifted down the length of her shapely body. He then
told her he’d get Johnny’s particulars and
that he knew Johnny’s uncle as well.

He returned. “He's a nice
kid but a god awful guitar player. I can tell you right now that
that gold top is gonna be wasted on him. But I guess
there are worst things in life,” he said, and
handed her a piece of paper with Johnny's
particulars.

“Thanks, I'm gonna go pay
him a visit,” she said, while she read the piece of paper.

Outside the music store,
Kathy climbed into her unmarked car and drove off – destination Johnny's house, aka Johnny Eleven's
house. And while she drove she checked the
local traffic for any sign of the vehicle with the Tennessee
plates. And it was right then that she got a call from 5-0
headquarters – that they had acquired some
choice info on her subject. “Yeah go ahead!” she said into her
police radio. “He drives what? – A nineteen seventy-three Ford
F-150. White you say? Okay, how about a
plate number?” she asked, and then quickly jotted down
the number.

With that information, she
called it out over her police radio to their normal
group of patrol cars. She figured they'd have Mr.
Tennessee in no time. No harm, no foul. And
then it would be business as usual – love gone bad, missing pets, a
drunken brouhaha over at the OK Saloon, etc. etc. And occasionally,
a woman in a short skirt turning a trick
or two – hard times and all.

A time later she pulled
onto Johnny's street and watched the single digit numbers go by
until she arrived at his house – number 11 – it was an anomaly. The
yard was well kept and so was the house, she noticed. It was just before dusk and she was anxious to have a
talk with the young guitar player, and of
course, his mother and father. She assumed he had both unless his father had been of the test-tube variety.
So she climbed out of her car and walked the walk or up the walk
until she arrived at the front door. And as
she did, she could hear the faint sound of someone playing the
guitar – an electric guitar.

Johnny was down in the
basement with his friend and he was just cranking
on his new guitar. His friend in response found
himself totally in awe of what he was hearing and seeing. "Gosh
Johnny, you don't suck anymore. You don't suck real bad anymore," his friend said. And it was obvious
that Johnny’s friend was a glass is half-full kinda guy.

The doorbell rang upstairs,
and Mrs. Johnny or Johnny's mother quickly
walked out of the kitchen to answer it. She was curious as to who
would be at her door on a Friday night when
she wasn't expecting anyone. Simply put, she didn't
like drop-ins. And when she opened it, she was
surprised to find a detective at her door,
and a female one at that.

Detective Kathy cordially
introduced herself and flashed her badge. She liked
flashing her badge, and on occasion something else
– the law be damned. So she went about
filling in Johnny's mother about recent events with the
caveat that they would probably be catching
up with Mr. Tennessee (aka “silent” Joe) at
any moment and not to worry.

“I knew that damn guitar was
gonna be trouble!” she reacted in a sudden fit of
rage. But she calmed down just as quickly.
“He is getting quite good though,” she added. So she proceeded to
invite the pretty detective into her layer for some home baked cookies and milk – she had just made a
fresh batch of double chocolate chip.
Eleven dozen to be exact.

And just as she was about to
close the door, she saw her brother, known
to most as, aka, Uncle Jack, pull up in his rusted relic, '62 Ford
Galaxy. She hated his car and was
embarrassed whenever it was parked out in front of her house –
the whole, “everything in its place" thing.
But she did acknowledge that he had done a
nice thing for her son – despite her motherly objections. So she
turned to the Detective and informed her that Johnny’s Uncle had
just arrived. At which Kathy quickly recalled her conversation with Jake.
“I'd like to talk to him as well,” she
suggested.

“He's a little, well...”
Mrs. Johnny started to say.

“We all have one in the
family Mrs. Johnny, and in my case...it's me.” She was of course jesting or was she?

Uncle Jack entered the
house in his usual tattered jeans and worn flannel
shirt. He had been wearing flannel long before
grunge had ever been a gleam in Nirvana's collective
eyes.

“Are you Uncle Jack?”
Detective Kathy asked.

“Yeah...that's me,” he
said, while he slipped a tallboy out of his back pocket and cracked
it open.

In response, Kathy certainly
raised a law-enforcing eyebrow. But since Uncle Jack wasn't
behind the wheel, at least not anymore, she was
fine with it. In fact she was sort of thirsty herself and
considered popping back a few after work. Although she
preferred the Pennsylvania proud of the Yuengling
Brewing Company over Budweiser. Not a plug, but what the hell,
(Yuengling, long may you pour).

Johnny’s mom quickly interjected. “We have
a problem Uncle Jack, some nut case wants to kill Johnny over his
guitar,” she announced rather abruptly.

“I wouldn't go that far Mrs.
Johnny,” Kathy the cop said in a calming tone of voice. But she did
go on to add the fact that “silent" Joe had indeed carved up a
couple of people awhile back. And really, it was of
little comfort.

Out riding around, Silent Joe had decided
he would break into Jake’s Slammin’ Jammin’ Music Emporium after
closing. That way he could find out who had bought the guitar, his
rightful guitar. He was growing increasingly desperate, and was
willing to do anything to get it back – anything!

And so as dusk settled into night, silent
Joe decided he would forgo the breaking and entering, and instead
do some reconnaissance cruising.

Driving the back roads of Peril,
Pennsylvania, he kept his window rolled down and his ears peeled,
desperately hoping to hear the precious sound of his prized guitar
– the gold top “aka” Les Paul. He had been down just about every
street that Peril had to offer, but had come up empty. And then
fate intervened when he turned down a street called Maple. And it
was there on the syrupy street that his attentive ear quickly
picked-up the sound of an electric guitar – muffled as it was.
“THAT’S IT!” he yelled in a moment of pure eureka. Although he
spelled it with a “y”. For he believed that he had just struck gold
or gold top as it were.

Courting a wicked smile, he pulled up to
the curb behind an old Ford Galaxy and a non-descript car that he
didn’t realize was an unmarked police car. He immediately shut off
the truck and reached into his glove box to get his gun. He was now
ready to do what he had to to get back his guitar – in other words
he wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

He quickly opened the barrel of the
long-nosed thirty eight and checked his ammo situation. He had
eight bullets in the barrel and three in his pocket – you do the
math. With a purposeful look on his face, he knew that he was ready
to facilitate his plan of action or to fly by the seat of his pants
– he hadn’t decided quite yet. So, with a face full of
determination as well as some deep pockmarks, he opened the squeaky
truck door to the suburban hush of a typical Friday night. “This
has to be it!” he assured himself. And as he got closer to the
house, it was apparent by the sounds coming from the basement that
this was the very house where his prized gold top resided. So he
tucked his thirty eight into the depth of his pocket, but since it
was a long-barreled thirty-eight, it didn’t go in all the way. So
he cursed himself blue for buying the long barrel instead of the
short barrel.

A moment later he was at the door. His
nerves were cresting and he was sweating profusely. With his hand
on the gun he nervously rang the doorbell. Get the guitar! he told
himself over and over until he heard someone at the door.

Down in the basement Johnny decided to take
a break. He had been playing nonstop since he had arrived home from
school and his flashy fingers were beginning to hurt. So he put the
amp on standby and carefully leaned the gold top against it. His
friend quickly asked if he could touch the prized guitar. He wasn’t
a player himself, but after seeing and hearing Johnny, he was
considering it.

Johnny gave him the okay, so he walked over
to it. And as he looked at it, he swore he saw a glowing halo
around it. He was transfixed. So he reached out to touch it
and…zzzzzzzz.

Meanwhile upstairs, Mrs. Johnny opened the
door only to find a stranger on her front step. “Yes?” she
said.

The man looked at her. “MY NAME IS SILENT
JOE AND I’M HERE FOR THE GUITAR!” he demanded with wood-carving
authority. No sense in beating around the proverbial bush.

“Would you like some
cookies, I Just made some double chocolate chip?” Mrs. Johnny
offered, not realizing.

“No ma’am, just the guitar,”
he said, before he pulled out his long-nosed .38 and pointed it at
her. She asked him in and he obliged.

Downstairs in the basement, Johnny’s friend
was lying on the ground – he had apparently been electrocuted.
Johnny was standing over him and staring down in utter disbelief,
not knowing that a gun-toting guitar bandit had just entered the
house.

Silent Joe walked into the house carrying
his .38 not realizing that there was a pistol-packing cop in the
house. “WHERE’S THE GUITAR?” he angrily demanded while he
aggressively nudged the gun forward.

Detective Kathy and Uncle Jack were in the
kitchen enjoying some double chocolate chips. Kathy had a glass of
milk in her hand, which in most cases is customary, while Uncle
Jack was holding the more unusual choice of a tallboy Budweiser.
Gotta wash it down with something I guess? Although admittedly, it
is hard to dunk a cookie into a can. Anyway, it was then that
silent Joe barged into the kitchen brandishing his weapon. “JUST
GIVE ME THE GUITAR AND I’M OUT OF HERE!” he demanded through
tightly gritted teeth. He even considered grabbing himself a
cookie, but thought better of it – maybe on the way out, he
thought.

Detective Kathy and Uncle Jack were
startled by the sudden intrusion and both stepped back in
defensively, defensive postures. A double chocolate chip cookie
might be a tasty treat, but it sure ain’t good for fending off
bullets. Silent Joe then saw the basement door and quickly went for
it. He was desperately, desperate and threw open the door and ran
down the stairs in a flash. And when he got there he noticed
something out of the ordinary – what appeared to be a dead boy
lying on the floor next to the guitar. “WHAT HAPPENED HERE?” he
yelled across the basement at Johnny. But Johnny was in a state of
shock and didn’t answer. So silent Joe ran across the room to
collect his prized Les Paul. But when he reached down and grabbed
it, he got the shock of his life – literally, and dropped dead to
the floor. For the gold top had apparently claimed another
victim.

Suddenly, there was a commotion upstairs
and Detective Kathy came running down the stairs with her pistol
drawn. She quickly spotted the two bodies on the floor and was
quite shocked by the sight of them. “What the heck happened here
Johnny?” she asked in an urgent tone of voice.

“Don’t know?” he
replied.

So Kathy walked over to the perp, aka
silent Joe, and kicked his .38 across the concrete floor. It went
skittering along the surface and clanked loudly when it hit the
furnace. She wasn’t sure if silent Joe was still alive, so as a
precaution she pumped two bullets in him for good measure. Plus
target practice had become sort of boring – the whole shooting at
paper people thing. And since he was already dead, well…what was
the harm? Plus she hadn’t had the opportunity of shooting someone
in the line of duty, so she viewed it as a good icebreaker. On the
job training if you will. Gotta start somewhere I guess.

“So what happened here
Johnny?” she asked again.

Johnny went on to tell her that both had
touched the guitar and that they had apparently been
electrocuted.

“Okay Johnny…then I guess
we’re done here,” she said, before she cautioned him not to touch
the guitar. But Johnny was worried about his friend and failed to
heed her warning. So he walked over to the guitar and picked it up
– carefully and thoughtfully stepping over the bodies as he went.
And as soon as he touched it, the instrument glowed as if it had
found its rightful owner – that only two mortal hands were meant to
play it, and those two hands belonged to Johnny – aka, Johnny
Eleven. But Johnny was desperate to save his friend, so he grabbed
his guitar cable and stuck it in his friend’s chest. With baited
breath, he cranked up his amp and waited. Soon pulses of
electricity were passing through his friend’s lifeless body. And in
barely a blessed moment, his friend started to come to – he was
thankfully alive.

“Good work Johnny,”
Detective Kathy proposed, while she holstered her pistol and
finished her cookie. “I see dead people,” she said through a
devious smile as she looked down at silent Joe’s lifeless body, an
obvious reference to one her favorite movies. And since shooting
people that are already dead is known to be thirsty business, she
decided right then and there that she deserved a frothy reward for
her police-patrolling efforts. “So since we’re done here Johnny, I
think I’ll go out for a few beers now. And oh, you may wanna
breakout the air fresheners,” she said, before she turned to go
upstairs. She figured she’d turn in her police report in the
morning if she wasn’t too hung-over. So after calling the cleanup
crew, she proceeded to her local drinking emporium, and low and
behold, who did she run into? – Why it was music shop Jake, who
just so happened to be there playing with his band.

So after downing a few cactus-fueled shots
of titillating tequila and chasing them down with several amber
Yuenglings, she was more than ready to party. So with a seductive
swagger in her step, she sauntered over to the stage where Jake was
playing and proceeded to shake her money maker.

Inspired by her seductive snake dance, Jake
leaned into his guitar and tore into a particularly nasty solo,
trying to impress the womanly object of his affections. And damned
if didn’t work, for Detective Kathy, who was known to be quite the
alluring tease if she was feeling it, proceeded to pull up her
shirttails, offering Jake a quick Mardi Gras flash, no beads
needed. Naughty, naughty girl Detective. She even considered
running to the ladies room to remove her lacy ladies for a little
stage toss, but quickly reconsidered thinking it was a tad
unprofessional. So instead, and to ante up the partying just a bit,
she playfully removed her pistol and pointed it at guitar-playing
Jake. However, she failed to realize that her pistol’s safety was
still disengaged from her earlier shooting of already dead, silent
Joe, and accidentally fired off a round. But thankfully and most
gratefully, it went over Jake’s head and only took out a stage
light, causing a sparkling shower to rain down on the band – a
perhaps poor man’s pyrotechnics. And really it only served to get
the party rolling. God bless the keepers of the peace.

And now for the good part, because only a
few short years later, Johnny had reached rock superstardom. His
otherworldly playing had eclipsed all of his contemporaries and he
was virtually a household name. And he owed it all to his cherished
gold top, Les Paul.

His mother was of course his biggest fan,
and as for his bathroom-hogging sister, she ran his fan club
(although not from the bathroom, unless of course nature called).
And let’s not forget flannel wearing Uncle Jack, because he was the
only person besides Johnny that was allowed to touch the prized
gold top, Les Paul. In fact he toured the country with Johnny as
his guitar tech. He also wore “rubber souls” as the Beatles had
once suggested, for just in case purposes – and interestingly
enough – size eleven. In accordance, no one else was allowed to
touch the prized guitar or they risked the possibility of shock
treatments – lethal ones that were not medically sanctioned.

While out on tour, Johnny was playing a
sold-out venue in nearby Philadelphia, when he got a call from his
mother informing him that Detective Kathy and Music shop Jake were
getting married. They had been dating ever since the silent Joe
incident.

So since Johnny was a very caring and
generous rock star, he offered to play at the wedding
reception.

Fresh from several sold-out shows at the
house that Franklin built, Johnny now truly eleven went to the
wedding reception and played his heart out for the newly married
couple, and as a result, the place went absolutely electric. And as
an encore, Johnny played one last tune, a tune from one of his
fav’s – Kiss. A song called, “Shock Me!” Long may you play Johnny,
long may you play!

*Side note – silent Joe was buried in an
oversized guitar case per his final wishes. And as for Johnny’s
good friend, he recovered to good health and works for Johnny’s
organization in a job that doesn’t suck real bad, and that pays
pretty good.

*Please also note that in a fit of rage,
many guitars were in fact harmed during the making of this story –
regrettably so. But with one exception of course. That being the
prized and cherished gold top Les Paul – and narrowly avoiding a
Stratocaster disaster. And perhaps most sadly, and regrettably so,
many many people were also hurt during the writing of this story.
Sorry!





THE END
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