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      To my mother and Stacey and Richard
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      My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?


      Why art thou so far from helping me; and from


      The words of my roaring?


      —Psalm 22
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      PROLOGUE


      In the fall of 1996, a few days after my wedding, an article about my father appeared in the Arizona Republic, an updating of the old, unhappy story:

      


      The men from Chicago were efficient.


      In the shadowy stairwell of the parking garage on North Central Avenue, they placed four .22-caliber shots into the chest

         of accountant Ed Lazar and one into the back of his head.

      


      They then partially unscrewed a light bulb near the door and disabled a fluorescent fixture, throwing the area into total

         darkness.

      


      It was hours before police found the body Feb. 19, 1975. It was two decades before they found out who killed Lazar and why.


      On Tuesday, they revealed the truth, along with information about a string of murders in Phoenix that they know or suspect

         was carried out by Chicago mob killers.

      


      That information, among other things, throws new light on the murder of Arizona Republic reporter Don Bolles in 1976.


      Phoenix police said that Ned Warren, Sr., then the king of Arizona land fraud, ordered the hit on Lazar, his bookkeeper and

         business partner.

      


      They said John Harvey Adamson, the chief assassin in the Bolles killing, finally told police a year ago that Warren had ordered

         the hit on Lazar.

      


      Adamson did not take part in the contract on Lazar, police said.


      The killers who did take the contract, two Chicago Mafia hit men, murdered Lazar the day before he was to testify in front

         of a Maricopa County grand jury about Warren’s bogus real-estate deals, in which millions of dollars were swindled from thousands

         of investors.

      


      “He was going to name Ned Warren as the godfather of land fraud in Arizona,” said Sgt. Mike Torres, a Phoenix police spokesman.

         “Ned Warren was the natural suspect, but there was no one to give him up.”

      


      Warren was eventually convicted of fraud and bribery and died in prison in 1980.


      … “Ned Warren went to Adamson and asked him to kill three people; Lazar, (Arizona Real Estate Commissioner) J. Fred Talley

         and a third person whose name he could not remember,” Torres said.

      


      … Talley, who said he issued real-estate licenses to convicted felons, was suspended amid an investigation into whether he

         helped Warren in his activities.

      


      Talley later retired and died of a heart attack.


      The new information about the Lazar killing and the plan to kill Talley recalls a lurid period in Arizona’s history—the late

         1960s and 1970s—when land-fraud artists roamed the state in sharp suits, gouging money from buyers and investors across the

         country and the world.

      


      —Arizona Republic, October 2, 1996
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      Ninety miles north of Phoenix, in Yavapai County, Arizona, is a large subdivision of mobile homes and small, single-story

         houses called Verde Lakes. The land once belonged to a sprawling ranch, dating back to the late nineteenth century, when the

         nearby town of Camp Verde had been established to fend off raids from the Yavapai and Apache tribes that had lived for generations

         in that region. In the summer of 1969—the summer of the moon landing—my father, Edward Lazar, and his business partner, Ned

         Warren, Sr., financed a down payment on this land with a loan from a London-born entrepreneur named David Rich. They paid

         this money into a trust, and the company they formed, Consolidated Mortgage Corporation, hired crews to remake the ranch house

         into a clubhouse, to excavate a small lake where there had been none, to bring in breeding pairs of ducks, and to plant three-inch-high

         sapling trees. They did not build houses on the land, nor did they intend to. Verde Lakes existed as a possibility. As a fact,

         it was empty desert divided on a map into quarter acre lots. The plan was to retail hundreds of these lots to small-scale

         investors, many of them nearing retirement, who would build their own houses there or resell the land once its value rose.

         The company hired Cesar Romero, the actor most famous for playing the Joker on TV’s Batman, as a public relations spokesman. They installed roads and utilities and water lines for homes that did not yet exist. They

         did all of this on credit, soliciting capital from banks, corporations, and private investors throughout the country, using

         as collateral and sometimes selling as securities the mortgages on the lots sold by the company’s salesmen. For a brief while,

         my father was a paper millionaire. For a much longer time, he was in financial crisis. At one point, he and his partner, Warren,

         were personally $2 million in debt. When my father got out of the land business in 1973, he had nothing to show for his four

         years of struggle. I was five years old then. He was a devoted father according to everyone I’ve talked to, though I have

         almost no memories of him that I can feel certain are true and not the kind suggested by photographs.

      


      On the CBS Evening News of February 21, 1975, Walter Cronkite appeared seated before a map of Arizona to deliver a story about my father and his

         business partner, Ned Warren, Sr. “Thousands of investors, many among those who could least afford it, have bought Arizona’s

         land worth far less than they paid for it,” Cronkite read. “The multimillion-dollar fraud is under investigation, but now

         there’s a startling new development—a gangland style murder.”

      


      Cronkite looked down at his cue card before reading the last phrase, as if the word gangland, pronounced by Cronkite as gang-lund, could not be said without a slight pause to distance himself from its tabloid crudeness.

      


      There was a shot of a stretcher being rolled toward an ambulance, an ambulance that to our eyes now looks like a large station

         wagon or a hearse. The body on the stretcher, covered with a blanket from foot to head, was identified by the on-scene reporter

         in the clipped style of a newsreel: “The victim, Edward Lazar, found in a Phoenix garage Wednesday with five bullets in his

         body.”

      


      The two homicide detectives in their sport coats collapsed the stretcher and pushed it into the ambulance. There was an image

         now of a press photo of my father’s face. The cameramen had positioned the photo on a bed of fabric so that, with this border,

         the picture could fit the dimensions of a TV screen. It was black and white—all of this footage was in black and white. When

         you watch it now, it has the unreal quality of a crime movie trying to capture a “period.”

      


      My father looked eager and shrewd in the photograph. He was still in his early thirties when it was taken. His eyes penetrated

         the frame, as if he could easily and accurately read the gaze of whoever might be looking back at him. His dark hair was short

         and his lips were parted, not in a smile, but as if to say something precise and illuminating in the midst of a dispute.

      


      The reporter continued: “Lazar was scheduled to appear yesterday before a grand jury investigating sales of virtually worthless

         land for as much as four hundred million dollars. Lazar’s testimony was expected to focus on his onetime business associate,

         Ned Warren, Sr., a mysterious figure widely known in Arizona as ‘the Godfather of Land Fraud.’ ”

      


      That phrase, “the Godfather of Land Fraud,” had bedeviled my father for at least five months before his death, since Warren’s

         first indictment. It had started as a joke—two or three years before, someone had given Warren a birthday present of director’s

         chairs printed with the words The Godfather on the backs—but now the joke had become an epithet in dozens of newspaper stories written about Warren, often containing

         a reference to his prison record, his land “swindles,” and, most recently, the payments that he, along with my father and

         other associates, had made to government officials. The word Godfather now chimed with the word gangland to produce Mafia.


      On-screen, the handsome, sixty-year-old Warren moved slowly and confidently down a courthouse hallway, trailed by reporters

         and cameramen. He was faintly smiling, well dressed in a conservative gray suit, his hands either crossed in front of his

         waist or in the pockets of his pants. He looked as if the extent of his secrets was faintly comic to him, as if no one would

         ever suspect half the things he knew, or as if most of what he had done would be impossible to prove. He seemed to know all

         of this as he walked the courthouse hallway, and he wasn’t wrong.

      


      I have an essay my father wrote when he was twelve years old, a schoolboy’s essay about the Hebrew poet Hayim Bialik. In 1946,

         the essay won first prize (“Choice of $25 U.S. Savings Bond or a week at Herzl Camp”) in an annual contest held by the Minneapolis

         Zionist Youth Commission.

      


      … Bialik’s popularity should not only be attributed to his poetic genius, but also to his personality in general, to his brilliancy

         of thought and to his responsoveness [sic] to the needs of his people.

      


      As long as there lives a Jew who still delights in beauty, imagery, and poetry, so long will the immortal words of Hayim Nachman

         Bialik be found on the lips, in the minds and in the hearts of Israel.

      


      When I first discovered this essay, I saw in it evidence of a straight-A student, earnest, eager to please. When I looked

         at it a little longer, I saw evidence of a boy smart enough to conceal a total lack of interest in the poems of Hayim Bialik

         beneath a lilting arrangement of phrases (“on the lips, in the minds and in the hearts of Israel”). I don’t know how to connect

         the fact that my father saved this essay and prize citation with the fact that he was murdered in a garage. His story refutes

         an idea I seem still incapable of outgrowing, the idea that who we are plays some part in shaping our lives, or, as Heraclitus

         put it, that character is fate.

      


      Five bullets. One in the back of my father’s head, four in his chest. At nine o’clock in the morning on February 19, my father,

         arriving at work in an office building on Phoenix’s North Central Avenue, was met by two hit men from Chicago, Lee DiFranco

         

            *

         

          and Robert Hardin, who forced him into a stairwell and shot him five times with a .22 semiautomatic pistol fitted with a

         homemade silencer, probably a Coke bottle. They left the shell casings on the ground but unscrewed the fluorescent light in

         the stairwell to prevent anyone from discovering too soon what they’d done. After taking whatever cash had been in my father’s

         money clip, DiFranco, according to Hardin’s account, placed a dime on my father’s forehead. They left behind his car keys

         and credit cards, and they left his briefcase on the ground outside the opened door of his Pontiac Grand Ville. They were

         paid $10,000 for this. Neither of them ever went to jail.

      


      .  .  .


      Ned Warren didn’t speak on the CBS Evening News of February 21. He was “not available to newsmen,” the reporter said.

      


      Instead, the next person to speak was Attorney General Bruce Babbitt, future candidate for president, future secretary of

         the interior, at that moment riding the land fraud scandals in Arizona toward the state’s governorship. In 1975, he was gangly

         and wore glasses, and he hunched forward in his chair like a graduate student in a seminar room. “As a prosecutor,” he said,

         clearing his throat, “I’m not about to speculate publicly about who murdered Ed Lazar. But when a man with Lazar’s knowledge

         and background is murdered on his way to the grand jury, in the style in which he was murdered, it would be very coincidental

         to attribute it to some extraneous reason that is not related to those facts.”

      


      The last man to speak put it more bluntly. He was another of Warren’s former business associates, a man named James Cornwall.

         He was tall and slightly jowly, with the sideburns and pomaded hair of the revivalist preacher Billy Graham—appropriate, since

         Cornwall had just become a minister himself. His suit and tie were of an expensive-looking subtle plaid, and he sat with one

         hand across his knee to reveal an elegant wristwatch. He seemed at ease, despite the fact that he was facing sixty-six counts

         of fraud, forty years in prison.

      


      “Mr. Warren has told me he had the ability to pick up the phone and have people maimed or killed,” Cornwall said. “I believed

         it at the time, and I believe it now.”

      


      On the afternoon before this story appeared on the CBS Evening News, more than four hundred people had attended my father’s memorial service at the Sinai Mortuary Chapel, which did not have

         enough seats for such a large crowd. There were my parents’ friends—the Korts and the Goodmans, the Finebergs and the Starrs,

         the Kobeys and the Shers—young Jewish couples, their children in school for the day. There were our next-door neighbors, Carol

         and Dick Nichols, who had taken me the night before with their sons, David and Craig, to a soapbox derby and spaghetti dinner

         to give me some time away from the confusion of adults crowding our house. There were members of the Jewish Community Center,

         where my parents played tennis, and of Temple Beth Israel, where my sister, Stacey, and I went to the annual Purim carnivals

         dressed in costumes my mother made out of towels, construction paper, and glitter. There were my grandparents on both sides,

         my aunts and uncles. There were the associates of Gallant, Farrow, and of Laventhol, Krekstein, Horwath and Horwath, the accounting

         firms my father had worked for before and after his stint in the land business. David Rich, the London born entrepreneur,

         was there. Ned Warren, though he had befriended my parents socially in the four years my father was his business partner,

         was not.

      


      None of it made any sense to the people at the memorial service—this story of hit men in a stairwell, Ned Warren picking up

         a phone and ordering them there. It was something out of a movie—not even a realistic movie. There was the grief over the

         young man they’d all had a special liking for, and then there was the sense that his death would never seem real, that the

         sudden violence was so incongruous with his personality that the two could not be held in the mind at the same time. They

         thought about my father’s sly smile, the way he sometimes seemed to look at everybody from an amused distance, and then they

         thought about the front-page photo of his body slumped in a stairwell, the banner headline: Grand Jury Witness in Probe of Warren Is Slain Gang Style. His friends were in the furniture business or in real estate, practiced law or accounting or engineering. Their wives played

         mah-jongg and tennis and golf. Like my father, the men rooted for the ASU football team, took their families on vacation to

         Lake Havasu or San Diego. My father could be quiet. There was something he held in reserve, a mystery about him, even a romance,

         but there wasn’t crookedness, there wasn’t criminality. He was not your average CPA—women liked him, he had an adventurous

         side, he liked to drink. This adventurous side may have been why he got into a risky business like land development in the

         first place. But no one at the memorial service imagined he had “ties to the underworld,” or even knowledge of enough wrongdoing

         to be murdered. No one thought that.

      


      In the parking lot outside, a reporter named Al Sitter from the Arizona Republic was taking down license plate numbers to see if any of them corresponded to figures of organized crime. The shame, added

         to the grief, was now beginning. Before long, my father would be appearing in news stories as the “lieutenant” to Ned Warren’s

         “Godfather,” the one man, now dead, who had “intimate knowledge” of the full extent of Warren’s criminality. Eventually, my

         father would come to look like a con man with a flashy suit and a Cadillac, or even a full-blown mobster, perhaps a relative

         of the Jewish gangster Hymie Lazar, as one line of thought ran. He was murdered twice in this way.

      


      I remember his forehead being broad, with lines scored across it (lines that even then I thought I would inherit and by doing

         so know I was an adult). I used to try on his boots, stumbling toward the fireplace, with its mesh screen pulled closed by

         a thin chain. I remember the family room’s white shag rug, its console stereo with the plastic arm on which you could stack

         several records at once. I remember an avocado linoleum floor in the kitchen, a “passway” that looked into the living room

         (dark in memory, small and long). The living room, the family room, the kitchen—I remember the rooms. Whatever I write here

         about my father will have to be a kind of conjuration.

      


      The evening the two detectives came to our door to bring us the news of the murder, my mother sent my sister and me to our

         rooms. From across the house, I could hear my mother laughing, a high-pitched, unabashed kind of laughter that sounded more

         and more illicit as it went on. When I went out to see what was happening, she was sitting on the couch, bowing and rising

         like a marionette, or as though someone was shoving her from behind, only to yank her back upright with her blouse in his

         fist. When she looked at me, she screamed, her face distorted. The scream was angry, personal, insane.

      


      Almost from that moment, we stopped talking about it. As time passed, there were fewer and fewer occasions on which it made

         sense to try. To do so was to return on some level to my mother screaming in the living room.

      


      I have always had two ideas: that one day I would have to write about my father’s story, and that if I ever did so I would

         never be able to write another thing again. What story could compare with his? The question was a more specific case of a

         larger dilemma: What could I ever do that would not seem trivial compared with what he went through?
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      The author (right) and his friend and next-door neighbor David Nichols
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      It took me ten years to start. In the ten years I waited, some people who might have told me things died. When I at last flew

         to Phoenix, a week before Christmas 2006, I wasn’t thinking very much about what I was doing. I had put the trip together

         in such a hasty way that I had no time to consider my expectations. The pilot announced we were beginning our descent toward

         Sky Harbor Airport, and I was there. I had a stack of newspaper clippings, a few relevant books, the addresses of the people

         and places I was going to visit. I had appointments and dinners set up for every night I would be there. I would wake up at

         six-thirty every morning and go to bed at midnight, and every moment of that time I would be following a schedule, not thinking

         about it.

      


      He was “not a big talker”—this was something I had learned from my interviews over the phone with some of my father’s friends.

         He “could keep a secret,” one of them said, “as you know.” My father’s onetime roommate Barry Starr had lived in the same

         apartment with him for three years and still felt he never knew him, that he remained a mystery. Phone calls would sometimes

         come to the apartment from a woman named Ruth, a woman who was otherwise a total secret. Only years later did Barry Starr

         learn that Ruth was Ed’s ex-wife, that they had a son together named Richard.

      


      The story is not in one anecdote or newspaper article, but in two hundred anecdotes and newspaper articles. The story is in

         the relationship between eight thousand facts that for weeks and months seemed to have no relationship at all.

      


      A young accountant takes a chance: he goes into business with a man who has “a not very savory reputation,” a man who in fact

         has a criminal record. No one knows exactly why he does this. This is the first mystery. It has something to do with his having

         a secretive side: he “could almost lead two lives,” according to one friend. It has something to do with his being adventurous,

         with his not being your average CPA.

      


      A kind of conjuration. You look at the facts and see an intricate puzzle with some pieces missing. You establish a time line.

         You think of possible motives, of psychology. You piece together what you know and imagine how things could have played out

         in rooms forty years ago, most of the players long since dead.

      


     

      PAGE TWO PX 183 94 EX TO


      ANGELS PD ADVICED ON 

         [image: art] AT 

         [image: art] LAS VEGAS SUBJECT ANTHONY JOHN SPILOTRO, FBI NUMBER 860 L42B HAD BEEN OBSERVED WITH LOS ANGELS SUBJECT 

       [image: art] FBI NUMBER 
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         [image: art] ARE 

         [image: art] OF 

         [image: art], FBI NUMBER 
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         LICENSE 
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      A typical page from the FBI file on the author’s father
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      PART ONE


      Asked how his son became involved with Warren, Louis Lazar replied:


      “Some fellows were making pretty good money in the land development business. Ed was a very bright young man. He saw other

         fellows making money and thought he should have a good land development business also. And he did have it for awhile.”

      


      Ervin Berman, 7430 E. Chaparral, Edward Lazar’s father-in-law, said the murder victim never discussed his business dealings

         with him.

      


      “Ed wasn’t much of a talker and, of course, we never pushed it,” Berman said. “We didn’t know what was going on and we hoped

         it would just be forgotten.”

      


      —Arizona Republic, February 21, 1975
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      1


      It was tax season, March 1959, but Ed was not in the office, as he might have been even on a Sunday evening that time of year.

         He was on the basketball court of a public high school, shooting baskets with some teenage boys. He’d been in Phoenix for

         almost a year now but still wasn’t used to a March evening being 70 degrees. The sky was striated with thin, twisting clouds

         the color of salmon. Everything was dry, and he could breathe easily. He had left his parents and brother in Minneapolis to

         come to Phoenix in part because he had asthma. Basketball was good for quieting his mind, something about the rhythm of it,

         the repetition of an easy task—shooting a basket—that eight or nine times out of ten went right. What was on his mind was

         not taxes, but his girlfriend back in Minnesota, Ruth, who had just called him again long-distance. It weighed on him like

         a dream in which dark images—snakes, blood, weeds—asserted themselves as more real than the furniture and clothing of everyday

         life. Ruth was not Jewish; his parents did not approve of her. As for the child she was pregnant with, it was something he

         couldn’t even mention to his parents, nor was the baby quite real to him—not a child that he would one day love, but a problem

         he didn’t know how to solve. He was twenty-six, had never been responsible for anyone in his life, had never set foot into

         the arena of seriousness. On the basketball court, he was still Eddie, a successful young CPA who was amused by how it looked

         to be shooting baskets with a bunch of teenagers.

      


      A rebound came high off the rim toward him and he put up a set shot that bounced off the backboard and through the net. The

         boys dribbled and looked at him, then went back to the respectful, silent appraisal of two different basketballs in motion,

         the alternation of shots. Ed missed from outside. He stepped forward for a rebound, allowing his momentum to carry him up

         the key, dribbling twice, then striding into the air for a layup. He was the quiet instigator of his group of bachelor friends,

         someone who was always near the action but who never tripped up, never got caught. He and his buddies drove to Pasadena for

         the Rose Bowl. They went to Nogales, Mexico, for Cinco de Mayo, where two years ago they saw the greatest living bullfighter,

         Carlos Aruza. The small guard driving the lane had to move to the basket and just assume that the path would somehow clear

         up, that by leaping into a crowd of defenders he would manage to get by them, that they would fall away.

      


      A quick marriage in Minneapolis, the birth of a son, then, just as quickly, the marriage over, the father gone, the mother

         and son left behind in Minnesota.

      


      People always talked about Eddie’s smile, his devious, quiet smile. You didn’t get it constantly, so it never seemed like

         something he used on purpose. It seemed spontaneous and slightly wicked, irresistible. A year later, Ruth moved to Phoenix

         to be near him so that their son, Richard, could be near him. She asked him for nothing he didn’t want to give. Life went

         back to normal—easy, a report card full of As. He was smart and optimistic, not a person who imagined himself being duped

         or tricked in any way.

      


      Men wore cowboy hats in Phoenix. They wore bolo ties, braided leather cords with clasps, like a silver coin or a silver steer’s

         head. Some of them spoke with western accents and had the gruff faces of Dust Bowl farmers. Others might wear a western vamp

         on their suit jackets, but when they spoke you heard Pittsburgh or Detroit. He noticed that there were a surprising number

         of Jews in the city, and in fact the power structure contained many Jews, although they were different from the Jews of the

         East Coast or even the Midwest. Like the half-Jewish Barry Goldwater, some of them looked, acted, and talked like ranchers

         or citrus growers, conversant with irrigation, railroads, military bases, oil. Ed often felt as if he were on the set of a

         movie that didn’t quite make sense. He played tennis and a little golf. He ate Mexican food. He still dressed like a member

         of Sigma Alpha Mu: madras blazers with thin lapels, loafers, oxford-cloth shirts with button-down collars. In Phoenix, it

         was the costume of the Bright Young Man, the new pool of college-educated businessmen, lawyers, and accountants who, along

         with the retirees, had helped triple the city’s population in the last decade. The land boom was just starting, and if you

         were an accountant in Phoenix, you had a clear view of all the money suddenly sprouting up out of nothing—not out of cotton

         farming or citrus orchards but out of simple land, empty land fed by the dams and canals of the Salt River Project, the Verde

         River Project. There was the state’s year-round sunshine. There was the newly affordable luxury of air conditioning. There

         was expanded air travel, and there were new highways, cheap gasoline, an understanding that you could leave a place like Minneapolis,

         Minnesota, without severing all ties to your past.

      


      On New Year’s Day 1960, a hundred thousand people—ten times more than expected—arrived from all over the United States to

         attend the grand opening of Sun City, a development for retired people on Phoenix’s northwestern edge. It seemed to appear

         instantaneously, a self-contained world. Enriched by the building of Las Vegas casinos, the Del Webb Corporation had spent

         $2.5 million erecting model homes in five different styles, planting mature palms along newly paved streets, installing shopping

         and recreation centers, establishing a golf course on what had been bare desert. In the first year, the Del Webb Corporation

         sold almost fifteen hundred houses. The sales brought in $17.5 million.

      


      Fifteen million dollars gross in the first year. It made the cover of Time magazine. All over the country, people of a certain cast of mind were coming to understand that Arizona had a lot of empty

         land.

      


      He was an accountant, not a businessman. He could add up a page-long column of seven-digit numbers by running the tip of a

         pencil down the ledger like a pointer, figuring in his head, never using a calculator. He did it with the stern expression

         of a surgeon making an incision. He approached his job seriously, more seriously than many people approached their jobs, but

         as with many men his mind was a system of switches, and in different settings he was a different person. In college, at the

         University of Minnesota, his favorite professor had thought that businessmen were “shills,” “daredevils,” while accountants

         were problem solvers, ensuring that each quarter the businessman and his company booked more earnings than they paid out in

         tax. Ed had believed this in college. He had believed that the best thing in the world to be was smart, as opposed to a “daredevil.”

         It took him longer than it took many people to realize how obviously untrue this was. He began to sense people moving forward,

         leaving him behind—people in real estate, people in medicine, even people with restaurants. By his early thirties, he had

         begun to wonder how he had ended up preparing tax strategies and financial statements for people so much less intelligent

         than he was.

      


      “You need to sharpen your pencil,” he told his son Richie, as soon as Richie was old enough to write or even draw. “You can’t

         work with that pencil. There’s no point in sitting down to work with a pencil like that.”

      


      He didn’t recognize himself in Ruth’s apartment. If he had watched a film of himself lecturing Richie, he wouldn’t have understood

         his tone and would have been surprised to see the scene play itself out as it did. It did not jibe with the Ed Lazar who drove

         every Saturday to Tempe to see the Sun Devils game, or who traded the same birthday card every year with his friend Ron Fineberg,

         his drinking buddy, who, like the birthday card, was the same age year after year.
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