An excerpt from The Death of Electric – a novel by Peter Conners

The first time I lost Electric was in the parking lot of a Grateful Dead show in Albany, NY, our sophomore year.  Albany was only three hours away, so it took a minimum of convincing to get Electric there: his first show, my twenty-ninth.  It had been a year since Grateful Dead keyboard player Brent Mydland had overdosed and, even though the band was still rolling on with his replacement Vince Welnick at the keys, a distinct pall hung in the air.  Brent had brought new energy to the Dead and the band and most Deadheads were still reeling from his vacancy.  As the experienced Deadhead between us, my stint as pre-show parking lot tour guide lasted about one hour - as long as it took our acid to kick in - and then Electric was gone.  I turned my back on him for a minute to pour over an assortment of power crystals mined out of nearby Herkimer laid out on an old hippie woman's Guatemalan blanket, and he was gone.  I spent the next three hours prior to showtime searching for one lost lone freak in a swirling tie-dye cosmos of freakers.  Both of us high on acid.

      " You're looking for who, bro?"  A teenage rainbow child sporting a colorful array of beaded hairwraps cocked his head, trying to think.  I knew this kid from around tour, his name was Cougar; we'd rap, smoke together, tip each other off to who had the best drugs.  A typical Deadhead acquaintance. " Electric?  Is he that fat bro with the white van?  Dude sells fatty burritos after shows usually?"  Luckily a Dead show was one of the few places where asking for your friend Electric didn't seem that odd.  In fact, there were actually options as to which Electric you were talking about.  " Haven't seem him, bro, not since West coast."

      " Naw, man, it's... not... it's not that... one."  I'd asked a few acquaintances if they'd seen Electric, describing him physically, before running into Cougar.  Before the blotter had kicked in.  Now I was starting to feel that old familiar queasy-giddy-fuzzy-breathlessness that marks the onset of a strong acid trip.  My mouth tasted like it was lined with aluminum foil.  I started to giggle, " He's got half the head... it's shaved... down front... I'm felt... gone down... up look," I trailed off, giggling more, describing my lost friend less.  Somewhere in the back of my thoughts I understood that Electric had eaten the same acid I had and began debating as to whether this was a good or a bad thing.  I quickly realized that a debate like that can throw off a whole trip though and decided it was a good thing.  With or without me, I told myself, at least Electric was experiencing a Dead show the way it was meant to be experienced: on psychedelics.  Things have a way of working out, I told myself.  Good karma, I reminded me.  Positivity, yes.  The Heads will take care of him.  It'll all work out fine, I said aloud, and then again even louder.  Positivity, yes, yes.  It'll all work out fine.  Fine, yes.  

    Muttering this way, meandering through the parking lot, Cougar long gone.

      " Hey, Acoustic, man!  What's going on, bud?  What's happening?"

    I pulled my head just high enough out of a kaleidoscope at a vendor's stand to discern how concrete these voices were.  They sounded strong, fleshy, but I'd been spinning around at the sound of voices calling my name for a solid hour now.  I heard Electric whisper it into my ear.  Strangers said it as they passed; even two cops on mounted patrol made sure that I knew that they knew my name.  So you can see why I'd be hesitant.

      A small group of Cranies surrounded me where I stood.  The wizened kaleidoscope vendor deftly retrieved his merchandise as I backed away from his display, moving the entire group along with me.  I stared into their faces wondering how to get past them.

      " You ready for the show, bud, or what?"  A face came close to my face.  " You look a little out of it, man."

    The leader of this group was Ronnie Chambers, a clarinet player, sophomore, a person I disliked even completely sober.  He was five-feet three-inches of pugnacious ignorance,  flanked by his girlfriend, best friend, and the best friend's girlfriend: all sipping $2 parking lot beers and proudly toting large red balloons filled with nitrous oxide.  In their own way, they were taking great advantage of this vacation from school.

      " Check it out, man, you like the shirts?"  I looked at their bellies and realized they were all sporting the exact same GDP (Grateful Dead Productions) Fall Tour 1990 tie-dyes.  Ronnie spun his girlfriend around so I could see the back of the shirts: a list of tour dates, venues - a purple dancing bear leapt off the shirt, landed at my feet, winked and ran off through the crowd in erratic serpentine motion.  " We scored the kind nitrous balloons too, man."  I looked down at them - it must have been solicitously.  " They're right over there, bud," he pointed out quickly.  " Five bucks a balloon - they'll fuck you up too!"    

    Ronnie and his compatriots bellowed at this, illustrating to me just how true the statement was.  The noise was abrupt, disconcerting.  A seasoned head strolled by, barefoot, trailing fragrant smoke from a burning sage wrap.  He leaned into our circle, 

" Sit down when you do those balloons, Touches," he hissed.  " Just say N2O."  Then he made an oral popping sound and moved along quietly humming the opening to Jack Straw.  

      " Fucking weirdo," sneered Ronnie.  The group all snorted in agreement.  

      " Are you here alone?" Sara, Ronnie's chunky girlfriend with a bubbling translucent face, asked.  

      " Yeah, where's Electric, bud?" followed Ronnie.  " Figured you guys would be here together.  We saw some other Cranies over by the porta-johns when we were buying tickets.  Freaking fifty bucks a pop, can you believe that?"  

    Now Ronnie's friend jumped in, scratching at the freshly creased bandana on his head.  

      " I didn't even want to get them.  I don't even care if we go in, we've been partying so much out here.  That scalper was a sleazebag.  I could just do a few more of these," he waved the red balloon, " and then go home."

      " Why don't you."

    They stared at me.  I must have said it out loud.  I don't know, but their voices stopped, so I didn't care.  They'd been tripping me out for what felt like hours and, in the process, had rubbed every value I held sacred as a Deadhead into the gritty chips of glass embedded in the concrete, then held the bloody, dripping corpses up to my nose to sniff.  Scalped tickets and nitrous balloons (both commonly associated with money hungry, non-Deadhead vendor-vultures who didn't care about the scene), official GDP shirts (nothing really wrong there, but you weren't helping anyone pay for tour either), caring more about partying in the parking lot than the actual music (thus the Head calling them Touches, a word for novices who crawled out of the woodwork in the late 80's after the Dead's Touch Of Gray hit the charts and mainstream America).  But the worst insult of all was Ronnie's change in speech - bud, show, kind, man - words he would try on for the day, then make fun of people for using tomorrow.  He was a phony and the others were just naive enough to nominate him King For The Day.  Now their phony pulp kingdom was all over my space, fucking up my trip for what felt like hours.

    The frightening instant clarity of an acid epiphany.

    Ronnie took a step back, looked me up and down, then started giggling.  

      " You are fucked up, man."  He came closer, I felt claustrophobic.  " What are you onnnn, buuuddd?"  His whole body vibrated, morphing into lukewarm mud.  " Whatever it is, you must've taken the same shit Electric was on.  We saw him over at this big red school bus before, dancing around with these hippies and stuff.  Pretty weird, man."  

      Blubbery, rubber faced Sara stepped in, " It was creepy.  I think he's insane."

    JESUS, WHY DID SHE HAVE TO USE THAT WORD OF ALL THE WORDS IN ALL THE WORLD THAT SHE COULD'VE USED WHY DID SHE HAVE TO SAY INSANE INSANE INSANE INSANE?
      " How did you see him?"  I knew my voice was shaky, but it was working.  A good sign.  " How?"

    Ronnie shook his head at me.  " How did we see him?  What do you mean how did we see him?"  He was laughing at me, leaning in, elbowing his friend.  

    Friend said, " With our eyes, guy.  How else?"  

    Now they were all in a circle inspecting me, laughing at me, dressed in their crunchy new tie-dyes, stupid bandanas, shoving red balloons into my face, saying words incongruous to their personalities and our relationship - calling me Guy, my most despised of all slang greetings - their pudgy faces vibrating and hideously distorted.

      " Where?"

      " Where?"  

    Oh shit, now they were blatantly using me for sport.  I felt a surge of blood rush to my face as I imagined their heads popping off: skeletons, dancing bears, roses with legs bounded off of their t-shirts and scurried off to find their purple dancing bear mate.  I knew that I should follow them, but I had to find out about Electric first.

      " Where's he?"

      " Who?"

      " Ecletric?"

    Ronnie wrapped an arm around his girlfriend's shoulder, the balloon flapping over her breasts, and gave me a look so smug it filled my guts with razorblade marbles.  

      " Eclectric?" he purred.  He leaned into Sara's breasts and took a hit off the balloon.  His voice dropped three octaves from the gas and his lips turned blue.  " You mean Electric?"

    That smarmy prick knew exactly who I meant!  I stared at him.  Ronnie staggered back a few steps and was pushed forward again by the kaleidoscope vendor who growled, " Sit down before you fall down, man, sit down before you fall."  As if it was never said, Ronnie's friend took a hit off his own balloon while standing up.  He groaned like ten thousand gallons of semen were exploding from his prick, " Ooooohhhhhhh wwwoooowwwww..."
    They didn't call it hippie crack for nothing: the effect of nitrous oxide is dazzling and potent.  Problem was, shitheads like these four had been coming to shows and doing it like crazy, passing out all over the place, cracking their heads open, going into convulsions, demanding medical attention - thus the drug had taken on a bad reputation among Tour Heads.  Now the friend's girlfriend was taking a hit.  Now Ronnie was taking another hit, sizing up his remaining volume, looking hopefully towards the gas vendor.  My head felt like a weeping lesion.  Sara took Ronnie's balloon while he careened around on one leg, then the other, nearly toppling over onto any number of innocent passers-by.  Another group of Touches in crinkly tie-dyes zoomed over to find out where they'd scored the nitrous from.  Best friend's girlfriend pointed out the vendor as best friend took another hit.  Then, from inside the fray, Sara said something to me.

      " What?"  I felt like a bomber pilot going down, railing desperately into a broken radio against a fading transmission.  " What did you say?"

      " Big red school bus," she said, putting the balloon to her lips as Ronnie tried to grab it away.  She batted at his hand and said it again.  " The big red school bus.  Your friend.  We saw him over there," she pointed, " in front of a big red school bus about twenty minutes ago.  He looked like he'd been there for a while."

    I tottered sideways, absorbing this information.  I had direction.  I could leave them now!  I'd found the key.  A miracle!  A series of calls - SIX UP, SIX UP, SIX UP - went through the aisles, passing from Tour Head to Tour Head who knew and cared what this meant: Cops on the way.  I knew what this meant, but I couldn't get my feet to move.  I knew where I had to go now, but I still couldn't move.  And then I was moving, an arm hooked snuggly around my shoulders, guiding me.

      " You look like you're ready for take-off, Commander Tom.  Nobody tell you never to peak with Locals?  They'll only fuck up your trip."  I knew this man.  He was Charlie, one of the original Haight Street heads.  Cosmic Charlie, a legendary figure on the scene.   

     He tapped another older hippie on the shoulder as we brushed past, moving quickly, 

" Six up down left," was all he said.  Thanks, Charlie, and the man was off in a different direction.

      " I'm just," I was still trying to explain my trip: a novice mistake, but Ronnie's crew had sent me deep into regression.  Charlie recognized this and smiled calmly.  I'd toked with him a couple of times in smoke circles between sets - knew he deserved respect - and he recognized me enough to know that I was okay too.  This was the most we'd ever bonded though and his kind attention was bringing my nerve to the surface again.  " I'm just tripping my balls off, man!" I finally blurted out.  

    Charlie chuckled at the admission: as if he didn't know.  He squeezed my shoulder and kept us moving fast.  " You got a ticket?"  

      " Yeah, man.  Mail ordered."

      " Right on.  You with anyone?"

      " I'm looking... for... him... someone?"

      " Who?"

      " My buddy.  Electric."

      " Electric?"  Charlie thought for a second.  " Don't know him.  You know where to find him?"

    I nodded, suddenly euphoric: I actually knew the answer to this question!

      " Yahshuas," I gushed excitedly.

    Charlie looked at me curiously.  " Your buddy's a Yahshua?"

      " No," I shook my head, grinning from ear to ear now.  " I just heard he was over by the bus though."

      " Well in that case," Charlie halted abruptly and spun my shoulders clockwise.  

" There you go, good brother."  Sure enough, we were now standing twenty yards away from the enormous maroon bus that the Yahshuas traveled in.  " You all set now?"  I was better than just set: I was floating, joyously graced with the guidance of a legendary Deadhead figure and on the cusp of reuniting with my lost tripping partner.  I was ecstatic.  I nodded up and down frenetically, conveying that I'd be fine from here on out.  Charlie pulled my arm up from my side and opened my hand; he dropped a large crystal into my palm, turned and was gone.  I felt myself moving toward the Yahshua bus.

    By this time, there was only one hour left before showtime.  The energy of the parking lot crowd was bubbling and intense as people started to head inside, their drugs kicking in, anticipating what song the Dead would open with and how they'd get their stashes past security into the show.  Meanwhile the Yahshuas had accumulated a small crowd in front of their bus.  They played acoustic instruments through a small PA system while a circle of their followers did traditional folk dances while looking peaceful, enlightened, and unfettered by petty earthly desires.  

    The Yahshuas, in essence, were a cult.  Aside from providing medical attention to Deadheads in the parking lot, they handed out recruiting literature aimed at runaways, the lost and societal castaways who'd drifted into the Dead scene and needed still more group support.  Their literature spoke of security in an insecure world, becoming part of a loving community, a part of the Kingdom of Yahshua the Messiah, a member of the Twelve Tribes Communities, where nobody is ever lonely, unwanted, despised, where distinctions such as weak and strong, rich and poor, no longer exist.  The values alone were not unlike the idealistic dogma which form the basis of many mainstream religions.  But, in my opinion, it was the active recruiting of lost, stoned, and immature souls that turned religion into cult.  A harvest mentality.  The Yahshuas traveled show to show picking up members along the way.

    Then again, especially in the early 90's, the Police and FBI worked in a similar way to this: recruiting Deadheads from parking lots to fill their prisons.  Recognizing them as perfect places to pull down legal dragnets they tailed Dead Shows, often making a year's worth of petty drug busts in a single day.  Even businesses in show towns were similarly harvest-minded in those days, knowing that they could double the price of everything from a bottle of water to a hotel room and get away with it.  

    Scumbag scalpers, loser nitrous vendors, drug dealing scammers selling bunk product, greedy business owners gouging Deadhead consumers, cops, feds, subversive cult members dressed in hippie gear, talking the talk, promising complete acceptance in turn for complete devotion: these were just a few of the pitfalls confronting Deadheads in the 80's and 90's.

    Even tripping my face off on strong blotter acid, I knew these things.  Electric did not, but he was intelligent, hip and wary.  I knew he'd be fine, but still fought back the fear that I'd discover him holding hands, dancing in the Yahshua circle, as I approached the bus.  I was in no state for de-programming anyone.  So, in a way, I felt lucky that Electric was nowhere to be found.  

    But in another way: where the hell was he?  

    As I wandered away from the bus, the calming thoughts returned.  Thanks in part to Charlie, I was back on top of my trip.  Electric would be fine.  Everything would work out.  I had told Electric about the hallway scene during the show: the speakers set up there, the hall dancers, the Spinners, the full-on Grateful Dead freak-out show in effect.  I told him that's where I'd be during the show if we ever got separated... find me in the hallway, by the speakers, in the hallway, dancing my ass off with the rest of the freaks.  And I was smiling, walking through the parking lot, grinning broadly, handing over my ticket, strolling into the show, hugging familiar Heads, taking hits off of various pipes, listening to the first glistening notes of Jerry's guitar tuning up, Bobby testing out a few tangy chords, Phil dropping notes, Mickey and Bill tapping drum heads and cymbals, Vince Welnick pushing down the keys, the melodies mingling, tension building, and, finally, the hallways exploding in shivers, leaps and shouts as the Dead reared back and drove the faithful home just one more time: Come on and let the good times roll, we gonna stay here till we soothe our soul, if it takes all night long...  Electric would be fine.  He'd figure it out.  At least for the night, he'd have to let go and forget about everything, including his beloved Seattle music: when the Grateful Dead took the stage, they were the only Nirvana in existence.                                                         

    As the tangled mix of Slipknot gave way to the up-tempo bounce of Franklin's Tower I looked left and saw Electric waltzing cheek-to-cheek with a happily stoned, young hippie girl.  I felt a surge of joy and squeezed the crystal Charlie had given me until I felt it pop inside.  I smiled an enormous, broad smile.  I turned away and lost myself in the music.  We were both fine.  Yes, just fine, yes, yes fine...  

