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PREFACE
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Three of anything is supposed to provide balance. Stools with three legs are superior to four-legged chairs in that regard, we are told; troikas and triumvirates ensure stable governing. Unfortunately, these ideas don't always work out in practice.

The problem is that complex systems are more difficult to control and complex processes more difficult to define.

Len's Law, the most important law of modern physics, clearly states: "The difficulty of accomplishing any task equals the cube of the number of people involved." Thus, if doing something by yourself is a one, then two people doing it, is eight times as hard (2x2x2). Three people accomplishing something, is twenty-seven times as hard (3x3x3).

Conventional wisdom suggests that getting help with any job makes it easier, but the effect of complexity is borne out by experience. Suppose you want to go to a movie. You find out what is playing, pick one and go. If you invite someone to join you, then you need to find a movie you both want to see, pick a show time, and even agree whether to go together or meet there. It requires more decisions.

You get the picture.

Historically, there is even the well-known concern about three on a match. Rumor has it that this phrase began with soldiers during the Crimean War. If three soldiers lit their cigarettes from the same match, the story went, one of the three, usually the third on the match, would be shot. Since then it has been considered bad luck for three people to share a light from the same match.

This clearly, if unscientifically, demonstrates the futility of doing anything by committee. More importantly, it explains the inherent difficulty facing the characters in this story. When three relatively decent people try to balance various combinations and degrees of friendship, love, lust, aspiration and hope, they find attaining any of these twenty-seven times harder than it should be. In the end, they often have to do their best simply not to kill each other. 

Even if your trip has a vague purpose, and the destination is some nameless place, unless you go alone, prepare for challenges.
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CHAPTER ONE
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A thick layer of gray hung over the city for days. At night, the heat radiated by the concrete tried to escape to the coolness of the black sky but the clouds slapped it back down along the asphalt where it began reheating the overheated city. Air conditioners snapped on by the thousands, sapping the life from the city's energy grid and dumping the collected heat, along with the heat the air conditioners themselves generated, down into the sweltering streets.

Los Angeles often got warm. We expected warm, but this was hot; an unrelenting simmer that never let you forget the heat. Inside this natural and man-made convection oven, the inevitable turmoil could be seen after three days: the city began losing its precarious and precious balance. The swelter amplified everything that was jittery, anxious and edgy; and there was much on the street that was jittery, anxious and edgy. The nights became a time for thinking, especially about what was wrong. And about what could be different.

From a simple statistical perspective, the pragmatic results of the heat surprised no one. In the inner city, brains fried by prolonged heat, upped the ante on gang hassles, rape, looting, and general mayhem. Up market, in the consecrated grounds of the rich, random violence racked up bad numbers too, with news commentators reporting a noticeable uptick in freeway shootings and domestic violence. If nothing else, this seemed to prove that owning an air conditioner didn't make you immune from the heat-induced weirdness.

In fact, there was no escape from the heat or the madness that went with it beyond the expediency of leaving. Most couldn't leave their jobs and homes and run to cooler environs, but the rich became scarce. Beverly Hills was abandoned to security guards, maids and groundskeepers. And everyone who stayed fought the same battle. No socioeconomic group, no governmentally sanctioned, nor unofficial, ethnic minority or majority had genes strong enough or technology adequate to hold the craziness at bay. At the best of times, when summer comes to the city, the cops will tell you, life is a bitch.

My life approximated the summer. It was overheated, unproductive and promised nothing good. At that low point in my life, I had two people near me who were each worthy of the title friend. Perhaps that might have been enough at other times, but friendships do not tolerate the heat much better than other volatile and fragile creatures.

Not that I understand friendship in any precise way; in fact I avoid trying to understand anything precisely. Somehow, it seems to me that precision might complicate things in an unnecessary fashion. It also seemed a bit unhip. God forbid I should be unhip. It also put me at odds with my friends, as you will see. 

Despite this lack of clear definition for friends, I knew that Ted was one, if only for historical reasons. Ted and I kind of grew up together. Now I deliberately inserted that "kind of" qualifier in there because I'm not sure that anyone grows up any more. We get older, sure, and we progress to a physical maturity as adult humans, but it isn't clear that there is anything to grow into. We sprout well enough, probably too well, in fact, but there is nothing in the adult world that supposedly looms above the world of children (it always seemed layered like that) but smog.

There was a time when people came of age, emerged as novices in a world that offered them options, including that of choosing nothing. Of course, choosing nothing meant failing, falling through the cracks of that world. For those who could not or would not choose that world was harsh, even brutal. But now, choosing has less value, for the choices are not what they seem to be. Many are simply illusions of choice, or hallucinations produced by looking at the new world as if it was still the old one.

None of this is a lament in any way. The world is no worse now, but it is different. And it is the only world we need to worry about.

We don't have to choose to worry about it, though, and some of us don't. Some wretched souls can't convince themselves that choosing makes a difference. A simple example should suffice: You can choose to work in a factory at a nice wage, but they can choose to make you redundant, negating your choice. To beat this dead horse, you can choose to marry a woman of particular qualities and then learn she only exists in your head. Choice is nice, I suppose, but unless it comes with some possibility of making a difference it is a kick in the head.

I considered making choices about how to live in a world that offered me so little control over my destiny rather pointless, especially after I lost my faith in music. For the most part, I was willing to humor anyone wanting to pretend, to play that game. I just didn't deal myself in.

Ted took an aggressive approach, playing the game by assuming the roles he thought should be his in the larger world. To his mind this was a variation on visualizing an outcome. At the time of this story, he was Ted the money man, which led to his current "act wealthy, be wealthy" mindset. He had focused on making his fortune, of conquering the clearly simple world of business. Despite a consistent record of failures, he had few doubts that he would succeed. On good days, at least. I gave him points for persistence and took them back for a distinct lack of objectivity concerning his life.

At least outwardly, Ted dealt with it better, seemed more at home in the city. Living and working in LA for a lifetime, he imagined himself at peace amid the city's many chaotic binges, whereas I found them upsetting. Life in general is what gave Ted migraines. Severe migraines.

Despite his commendable uniqueness, Ted was, in many ways typical of native southern Californians. For instance, he was driven by a desperate hunger, a longing. It complicated his career path that he had willingly spent many years living as a quietly desperate man. He had sat by the road of life, like some unmined gem stone, hoping for the discovery (of his intrinsic worth to the world at large) that he never doubted would come, but that he feared might come too late to be of any solace or even to let him scream "I told you" at all those idiots voted most likely to succeed at excess. 

For years he lived in mortal fear that his appearance on the main stage, in this case measured by the appearance of large positive numbers in his bank account, might not happen until late in life, say well past his thirtieth birthday. At thirty-five, he was struck with the spine-numbing thought that it might not happen until his forties. What good would validation—external vindication, that is—of his intrinsic worth be then? For to a child of the youth culture, old age was little more than a use for the past tense and beyond thinking about or taking seriously.

Unsurprisingly, in growing from boy to older boy in Torrance, a feat that required little from Ted but patience, he managed to avoid growing out of his desperation. That he could outgrow it, or in fact outgrow any other of his rather large number of shortcomings, never occurred to him. Rather than grow up, he moved out-a million miles away from Torrance to Los Angeles proper. Along the way he somehow decided (an epiphany?) that success, his or that of any other, required accurate labeling. It seemed critical to his philosophy to know what to call whatever went down in this crazy world he lived in.

"The most important thing is knowing what to call it," he explained to me. The label mattered and content was irrelevant. Perhaps a content-free life might be the ideal one. It required no examination, and was capable of none. It couldn't produce any genuine angst, certainly.

On one of those days when the hazy sunshine rapidly gave Hollywood one of its all too common glaringly bright, oppressively hot afternoons, he scraped the seat of his pants against the fender of his car in the parking lot of El Coyote, his favorite Mexican restaurant, and watched people. In particular, he watched three young people who were dancing an absurd dance in the parking lot.

He watched them dance. They were a trio of living youth that tormented his eyes, and as he listened, abused his ears with their laughter. The smiling girl looked at Ted, her eyes betraying an unqualified sense of superiority. Her voice trilled, sounding as flushed and happy as the look on her face.

This attractive troika emerged from the Mexican restaurant filled with re-fried beans, margaritas and energy; they danced across the sticky asphalt as if they had to burn up their energy before it consumed them. The girl leaped into the air; on her way down the taller of the two men, a solidly built blond youth, grabbed her by the hips and launched her upward once again. She threw her head back and shrieked her joy. As she came down again the man spun her in an assisted cartwheel that, to Ted, twirled her into some new dimension.

The smaller man joined in their leaping. Jumping and babbling the incoherent lyrics of some song, his enthusiasm for the moment poured out of him. His long dark hair flew with his leaps. So the tall man spun him too. Head over heels he spun, letting his friend take total control. At the end, the small man stood still, his laughter and breathlessness competing for his time.

But the girl was not yet through with her part of the exhibition. Facing Ted (he could swear she was looking right into his eyes, or even through them), she turned her back to the blond lifter and fell toward him. He met the challenge, capturing her by the hips again and boosting her up over his head so that she could arch her back, her hair hanging down, breasts pointing toward the sky. And then, as he lowered her back toward earth, the smaller man suddenly reached up to the woman and yanked her halter top free, and then laughed and held it triumphantly in the air, like some captured flag. She laughed and arched her back even more as if her bare breasts might touch the sky. Finally, the blond man lowered her to the ground and they all laughed. She stood in the parking lot, holding the top her friend had handed back to her, and laughing. It was sheer joy incarnate. Ted couldn't take his eyes from her; they were entranced by her firm, tan breasts and lithe figure. Ted watched intently and wondered about the three, seeking labels for them. He wanted to ask them so many questions that could help him label the experience, the people. Were they dancers? Were they students? Was one of the boys the girl's lover; were both of them? Perhaps all three were lovers. They could be a bisexual triangle, for it seemed to him that they touched each other confidently and unhesitatingly, but also lovingly.

The beauty of their motions impressed him. Of course, they danced, for him, he was certain of that. His questions exploded in his head, his heart, but he didn't ask them. Yes, they were foolish questions, but he wasn't afraid of being laughed at or cursed, or even that they wouldn't answer. Somehow he knew they would. No, the information he sought, the kind of labels he needed at that moment, came from within, not from established facts, external realities. Every experience, every person, had to be identified: trustworthy or unreliable, sane or insane, real or unreal, colorful or humdrum, genius or idiot. Labeling created an untold wealth of categories and polarities. In labeling the world and its events, he could digest each experience, avoiding the contamination of contact with reality.

That evening, still reeling from the experience as if it were some mystic vision, Ted told me of the three dancers in mythic and glowing terms across a low table under dim lights. I drank whiskey and listened. The awe in his eyes made me believe the story of the dancers. Well, the awe coupled with the fact that he told it with himself as a bystander. When he lied, he always played a central role in his stories. As he spoke of the dancers, the conversation filled with free spirits and sheer joy. It was much later, several drinks later, when he turned his discussion to the disintegration of his career, which was in the process of becoming, in the poetry of our age, dog shit.

I should make it clear that Ted comes to me for advice and comfort knowing in advance that he won't take the former and I seldom provide the latter. Philosophically we never meshed well. I am too contrarian for his comfort. My friends call me an anarchist, but I have no religion now, and politics is most certainly a religion. Based on faith and rich in dogma, it could teach things to other religions. As I mentioned, I believed in music once. I was, still am, a working musician, but once it was all of me-the great who I was. I studied music, ate music, and slept it. I reharmonized Coltrane's "Giant Steps" in every key and to suit assorted musical tastes—just to learn how to do it.
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