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TO MY MOTHER Rita, my grandpa Bennie, my father Stan, and Don Woodbeck: the people who helped make me who I am, for good and bad. And also to my nephews Jake and Alex, in the hope that reading my story they will make better choices in their lives than I made in mine.





Authors’ Note

SOME NAMES IN this book have been changed to protect the privacy and/or safety of individuals. Where dialogue or an account of events was not available from public records or press reports, it has been reconstructed from memory. The sequence of certain events has also been altered for the sake of clarity. But, as incredible as it may seem, this is a true story.





1

Higher Education


“Arizona was a crazy, crazy place,” remembers Otis Thrasher, one of Arizona’s first narcotics agents. “Every kid who had a nickel could go down to Mexico and be a drug dealer.”

—The Kansas City Times, February 12, 1983



THE CHICANO WITH the pockmarked face jabbed me hard with the butt of his gun, and I doubled over. The follow-up, his knee to my chest, put me on the floor gasping for air. Nearby, I could see the blood from Bob’s split nose dripping steadily on the carpet of the Tempe apartment. This was supposed to be just a bunch of college kids throwing their money together to buy some weed, but somehow, we wound up in a room with three nasty-looking bad guys with a shotgun and a couple of .38s who were taking our money and kicking our asses.

I was in Sin City, Tempe’s ghetto of student apartments—every one of them with a beanbag chair, an Easy Rider or Clockwork Orange poster on the wall, and a package of Zig-Zag rolling papers in a drawer. All the kids in this particular room, about ten of them, were older than me and clean-cut—chinos, Bass loafers, button-down Pendleton shirts—hardly the image of the doper in anti-drug commercials. I was a little rougher, more of the leather jacket rocker type, but none of us were tie-dyed hippies.

It was 1971 and the streets were full of kids like me, long-haired eighteen-year-olds who could vote for the first time and were protesting the war in Vietnam. We didn’t simply question authority, we denied its existence. We wanted to be free to do what we wanted—and what we wanted was sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. I was just an upper-middle-class Jewish boy from Kansas, taking part in a cultural revolution.

I had no idea that getting ripped off that night would change my life forever.

Just fifteen minutes earlier, I had heard a knock on the front door and Bob, the gangly, awkward kid who lived in the apartment, answered with an easy smile. A big man with a red beard stood in the doorway, a Chicano on each side of him—one older with a scarred face, the other younger and smaller but just as tough-looking.

“Do you have the cash?” asked the big man.

Bob pointed to the table in the middle of the room. Stacked neatly were separate piles of bills, held together by rubber bands. My $300 was the smallest contribution to the pool of $10,000. My fellow student, Steve Asher, who brought me to the apartment, had the biggest pile. The big man, who looked like a cross between Ernest Borgnine of McHale’s Navy and a red-bearded Viking, seemed pleased. He nodded to the scarred Chicano, who returned to the van they drove up in. In a few seconds, he came back lugging a burlap gunnysack that reeked of weed.

“Can we check the shit out first?” Bob asked.

The big man entered the room, followed by the Chicanos. Bob closed the door behind them.

“You want a sample?” asked the big man. “You don’t trust me?”

“Hey man, be cool. We’ve never done this with you before. Just to show it’s good shit.”

The big man slowly looked at everyone in the room.

“Okay,” he told his compadres. The scarred Chicano opened the burlap sack and pulled out a shotgun, which he pointed at each of our faces. We were all too stunned to move. Almost simultaneously, the big man and the younger Chicano had both pulled out handguns.

I looked at my $300 on the table. My last $300. Damn.
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My Sin City apartment was costing $175 a month. I was working as a salesman in a clothing store and a floor sweeper in a pizza parlor, but at $1.85 an hour, I wasn’t making nearly enough money. I had asked my father for a loan but he said, “That’s your problem to solve.” He reminded me that tuition for out-of-state students was expensive and that it was my “stupid decision” to go to Arizona State University, so I had to live with it. “It’s time you proved yourself,” he said.

I had met Asher at a campus party. He graduated a couple years earlier from my high school, Shawnee Mission East in Overland Park, Kansas. Asher took me under his wing because he knew I needed money and he knew how I could make some. He called it “investing,” which meant I was buying weed wholesale and selling it retail. My father was a businessman, so I understood the concept.

Asher didn’t need the money. He had it all, and he knew it. He was blond, David Cassidy handsome, and living in the Lemon Terrace Club, the most expensive apartment complex in Sin City. The son of a wealthy electronics company owner, he had the best-looking girlfriends, credit cards from his parents, and drove a cherry red Trans Am. I was tooling around in the yellow Ford Galaxie Grandpa Bennie gave me as a going-away present.

Asher liked having a sidekick. He could tell me what to do and that made him feel better about himself. For me, at least it was better than being alone. Besides, one of his girlfriends was a high school senior with long brown hair named Karen Curtis. She reminded me of a Kewpie doll, a small body with big eyes. She was so perfectly pretty that everywhere she went, heads turned. I was a rocker and she was a little more straightlaced but I hoped that someday we might get together.

“If you need money, you can invest,” Asher had said.

“This is cool?”

“As cool as an Eskimo’s toilet.”
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Now I was about to lose it all.

“Okay kids, playtime’s over,” said the big man with the red beard. “Turn around and up against the wall.”

We did what he said. The younger Chicano searched us, taking out our wallets and stuffing the cash in his pocket. He found a lot in Asher’s wallet, but mine was empty. He threw it at the back of my head.

Meanwhile, the big man scooped up the pile of money from the table and shoveled the bills into the gunnysack. After he finished, he crossed the room and grabbed Bob by the shoulder, pushing him flat against the wall.

“You’re a real smart-ass, ain’t ya?” he asked, his face close to Bob’s. He pulled a long bowie knife from his belt and continued berating Bob. “No sonuvabitch pussy like you asks me to do shit.” He placed the knife tip under Bob’s nose. “Someone oughta teach you some manners,” he said. Bob’s face was red with fear. The big man pressed the shiny blade upward and Bob tried to stand on his tiptoes so it wouldn’t cut him.

“Don’t hurt me,” he whimpered.

The big man pushed the knife into Bob’s skin. Bob would have been lifted off the floor except that the blade split his nose open first. He put his hands over his face, trying to stop the flow of blood and tears streaming down his cheeks as he crumpled to the floor.

I’m no saint, that’s for sure, but no matter what I did later, and what anyone might think of me after reading about the life I’ve lived, I never hurt an innocent person and I hated it when other people did. Bob was just a naïve kid. The big man and his friends had their money. They could have just left it at that.

I turned from facing the wall and took a step towards Bob. It was just an instinct, and I didn’t really have a plan in mind. It was that move that made the Chicano put me on the floor. “Chingo, you stupid, eh?” he asked as he looked down on me.

Yeah, it was a pretty stupid move. I was at the mercy of these assholes. Being helpless, unable to fight back, is the worst feeling in the world.

The three of them walked backward to the door and left. Nobody moved until we heard their van speed away. There was a rush of air as everyone let loose a sigh of relief at the same time. Bob ran into the bathroom. I pulled myself up, wincing with pain.

“We have to call the police,” someone said.

“What the hell are we going to tell them?” answered Asher. “‘Well, Officer, we were making a pot deal and these bad guys came in and took our money. Do you think you can get it back for us?’”

End of discussion. Rip-offs happened all the time. They were never reported.

As I got into Asher’s Trans Am outside the apartment, I asked if he knew the robbers.

“Forget about them.”

“They took my last $300.”

“What? You want to go after them? We’re lucky we’re alive. They’ve killed kids before, that’s what I’ve heard—even when they get the money.”

“So you do know them.”

“Heard of them. They’re called Prairie Pirates. Welcome to the real Wild West.”

Nothing was going right. Asher could go back to his nice apartment and, after a beer, a bong, and a babe, shrug it off. But I had none of that waiting at home for me. I was a nobody—and now I was broke too.

I went to my shabby little apartment and sulked as I watched movies late into the night on my tiny black-and-white TV. I could always lose myself in the movies. Ever since I was little, I would imagine myself as the hero. Lots of kids do that. But I believed it.

Just days after getting ripped off, a movie came on that had me glued to the screen: The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, a gangster flick by Roger Corman that came out a few years earlier, in 1967. A true story, it was about a hit squad from Al Capone’s South Side Chicago Italian Mob gunning down seven of George “Bugs” Moran’s North Side Irish hoods; except this bloodbath wasn’t one of those stand-up shoot-outs or a black sedan driving past a restaurant and spraying it with bullets.

It was February 14, 1929, and Moran’s gang was holed up in a small garage at 2122 North Clark Street. Shortly after 11 a.m., they were surprised by two men in police uniforms, accompanied by two men who seemed to be undercover cops. Moran’s men outnumbered them and outgunned them, but they gave up without a struggle, since taking down cops was not a good thing, not even for gangsters. Besides, the Chicago Police Department was there to be bought, so the hoods thought they had nothing to fear. They figured that someone must have made a mistake somewhere, that maybe these cops were rookies and didn’t know what was what. Moran’s men even felt lucky, because if their captors were Capone’s men, surely they’d be dead already.

So when the seven were instructed to put their hands on the brick wall inside the garage, they did as they were told without any resistance. When they turned their backs, the two men in street clothes ripped open their long coats. Moran’s men never saw the two tommy guns. It took just a couple of minutes to riddle their bodies with 140 bullets. With only four men, and in broad daylight, Capone’s men mowed down the opposition without a fight.

It was the badges that got them, not the guns.

I had a crazy idea.
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ASHER and KAREN came by to take me to Fridays & Saturdays on Scottsdale Road, Phoenix’s main strip. With pitchers of beer running ninety-five cents apiece, the bar was a college student’s favorite hangout. Being underage didn’t stop me or anyone else from drinking. Vermont issued ID cards to all residents over seventeen, and these could be easily copied and altered. Surprisingly, considering that it’s such a small state, on any given night there were an awful lot of people in Phoenix who claimed to be residents of Vermont.

Rather than go downstairs where a band was playing and watch Asher and Karen dance, searching Karen’s eyes for anything that said I’d be a better partner, I walked upstairs to the bar and ordered a beer.

“One of the boys up front trips a mine and it takes out him and the two guys behind him. Their guts get blown on top of my helmet.”

The blond man playing pool had captivated the dozen college kids around him. His audience was dead silent. The only sound you could hear was the squeaking as he chalked the tip of his stick. Vietnam was scary and serious, especially to college kids with student deferments that would expire upon graduation. To me, that was too far away to even worry about. To me, Vietnam was a war movie set in a jungle.

“I’m a Navy guy, a squid with these jarheads, and now we’re runnin’ back the way we came. I was the tail, now I’m the lead, and now there’s a bunch of slopes waitin’ for us. They open fire.”

Tall, tanned, and looking much older than his twenty-three years, he coolly dropped a combination into a side pocket.

“Woulda thought I was a dead man except there was no time to think. I jump off the trail with two of the Marines behind me. I’m hit in the leg. They get it in their backs. I’m draggin’ one of ’em by his belt and he’s bleedin’ so much my hand keeps slippin’ off. I’m hopping on one leg and the gooks are closing in.”

I was mesmerized. Here was a guy who had really fought “bad guys.” He took his time sinking another ball. I wanted to yell, “GO ON!”

“Pop! Pop! Pop! One by one, the Charlie motherfuckers go down.” He surveyed the situation on the table. “Three in the corner.” The ball goes in.

“What happened?” one of the college kids asked.

The man raised his cue and pointed it at a wiry, seedy-looking guy seated on a bar stool a few feet away. He reminded me of Jim Morrison from the Doors, with those same small snake eyes. “Milwaukee Jim was sitting in a sniper’s nest. He blew them away. Pop! Pop! Pop! Saved my sorry ass.”

Milwaukee Jim, aka James Wojt, former forward observer, second lieutenant, United States Marine Corps, snapped off a salute.

“Got me a Purple Heart and,” the tall blond man said, pausing long enough to sink the eight ball for the win, “a Bronze Star.”

“What’d you get, Jim?” another kid asked.

He spoke slowly, as if he were fighting a speech impediment. “Didn’t … get … shit.”

The tall blond man sounded tougher than anyone I’d ever seen this side of Charles Bronson.

I found Asher and Karen at the downstairs bar and asked who he was.

“Don Woodbeck,” Asher said. “Says he was in Nam. Now he’s a smuggler. Goes back and forth across the border.”

“Does he know the guys who ripped us off?”

“Probably. Why?”

“Can you introduce me?”

“I don’t really know him and I don’t want to.”

“Maybe he can help get our money back.”

“Are you nuts? That’s over. It never happened.”

Asher took Karen by the arm and led her away. I went back upstairs to the pool table, where Don waited for a new player to rack the balls for the next game.

I nervously approached him.

“Don Woodbeck?”

“And you are?”

“Craig Glazer. I have a business proposition for you. Can we talk in private?”

Don looked around and waved his hand. “Can’t you see this is my office?”

Everybody laughed. I was being embarrassed and I didn’t like it. I grabbed a cocktail napkin, wrote down my phone number and dropped it on the pool table.

“When you’re through with your games and want to make some real money, call me.” I walked away.
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“So, TELL ME how you’re going to make me rich,” Don said over the phone.

I was glad he called. As things eventually turned out, maybe it wasn’t so fortunate for Don. Or maybe we ended up exactly where we were supposed to.

“Some college kids and I got ripped off a few days ago,” I told him.

“Live and learn.”

“I want to get my money back. Maybe you can make some money too.”

“Don’t see how so far.”

“Thought maybe you’d know something about a big guy with a red beard.”

Don was silent.

“Hello? You still there?”

“You’re too young to be a cop,” he said. “And you’re too stupid to be a dealer, at least for long.”

“Which means?”

“I’ll be at the Eight Ball Apartments in Mesa. Bungalow 6.”

I drove over and knocked on the door. Don and Milwaukee Jim were waiting inside the converted motel room. I learned later that Jim didn’t come out of the war as well as Don. Shot in the back, he had suffered through numerous operations in Army hospitals. Doses of morphine relieved the pain but he walked and talked noticeably slower than most people. He was quiet but deadly. He was also fiercely loyal to Don, whom he looked up to as the leader of the pack, and because Jim had saved his life, Don would do anything for him in return.

“So you know the man with the red beard?” I asked.

“Oh yeah. J.D.”

He told me that the last time he saw him, J.D. had a gun pointed at the head of a pollo, what locals called an uneducated Mexican who spoke little or no English. He had forced the pollo to kneel down next to Don on the desert sand in a remote area outside Gila Bend, Arizona. Then a bullet from J.D.’s gun buried itself in the skull of the Mexican.

“Why was he going to kill you?”

“Shit happens,” said Don. Jim nodded.

I wasn’t sure I believed anything Don said, including his Nam story, but it didn’t matter. Don had the same kind of power and the same kind of presence as Charles Bronson. They say some guys have a swagger about them, but I never met anyone who actually had a swagger until I met Don—and I haven’t met any since either.

“Ever see The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre?” I asked.

“I don’t go to movies.”

I told him the story.

“Kid, you’re in fantasy land.”

“But it happened. I mean, it was in a movie but it really happened.”

Don shook his head. I kept talking.

“J.D. won’t remember me. I set up a deal. We use other people he wouldn’t know. While it’s going down, you come in, say you’re the law, show badges. I turn around and do the same thing, like I was undercover. We arrest J.D. and everybody else!”

“We’ll have to read them their Miranda rights.” He was making fun of me again. I plowed ahead.

“They don’t fight back because we’re cops. They even think you’re a cop now. They think there are dozens of other cops all over the place. They figure they’ll just go through the system. We take their guns, their money and their grass. And then we just leave them.”

“What a great idea,” Don said with a smirk. “You’re going to pose as a cop. How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“You’re going to get a big boom-boom gun and you’re going to stick these guys up and tell them you’re a cop? They’ll fall for that. Sure, I can see that.”

He turned to Milwaukee Jim and laughed. “The kid ain’t left yet?”

“We’ll be a team,” I said.

“I don’t know you, kid.”

“I don’t know you either,” I said stubbornly.

Don looked me over. He must have thought I had some major balls to talk to him like that.

“Ever shot at a human being?” he asked.

“Went hunting once with my father. But no, not a person.”

“Then let’s go shooting,” Don said.

The three of us drove to the desert outside Mesa. As we pulled onto a dirt road next to an Indian reservation, I wondered if maybe I had made a mistake. I had doubts about Woodbeck, about how safe I’d be around him. On the other hand, the excitement of doing something different, something right out of the movies, was irresistible. There are some things you just don’t turn down. At least I don’t.

Milwaukee Jim opened the trunk of Don’s car. Inside was a stockpile of weapons—rifles, shotguns, handguns. “Pick one,” Woodbeck said. I grabbed a .45-caliber Browning automatic.

“You’re a big talker, kid, but you don’t know shit about the world.” He picked up a Smith & Wesson Airweight five-shot .38 and loaded the chambers.

Holding it with both hands, he aimed the gun between my eyes.

“What the fuck?!”

“You can see the bullets in the cylinders, can’t you?” he said calmly.

“Yes!” Maybe getting involved with this crazy mother was a bad idea, a very bad idea.

“You know this is the real deal, don’t you? That I can blow your head off right now. You know that, don’t you, college boy?”

“Hey, listen …” I was getting ready to try to talk my way out of this.

Don lowered the gun. “You were scared, weren’t you?”

Not that I would admit to him.

“If we try your idea …” he began.

“If?”

“If. Then we’ll use these guns because with these, the guys on the other end of the barrel can see the bullets in the chambers. They’ll know how serious we are.”

I smiled. “We? So we’re doing this?”

Don ignored me. “The Browning’s too big anyway. The Smith can fit in a smaller holster. And automatics jam. Can’t have that in a gunfight.”

“Hold on, there’s not going to be any gunfight,” I said. “The whole point is that nobody gets hurt.”

Milwaukee Jim laughed.

“All I care about is that I’m not the one getting hurt,” Don said. He loaded another Smith & Wesson and jammed it into my belt on my right side. “Set ’em up.”

Milwaukee Jim slapped silhouette targets on the thorns of a huge cactus about twenty-five feet away and on a cactus next to me. Don walked to the far one.

“When Jim says ‘go,’ draw your weapon as fast as you can and hit the target next to me. Empty the gun. I’ll do the same and hit the target next to you.”

“Why do we have to stand next to them?”

“I sure as hell ain’t going to do nothing with you if I can’t count on you with a gun in your hands facing another human being.”

“What if I miss and shoot you?”

“Then Jim will kill you. Ain’t that right, Milwaukee?”

“That’s … right.”

This was nuts.

Suddenly another possibility occurred to me. “What if you hit me?” I asked Don.

“Then you’ll be dead and we won’t have to go through with this stupid-ass idea of yours. Win-win.”

Woodbeck would say something like that and you figured he didn’t mean it—but you wouldn’t swear your life on it either. He reminded me of gunslingers in Westerns who strut around town with a “you must respect me” attitude, and the townfolk just hope he’s the new sheriff instead of the outlaw he once was.

“Ready?” Don asked.

“Um, no, not really.”

“One … two … three …” Milwaukee Jim counted so slow I could feel the drops of sweat forming and drifting down my face.

“GO!”

Woodbeck and I both drew and fired immediately. I aimed at the far side of the target and prayed I wouldn’t hit him. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t hit me. Pretty sure.

When the smoke cleared and my ears stopped ringing, I was still standing. There is no better feeling than being that close to gunshots and realizing none of them hit you. Seriously. It’s better than sex.

Don was still standing too. All five of my shots hit the target, though they were scattered everywhere. All five of his were within a few inches of the bull’s-eye.

“Not bad for a big talker,” Don said.

I was proud of myself. “Let’s do it again. If we’re going to pull this off, it has to feel natural.”

Don looked at me. “All right, we.”

He was the toughest sonuvabitch around. He was the partner I needed.
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A Portrait of the Con Artist as a Young Man


How did a middle-class youth with plenty of money and obvious talents get himself into such a mess?

—The Kansas City Star, June 28, 1979



I ALWAYS HAD the gift of gab. I inherited that from my father. Stan was a playboy right out of Central Casting, a cross between Dean Martin and Cesar Romero. He was tall, handsome, funny, creative, a big-time storyteller, and the offspring of a family of hustlers. He was also a horrible father.

When I was five years old, I had this habit of smelling my food before I ate it, which annoyed Stan. One night at dinner I bent over to smell my mashed potatoes and gravy, and he couldn’t take it anymore. He put his hand on the back of my neck and shoved my head in the bowl. I ran from the table screaming.

When I was eight, he forced me to fight my best friend. “You think you can beat Craig in a fight?” he goaded Johnny. “Go ahead. Sock him in the jaw.”

Johnny didn’t want to, but with Stan egging him on, he eventually did. Three times. I never threw a punch back. Johnny said he was sorry and Stan let me know I was a disappointment. “Why didn’t you fight him?” he asked, but I was crying too hard to answer.

Then when I was ten, he took me into the backyard to throw a baseball around. But I have no idyllic father-son memories of playing catch with Stan. He threw me fastballs as hard as he could. Finally, when I couldn’t get my glove up quick enough, the ball smacked me in the face, and I started bleeding. My eye swelled up. My dad said: “Get up, big baby. You should have caught it.”

He thought I was lazy. His not-so-affectionate nickname for me was Larry Lardbutt. When I wouldn’t do my homework, he’d take a jockey whip and raise welts on my body. I didn’t say anything to the other kids in school because I thought every child was hit like that. But I knew I didn’t like it.

He always seemed to be mad at me. I was his firstborn, so maybe he was trying to make me macho like him. Maybe he wanted to get me ready to go out into a hard world. He’d get pissed off whenever I wasn’t up to his standards, which was often.

My brother Jeff, two years younger than me, was his favorite. He was better at everything—an A student and a natural at any sport. I was the kind of student whom teachers say has potential but “just doesn’t apply himself.” Jeff was quieter, more patient, and with his tall, angular good looks, it was easy to see he was Stan’s son. I had to wear cowboy boots to catch up to his couple of extra inches in height.

After Jeff and I, there wasn’t much left for Jack, who was born a year later. Poor Jack. When it came to attention, he received less than zero. When Jeff followed me to Shawnee Mission East, he inherited my popularity. By the time Jack arrived, he could only inherit my bad reputation.

I can’t explain how or why my mother, Rita, wound up with Stan, other than to say that opposites attract. Stan had charisma to burn and probably sweet-talked her right off her feet. She was a prize, no doubt about that—blonde, with green eyes and very good-looking. Maybe she was just naïve. She came from a family of grocers. Family rumor has it that her father may have been an Italian, not Jewish at all. After he died, her mother married Bennie Studna.

My Grandpa Bennie was a tough character with a heart of gold. He was five foot two, in-your-face, and took no shit. He reminded me of Popeye, except instead of wearing a sailor suit, he had his own uniform—brown fedora, brown pants pulled up to his chest by suspenders, white shirt, and always puffing on a cigar.

He used to buy horses out of Mexico and then sell them to the U.S. Army, back in the days when it still had a cavalry. He ran public horse auctions for a while, until he noticed that buyers were bidding on the biggest horses instead of the best ones. He discovered that they were buying them by the pound—for dog food and for meat in Europe. He loved horses, so he quit the business that day and went into selling used cars.

Grandpa Bennie always stood by me. Maybe he forgave me for all the trouble I got into because he knew about getting into trouble himself. He had a rap sheet for rolling back odometers on his used cars.

Grandpa Bennie never liked Stan. He called everyone “pardner” except for Stan, whom he referred to as a “counterfeit sonuvabitch.” When Bennie found out my parents were getting divorced, he confronted Stan with a gun. “You big sonuvabitch,” he said, “I’m gonna put a bullet between your eyes.” Stan talked him out of it.

Years later, when Grandpa Bennie was in his eighties and my father wouldn’t pay him back $25,000 he borrowed, the old man went to Stan’s office brandishing a pitchfork and threatened to run him through with it. “You’re gonna pay me and I don’t mean maybe!” he demanded.

“Get the fuck out of here,” said Stan.

What Bennie didn’t know was that Stan always kept a gun under his desktop. The old man lunged forward with the pitchfork and just missed skewering my father. Thankfully, Stan never pulled the gun on him.

Bennie eventually did get his money back in full, but it wasn’t from Stan. He never knew that Jeff and I took a couple hundred dollars every week out of our paychecks and sent him a check under Stan’s name.

Besides not shooting Grandpa Bennie, Stan had other good qualities, such as his ability to entertain. When I was four or five years old, I’d sit on the stairs overlooking cocktail parties at home and marvel as he rattled off jokes that would have the adults laughing the entire night. He was hysterically funny and he could command a room. He had a bit of a modeling career in the ’60s and early ’70s and had even hung out in Hollywood.

People looking at them from the outside might have thought Stan and Rita were the John and Jackie Kennedy of Kansas City—except Jewish and without the money. It’s not so great being a Jew in the Midwest if you don’t have money, because then you’re just a Jew. Stan represented, to some people, everything bad about rich people without having the advantage of actually being rich.

He did come up with some great ideas though. A few were pretty off-the-wall, but some were brilliant. Kansas City had been the home of the country’s first true shopping center, Country Club Plaza, back in the ’20s. In 1961, Stan helped create one of the first single-building shopping centers, with different retail departments all within view of the customers, not unlike Wal-Mart, which was founded the following year. The place was called Sav-On, and Stan was president of the company.

Before the Sav-On success, when my classmates’ parents would ask, “How’s your dad?” it was meant as kind of a joke. They knew he was always up to something shady, some scheme that would fail. Miraculously, Sav-On was an immediate hit.

The grand opening was like a movie premiere and I was so excited. The best part was, my father’s store had a toy department. I took a shopping cart and filled it with a Rifleman gun, a Bat Masterson gun set, a Roy Rogers cowboy outfit, and everything else an eight-year-old boy could want.

“What are you doing?” said my father.

“It’s our store. I can get what I want.”

He slapped my face. “Goddamn you! You don’t steal! This is not our store. This is my store.” I threw a tantrum, but he would only let me keep the Rifleman gun. We were never able to celebrate as a family anything good that happened, and our success never lasted either.

Stan was forced out of Sav-On. Soon after that, he told us at a family meeting that we were being evicted from our house with a pool, Stan’s status symbol. Two weeks later, the house was robbed—convenient timing for Stan to file an insurance claim. Not so convenient for me: the cops arrived to fill out their police reports at my tenth birthday party.

People didn’t trust Stan. They would laugh at his jokes, admire his chutzpah, and enjoy the money he made them, but they sensed he would never be a loyal friend. For some, it was more than a sense. My dad, married or not, was a ladies’ man. Many of his business acquaintances figured he had either already screwed their wives or that it was only a matter of time before he did, so the first chance they had, they would cut him out of their business deals.

Once, when I was ten years old and my mother was about to go out of town, he took me to lunch at Winstead’s, the landmark Kansas City drive-in burger joint. “Men are different than women,” he said. “Daddies sometimes want other women as friends. Sometimes they bring a friend home and she stays the night. We’re just friends so you don’t have to tell Mommy about her. You want another milkshake?”

Nice father-son talk.

Stan was admired because every man wanted to be him. He was hated because they weren’t him. He was an arrogant putdown artist everyone laughed with until they had a chance to put him down. Then the “successful businessman” became the “show-off.” Suddenly Stan “the smart guy” became Stan “the conniving kike.” We were not country club material. We were not welcome in the homes of society. Even other Jews kept us at a distance. When it came to social get-togethers, not many of his “friends” wanted Stan anywhere near their wives.

My classmates said their parents warned them not to hang out with me because I would grow up to be nothing more than a shyster like my father. On the rare occasion a school friend would invite me to dinner, that family would sit around the table and belittle my family. I guess they didn’t think I understood what they were saying. It hurt, but I can’t say I blame them now. After all, my dad had probably fucked my friend’s mother.

I stopped laughing at Stan’s cocktail party jokes when I opened a living room cabinet and found his stash of comedy albums—Jonathan Winters, Lenny Bruce, Shelley Berman, Bob Newhart. I listened to them all, and discovered that his jokes were their jokes.

At a time when I didn’t know who I was, I was angry that my father wasn’t who he said he was.

I learned from Stan that you could get away with almost anything if you were clever enough. He’d run stop signs all the time, but when a cop would pull him over, he’d “badge” him—Stan was an honorary deputy sheriff—and get out of the ticket.

When we’d go to Kansas City Chiefs games, he’d badge us in. He’d flash it at the gate guard and say we were kids from the orphanage. Because of that, we never had actual seats. We’d sit on the concrete steps in the aisles.

Apparently using phony badges to get ahead in the world was a family trait I inherited.
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I WENT to Hebrew school from the time I was seven years old. If my parents’ idea was to give me an education in religion, it sure didn’t work. Hebrew school just kept me out of the house and busy after regular school hours. They put me in the Boy Scouts for the same reason.

To get rid of me on weekends, they would send me to my grandmother’s house or give me a quarter to go to the movies. I was just as happy to sit in front of the television. I loved Westerns or anything with guns and action, and I would escape into series like The Legend of Jesse James, The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp, and Bat Masterson. I knew they were all real people. They were also hometown heroes: the James Gang was from Missouri, as was the Dalton Gang, and Earp and Masterson were lawmen in Dodge City, Kansas.

There were also B-movie Westerns rerun on the tube, including my favorite, Johnny Concho with Frank Sinatra. There was something about a hero who was, at best, on the edge of the law, if not an outright outlaw, that attracted me.

I became addicted to those characters. On Saturdays I’d watch TV from 5:30 in the morning until the middle of the afternoon—taking in the punk attitude of the Bowery Boys and the exotic adventures of the ultimate outsider, Tarzan.

I’d create my own stories too, filled with good guys and bad guys. I’d be James Bond, 007. I’d wear a little suit and put a cap gun in my shoulder holster, or I’d dress up in my Army uniform and play soldier. Most kids understood that it was just make-believe. But for me it was serious.

When the other kids would want to go outside to play, I’d still want to be Davy Crockett in the story I was telling.

“Let’s play baseball,” they’d say.

“You can’t go now,” I’d answer. “The movie isn’t over yet.” The movie wasn’t on TV, it was running in my imagination. When they would finally leave, I’d just play all the parts. I was in a movie that hadn’t been made yet.

I wanted to be somebody, which apparently my father didn’t think I was. I wanted to be famous. I wanted to be the good guy, like Errol Flynn, great with a sword and with women, but still a scoundrel.

Another good guy I loved was Jack Lord in Stoney Burke, a TV series about a rodeo rider, and so I wore a black cowboy hat and black shirt just like him. I wore the same outfit for a Junior Rodeo I competed in when I was about thirteen. While I was riding, the horse suddenly reared up, throwing me out of the saddle. My hands got tangled up in the reins, and the horse dragged me on the dusty ground all over the arena.

I was getting knocked around and scratched up pretty good until Grandpa Bennie jumped over the fence, ran out with his cane and beat the horse until it stopped. That he would beat a horse, an animal he loved, showed how much he cared about me.

His only criticism? “You look like a drugstore cowboy,” he scolded. “No real cowboy wears a black shirt. I’ll get you a white one.”

As I grew older, I only allowed my grandmother to see my actedout dramas. That same year I was thirteen, I was at her house, dressed up like a soldier—green camouflage pants and shirt, helmet and toy gun—and a bunch of slightly older teenage girls came by and saw me. These were girls I had just started to want to go out with. They laughed, and I was crushed.

I went to my first day of junior high school dressed in a business suit, complete with white socks, and carrying a briefcase. Everyone laughed then too. But that’s how grown-ups dressed and I was pretending to be a grown-up, which I figured followed junior high. I wasn’t embarrassed because I was too old to be playing dress-up. I was embarrassed because I still believed in my pretend life.

The next summer, at Boy Scout camp in Missouri—with all-Jewish Troop 61—I was handed a letter from my mother saying that she and my father were getting divorced. I was too young to think about it then but Stan had probably, finally, slept with one too many of her friends.

There was a letter from my father too. He didn’t want to hurt me, of course. “I’ll always be your dad,” he wrote, “and maybe your mom and I will get back together one day. And, no matter what, I’ll still take you to Chiefs games.” Great.
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Andy Thomas was the drummer in a rock band and the coolest guy in high school. I met him because he was teaching Jack how to play. He was a bad boy with a bad reputation—and there’s nothing cooler than that.

He was blond and Christian. I was dark and Jewish. We both looked older than we were. I was no longer playing at 007, army soldier, or Wild West legend. I became “the bad kid.”

“I bet if you and I went out on the town,” he said, “we’d kill!”

We wore leather jackets, we cursed, we smoked weed, and we caused trouble.

The second concert I ever saw was Jimi Hendrix. I was fifteen years old and went with Andy and my friend Marc Mackie, whom I had known since we were twelve years old and in Hebrew school together. I smoked my first dope in Marc’s garage before the concert. We had a corncob pipe and we put in a whole gram of hash that had cost us eight dollars. We passed it around.

“You feel anything?”

“No.”

“Maybe we’re supposed to hold it longer.”

“They say you can see colors change.”

But nothing was happening. We had no idea we were supposed to inhale! We had practiced by using cigarettes, holding the smoke in our cheeks and blowing it out. By the time we figured it out, there wasn’t any hash left.

We tried again before a Led Zeppelin show, this time rolling a joint.

“Feel anything?”

“No.”

We couldn’t figure out what we were doing wrong this time, so we smoked another one. I remember the Moody Blues’ “Nights in White Satin” was playing—and we started laughing uncontrollably. The next day we woke up wearing the same clothes as the night before. We had smoked so much that we passed out and missed the concert.

Oh yeah, we were bad.

I caused trouble at Boy Scout camp too. Fireworks were not allowed but I bought twenty M-80s for a dime apiece and sold them for a dollar each. Then a few of the older Scouts, including me, took three M-80s and laid them on some rocks. I set them up with a timed fuse using a cigarette, like Andy had shown me, and we went far away to play Frisbee.

The explosion startled everyone at Camp Osceola. I just laughed.

The next thing I knew I was called to the Scoutmaster’s office.

“You set off those firecrackers.”

“How could I? I wasn’t anywhere near them.”

“I don’t know how they went off but you bought them and showed the other kids how to light them.”

The other Scouts had ratted me out.

“Craig, admit you did it. You’ll have to clean the shitter today but we’ll let it go at that.”

I agreed and we shook hands on the deal.

Then, at the ceremony to advance to the next level, to become a Brave, in front of fifty of the kids I’d been in Scouts with for years, and all their parents—except mine, of course—my name was not called.

They had lied to me.

That night, with my tentmate Archie, the biggest guy in the troop, I dragged each of the snitches out of their tents and tied them to trees. I smeared shoe polish on their faces and filled their underwear with shaving cream.

And I left them there.

It was a typical hazing ritual for the Tenderfoots, but for me it was filled with vengeance. The next morning, the Scoutmaster again called me to his office.

“Did you do this?”

“Absolutely.”

“Why?”

“They told on me and you lied to me.”

“You can go home.”

That was fine with me.

When I was old enough to drive, Andy, Marc, and I would go to the University of Missouri at Columbia or even as far as the University of Texas at Austin and rush the fraternities. No one guessed we were still in high school. I’d come up with some harebrained story about being a transfer student from Topeka Junior College and the frat bros would fix me up with sorority girls as an incentive to pledge.

The danger of being found out made it even more exciting. But I never was caught. Not even by the University of Texas fraternity that went so far as to accept me! I graciously declined the invitation because, I told them, a Greek had raped my mother and she would never speak to me again if I joined a frat. They believed me.

[image: e9781602392496_i0008.jpg]


Andy would say, “Get into a fight. Girls love that.” He was right. Picking fights and picking up girls worked hand in hand. Besides, I loved the biblical story of Samson. He was a Jew who beat the shit out of people. I convinced myself that, by taking no shit, I was standing up for Jews.

Most of the time, all I had to do was yell “I’ll fuck you up!” and the fight would never happen. I was all lightning and fury, and they’d get scared enough to find a way not to throw that first punch.

If there was going to be a fight, though, I wanted to be the guy landing the first punch. That was a lesson I learned early and one that would come in handy later. I’d scream bloody murder—“Motherfucker! Cocksucker!”—and the other guy would be so flustered that it gave me a chance to hit him first.

That tactic didn’t always work.

Andy and I were going to a Sly and the Family Stone concert. As usual, I had a switchblade in my boot. I had never used it but it was cool to have. Before the show, we cruised Alan’s, a well-known drive-in hamburger place at Country Club Plaza. There were three kids from Southwest High School sitting on the hood of a car and, for some reason, they shouted something at us. There had always been a fierce rivalry between our two schools. I, of course, flipped them off.

As we parked, they started to come toward us. I wasn’t worried. I figured I could scare them off pretty easy. Then I saw that there were three or four more students behind them. Andy slinked away. They surrounded me. I swung the first punch but missed. Immediately they had me on the ground, my arms pinned.

They hit me a dozen or more times, cracking my nose. I screamed for help. I thought they might kill me. I tried to pull out my switchblade but couldn’t reach it. I’m glad. I think if I had shown it to them, they would have taken it and cut me up bad.

By the time the police arrived, scattering the guys hitting me, I was a bloody mess.

But I was still alive. I mean, it didn’t hurt so much that I couldn’t recover. From that moment on, I wasn’t afraid of getting into a fight or getting hit. I figured as long as they didn’t kill me, so what?

I was mad at Andy for not coming to my defense though. He apologized. “I’ll help you get them back,” he said. Revenge has always been a surefire motive for me. We drove around trying to find the kids. But we never did.

I didn’t have to win a fight, to win a fight. I lost more than I won, but the story of what happened would often come out different, leaving me as the kid brave enough to take on anyone. My reputation grew. I loved it when kids said, “Don’t fuck with Glazer.” Some of them were afraid of me. But at least they knew my name.

Stan noticed that I was hanging out with the cool kids. “Let me give you a tip,” he said. “You might want to be nice to the not-so-popular kids. They’ll be running this town someday, not your friends. Your friends will be the bag boys and used car salesmen.”

“Oh yeah? How do you know?”

“Because when I was growing up, all the kids who couldn’t get laid are now the bankers and lawyers.” I didn’t know whether that was a lesson he had learned or suffered. But he was right, for once, and I took his advice to heart.

In the school cafeteria I’d sit with the unpopular kids, the geeks, the way uncool. It wasn’t just because of what Stan said though. Part of it was because to them I was a hero, and I needed and wanted that hero worship. Another part of it was because I knew deep inside that I was just like them—someone who had been hurt and was feeling helpless. What made us different was that I chose to fight back.

I even threatened to kick Rabbi Margolies’s ass.

Morris Margolies was in his early thirties and stocky. He said he had been a minor league pitcher, “just like the Dodgers’ Sandy Koufax,” he liked to say. When my parents were still together, he’d come over to our house and play catch with Jeff and I. We had a new friend, a rare adult we thought we could count on.

When my parents started the divorce process, we expected him to come over and help save their marriage. Parents are supposed to stay together no matter what, right? That’s what he tried to do for other couples in trouble in his congregation. That was part of his job. But he never did it for us. I wondered if maybe it was because once Stan had been forced out of Sav-On we could no longer donate to his Beth Shalom synagogue like the other families. I had already learned that money gave you respect.

One night when I was fifteen, I was in his Hebrew class at Beth Shalom. I was telling jokes and disrupting the class and he finally got fed up. He told me to step out into the hall.

“What’s with the bad attitude?” he asked. “Do you want to grow up to be a gangster?”

“It’s better than being a phony.”

“You think I’m a phony?”

“Sure do. All you care about is money.”

“If you continue to act like a delinquent, I will not sign your confirmation letter and you will not go to Israel with everyone else next year.”

“Big fuckin’ deal,” I said. “I don’t want to go to Israel! I want to go to Hawaii, asshole.”

“You’re a Jew,” he said calmly.

“But I don’t believe in God.”

His face turned red. “Get out of this synagogue right now.”

“I’ll meet you outside.” I was ready to fight my rabbi.

When I saw that he wasn’t going to mix it up with me, I detonated the atom bomb.

“It’s people like you who make people not like Jews!”

I stormed out.

The following Monday, after a Boy Scout meeting at Beth Shalom, all of the kids were waiting for our parents to pick us up. We were at a creek, finding smooth stones and trying to skip them across the water. I picked up a rock and threw it as high as I could so that it would make a bigger splash. I missed the creek.

Crack! The rock smashed the windshield of a car. The rabbi’s car.

I never went back to Hebrew School or Boy Scouts.
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My MOTHER didn’t have much luck with Oliver, her second husband, either.

It was Christmastime and so I put up a Christmas tree. Forget the religious part. For lots of Jews, Christmas is just a nice holiday. But Oliver was Christian and he took offense. “You’re a Jew,” he said, drunk as usual. “Take it down.”

“No.”

“Then get out of my house.”

“This isn’t your house! And I don’t like the way you treat my mother!”

Before I knew it, he punched me in the face. Instead of hitting him back, I ran down to the basement to find my baseball bat because I was going to kill him. By the time I retrieved the bat, the police had already arrived.

“He’s a hippie, he’s on drugs,” Oliver told them, “and I want him out of here.”

Andy was living with his grandmother in North Kansas City, the Italian neighborhood. They had an extra room and I moved in. Andy wasn’t going to college. The summer after high school graduation, I guess we sensed that our lives were about to change forever. We loved pinball so we went downtown to play at an arcade, knowing that this was going to be one of our last excursions together.

We were driving back home through a bad part of town when we stopped at a red light and saw a drunk standing along the side of the road screaming. We also heard the yelps of a dog. We looked closer and saw that the man was kicking a dog having puppies.

“Hey motherfucker!” I yelled, pissed off. “Stop that, you asshole!”

He pulled out a gun and shot at us. Fortunately he was so drunk he missed. After Andy hit the gas and we sped away, I looked back and saw that he was still kicking the poor dog.

“Stop the car! We’re going back.”

“You nuts? No way,” said Andy.

He was probably right. We might have been killed if we went back. Sometimes good intentions can have bad consequences. I’d learn that soon enough.

That trip with Andy was the first time I had been shot at. It wouldn’t be the last.

I was completing my application to ASU in the basement of my father’s house. He looked over my shoulder. Where it asked for a projected major, I wrote “TV-Radio.”

“Only five people in a million ever make it in the movie business, you fuckin’ idiot,” he said. “Put down ‘Business Law.’”

I didn’t move. He slapped me across the back of the head, crossed out “TV-Radio” and wrote in “Business Law.”

I couldn’t wait to get to college.
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