







“I found this thing, hit her with it, andthat was the first time.”


The “thing” was a howitzer shell he had recently bought at a miliary flea market. “[I was hitting her] two-handed, like a baseball bat,” Joel said. “Sideways, up from the top, all different ways. I just lost control. I stopped when I got tired.”



Only after he was finished and sure she was dead did he begin to panic.



“I remember running around, trying to turn the TV volume up, pulling the shades down,” he said laughingly, as if recalling some spirited college high jinks. To his horror, Susie suddenly popped up on the couch in a lastditch effort to save her life.



“She bit my finger, almost to the bone,” said Joel. “Eventually I pinned her against something and she died. I’m not sure if it was strangulation or smothering.”



It would be eighteen months before he took another life, but when he did, there would be no stopping him.



Joel Rifkin had finally found something he could do with conviction and expertise.
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INTRODUCTION






WHEN I MET JOEL RIFKIN FOR THE FIRST time, he had already attended the State University of New York at Brockport for over a year. He was a twenty-year-old transfer student and I was a twenty-two-year-old junior who had just landed my first paying writing gig with a now defunct national boxing magazine calledHank Kaplan’s Worldwide Boxing Digest. My assignment was to cover Rocky Fratto, an undefeated junior middleweight who hailed from Geneva, in the nearby Finger Lakes region. Fratto was battling a tough journeyman named Steve “The Fighting Schoolteacher” Michaelerya of Allentown, Pennsylvania, at the Monroe County Dome Arena in Rochester, New York, on October 26, 1979.

For the uninitiated it is hard to comprehend just how popular boxing was at the time. Three years earlier the filmRockyhad won the Academy Award for best picture of the year and spawned a generation of fanatical boxing fans. Adding to the fistic renaissance was the success of the UnitedStates boxing team at the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal. Not only did they win an unprecedented five gold medals, but one of those medalists, Sugar Ray Leonard, emerged as a bonafide superstar. The sport’s newfound credibility and the widespread mania would go unabated for the better part of the next decade.

I had lied when I told Clay Teppenpaw, the magazine’s associate editor, that I could photograph fights as well as I could write about them. In actuality, my only experience with a camera consisted of taking vacation photos with an old square Instamatic. When Teppenpaw asked for three photos to accompany a five-hundred-word story, I panicked. Just moments earlier, the thrill of being “on assignment” had been exhilarating. Now I was caught in a silly lie that threatened to end it all before it began. I immediately raced to the school’s journalism department to see if they could recommend someone from the photography club to bail me out. Within an hour I was introduced to a rumpled, shaggy, and bespectacled transfer student, who, I was told, whiled away most of his days in the well-equipped photography lab. To my delight and relief, Joel had equally ambitious dreams of being a photojournalist and was as thrilled as I was to get a jump start on his career.

During the thirty-minute drive to Rochester, we quickly realized we had much in common. Althoughneither of us was particularly athletic, we were attending a school that was known most for its athletic excellence. We both hailed from Long Island and we were both quintessential loners who had long ago escaped into solitary pursuits, his being photography, mine writing. We were equally determined to make our mark as professional journalists and were not averse to doing so by unconventional means. Joel shared his hopes of taking up skydiving so he could make a living chronicling parachutists as they made their thrilling descents. I told him about my plans to spend the upcoming month-long Christmas break in the Albany, New York, training camp of “Gentleman” John Griffin, a political science major at Brockport who was putting himself through school by moonlighting as a professional middleweight boxer. With a record of four wins and no losses at the time, he would be training for a January 10, 1980, bout in Hartford, Connecticut. I was going to report on his whole month of preparation, as well as the actual fight, for a series of feature articles in the school newspaper, theStylus.Joel Rifkin and I could not have gotten along better.

Because Michaelerya had lost a questionable decision to Fratto seven months earlier in Elmira, New York, he was determined not to let history repeat itself this time around. Never known as a particularly hard puncher, he stormed out of hiscorner in the first round and knocked Fratto down with a right hand that was launched like a rocket. Fratto managed to get to his feet but was immediately deposited back on the canvas with a flurry of punches. Michaelerya knocked Fratto down again in the second round and completely dominated him for the other eight. But when Fratto was announced the winner of a fight he so obviously lost, he seemed as shocked as each of the several thousand fans in attendance. Michaelerya erupted in anger, thrust his two middle fingers into the faces of the judges, and snarled, “If I knocked him out, would you have given me a fucking draw?”

The equally outraged fans began hurling chairs and debris through the air like confetti. Before long, chairs were six deep in the ring. Fistfights were breaking out all around as drunken members of the crowd tried to attack both Fratto and the officials. As a result Fratto had to be whisked away into his dressing room by security guards as fists, spit, and anything else that could be used as a projectile were flung in his direction. I was alternately taking notes, covering my head, and reveling in the excitement of it all. Joel initially sought refuge under the ring, but quickly realized that from a journalistic standpoint, valor took precedence over safety. He was soon amid the fray, firing away with his camera like a front-line war correspondent while bullets whizzed past his head. We could notbelieve our good fortune. On our very first paid assignment ever, we would not just be reporting the news, we were actually becoming part of it.

After twenty minutes of frenzied but intoxicating terror, we made our way into Fratto’s dressing room. He had a robe bound tightly around his battered body, and his face was reduced to a mound of raw, lumpy flesh. Greeting visitors like a sickened Mafia don, he insisted he had legitimately won. But the look of hurt and dejection on his face could not hide his wounded heart. When I asked him if he felt dismayed by the sudden betrayal of his once stalwart fans, he pressed a swollen hand to his heart and throatily whispered, “Only here.”

After trying to hustle some of Joel’s photos into the city’s two daily newspapers, we headed back to Brockport in the wee hours of the morning.Intoxicated by adrenaline, we talked non-stop during the ride. Neither of us could have imagined at the time what an enduring mark the evening would leave on both of us. Two decades later it would serve as both a metaphorical and figurative link between our past, present, and future, but on this night it was much simpler. For me, it would signify the day I realized with no uncertainty that I wanted to make my living as a journalist. Judging by the half smile that never left Joel’s face, it was obvious that he was equally charged, not only byhis immense grace under fire, but by the respect I was according him as a colleague.

Joel and I looked at the experience as a sign that we had found our true calling. We were both in our early twenties and neither of us had ever been particularly successful at anything before. Neither of us had brought any of the multitudes of other projects we initiated to completion because we were stymied by convention and terrified of being what we perceived as ordinary. That night offered a glimpse into our futures because we both subconsciously knew it would always serve as a dogear to our pasts.

I had been a cop for more than ten years when Joel was arrested in the early hours of June 28, 1993. He had been spotted driving his battered tan and black Mazda pickup truck, which bore a bumper sticker that read Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones, but Whips and Chains Excite Me, on the Southern State Parkway with no license plates. He then led New York State troopers and Nassau County police on a high-speed, twenty-minute chase through the highways and byways of Long Island. After crashing his vehicle into a wooden utility pole, police found the decomposing body of a once beautiful, petite twentytwoyear-old prostitute named Tiffany Bresciani wrapped snugly in a tarp in the bed of the truck.He would later confess to picking her up in Manhattan several days earlier and strangling her after they had sex.

His account of Bresciani’s murder was just a grisly portent of things to come. During intense questioning he would describe stuffing the bodies of prostitutes into fifty-five-gallon drums, enveloping their headless torsos in plastic tarps, and hurling body parts into makeshift graves all around the New York City metropolitan area. By the time he was done talking the body count stood at seventeen, and Rifkin was transformed from a seemingly harmless loner into the most prolific killer in New York State history.

Joel’s first two victims were killed and dismembered eighteen months apart in his childhood home while his mother was away. Then there was Barbara Jacobs, thirty-one, whose body he stuffed into a plastic bag, then placed in a cardboard box and hurled into the Hudson River at West 10th Street in Greenwich Village; Mary Ellen DeLuca, a twenty-two-year-old native Long Islander whose father had been a former president of a Sons of Italy lodge; Yun Lee, thirty-one, whose body was crammed into a steamer trunk and dumped in the East River; a still unidentified woman whom he strangled shortly before Christmas in 1991; Lorraine Orvieto, twenty-eight, a onetime cheerleader who suffered from manic-depression and beganusing cocaine to control her mood swings; and Mary Ann Holloman, thirty-nine, whose last address was the Regina Residence Hotel, an East Village home to crack addicts and prostitutes. There was another still unidentified woman whose body he stuffed in an oil drum; Iris Sanchez, twenty-five, who had a crack habit, as well as an eight-year-old daughter and a sister who was a New York City housing cop; Anna Lopez, thirtythree, a mother of three with a fierce cocaine habit; Violet O’Neill, a sandy-haired twenty-oneyearold who was killed ad dismembered in the bathtub of Joel’s childhood home; Mary Catherine Williams, thirty-one, a high school homecoming queen and former cheerleader at the University of North Carolina; Jenny Soto, twenty-three, who had been in and out of detox and rehab for years, but kept returning to the sordid world of drugs and prostitution right up until the time of her untimely death; Leah Evans, the twenty-eight-year-old daughter of a Manhattan Civil Court judge;Lauren Marquez, a Tennessee native who had been raised in a military family but, consumed by drugs, took to the streets to support her habit; and, of course, Bresciani, who was his final victim.

When Joel’s arrest set off widespread media coverage, I was working in a Brooklyn South squad, having been promoted to the rank of detective four years earlier. Although saddled with anoverwhelming case load, I thought about contacting him then but was worried about impeding such a high-profile and emotionally charged case. Because I was so busy, I was surprised at how fast I got over the shock of his arrest once the initial jolt wore off. It was like reading the obituary of an old schoolmate. After recounting a handful of memories and taking a moment for introspection and reflection on my own life, I returned to the daily grind that prevented me from delving further into the case that would eventually consume me.

Five years later I saw Joel being interviewed on television by Geraldo Rivera and was appalled at the words that came out of his mouth. Although he talked about establishing a haven for the very type of women he killed, he looked Rivera squarely in the eye and said he felt no contrition for his actions. I wanted to hear him expound on that lack of remorse but Rivera launched into a monologue about how reprehensible Joel was. What seemed to be a golden opportunity to probe into the mind of a serial killer was wasted. I couldn’t believe, as I stared at the television, that the kid I knew in college had become the person I saw before me.

From all that I knew about Joel, his early years were in many ways comparable to mine. Although he was adopted, we both grew up in seemingly normal, extremely liberal, two-parent suburbanhomes. Joel’s father was a structural engineer, mine was a draftsman. Joel’s mother was a onetime college art teacher and photography enthusiast who spent as many solitary hours in her darkroom as my father, also a photography buff, spent in his. Neither Joel nor I excelled academically, and both of us, as we realized on our ride into Rochester two decades earlier, were used to being on the outside looking in.

But mining that territory produced more questions than answers. Every child goes through awkward stages; every child gets taunted. If that is the criterion for someone to evolve into a serial killer, there is a talent pool of millions. Why him and not me, I pondered?

My curiosity finally got the best of me and I wrote to Joel in August 1998. I made it clear that I was an active member of the NYPD but was communicating with him solely as a journalist. It took four months and a follow-up letter to get a response. “I apologize for not responding sooner to your first letter,” he wrote. “I get a fair amount of what I term psycho mail, fan mail, religious mail, requests for interviews and from wana [sic] be authors. I usually do not respond to any of it.”

By the time Joel and I were reacquainted at the maximum-security Attica Correctional Facility in September 1999, we had exchanged numerous letters, but there was so much more I wanted toknow. How could he so easily do something most anyone would be incapable of imagining, let alone completing? How did it feel for a mass murderer to be pen-palling with someone who is paid to put people in jail? Did the formative experience we shared so many years before have any type of lasting effect on him?

I never expected Joel to be as chillingly depraved as the fictional Hannibal Lecter or as charmingly manipulative as Ted Bundy—I expected to meet the same young man who had shared my hopes and dreams two decades earlier. With the exception of a pony tail, goatee, and an extra thirty pounds or so, most of which was centered around his gut, Joel had changed very little. “It could be fate,” he mused when asked if he thought my re-emergence in his life was about more than just coincidence. “I am more of a fatalist than I am an optimist, but I think things happen for a reason. It has to do with that original meeting, your going to a boxing match and someone recommending me. I mean there were other photographers on the campus, other people in Rochester with a camera. You being both a writer and in law enforcement, I can see how you would be curious, so this to me makes sense.”

What surprised me more than anything was that, given my vocation, Joel was willing to talk at all. “After we exchanged a few letters, I loosenedup a bit,” he explained. “If I were to tell any inmate in here that I’m doing a media interview with an active member of any type of force, be it a CO [correction officer] or just a security guard, they would be like you’re out of your freaking mind. Not in those exact words, but I would have been cursed out and called a snitch and all these other things. Called insane, [be]cause there’s a definite wall between [us].”

The reason he and I had no such wall had less to do with his having known me on the outside than with the fact that he had become a criminal after living twenty-nine years of a relatively crimefree life. “The guy who starts out in his juvenile years on the other side of the law, there’s a huge wall,” he explained. “Any CO in here will tell you that. They don’t even know the inmate, and the inmate will get in their face and bark at them and call them all kinds of names and insult them just because they’re in uniform. It has nothing to do with the personality. What makes me different than the average inmate is I didn’t have this juvenile experience of being on the other side of the law.”

As a cop I had sat across the interrogation table from a variety of criminals over the years, including murderers, rapists, armed robbers, wife batterers, and pedophiles. Several of my colleagues had even nicknamed me Father Bob for my ability toget perpetrators to talk. But my goal wasn’t to hoodwink Joel. By virtue of my vocation I should have been predisposed to believe that all people, under certain circumstances, are capable of almost any crime. I had never been surprised by the actions of many other perpetrators, including several I had known personally throughout my own life. So why was I so surprised by Joel’s? It seemed as if I was less concerned about coming face to face with a serial killer than I was with seeing someone from my own past.

But nothing could have prepared me for what I was about to hear. After twenty minutes of small talk, backtracking over the past twenty years, the conversation shifted effortlessly to murder and mayhem. Joel spoke with the emotional detachment of a man mowing his lawn as he described in graphic detail his descent from being a young man with dreams to a self-described sex addict whose lust for sex with prostitutes evolved into an even greater desire to kill them. He did not seem to receive any great pleasure from talking about it, but seemed more afraid I would lose interest in him if he didn’t tell me what I wanted to hear.

True, many of his victims died while strung out on crack cocaine or heroin, dispirited by the sorrowful plight of their desperate lives, but Joel found it impossible to comprehend that they had once been someone’s daughter, sister, mother,friend, or confidante. Through his own myopic, cynical view of the world, he never saw them as people, only as objects to be used for his own insatiable hungers and deviant desires.

“You justify things any way you can,” he explained. “You just really warp things to justify what you have done. There is always a way of justifying, even armies justify what they do. Soldiers, when they are trained, [the enemy] become gooks, they become slags. They become not a human being.”

Asked point blank what his victims were to him, his demeanor did not change a bit as he drew another wartime analogy. “They were an occupation,” he explained unflinchingly. “I would forget any possibility of family, kids, parents, none of that. These were just objects. Like when you see a war movie and a guy blows up a tank. It is a tank, not a crew of five men in the tank. The same with shooting down a plane. It is a plane, not a pilot and a plane.”

Although Joel spoke with the spine-tingling placidity of a Nazi death camp administrator describing his techniques to a rapt audience of beancounting commanders, I found myself trying to imagine that I saw a searing desperation in his eyes, as if he too was wondering where it all went wrong. The concept of this once hopeful young man now being the personification of evil puzzled me greatly.

The idea for this book title came from the fact that, at one of his many sentencing hearings, Joel described himself as a “monster.” As divergent as our worlds had become, I knew it was only because of our past history that I was given a chance to probe his mind. I vowed to him, as well as myself, to act like an impassive journalist and attempt to be as objective as humanly possible. I would provide a forum for Joel, and he would allow me to ask any question I wanted. Never could I have imagined that the task would become so mentally draining and emotionally wrenching. Even the most creative pulp writer would have been hard pressed to characterize the Joel I knew all those years before as anything other than a regular human being.
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WHEN JEANNE GRANELLES MET BERNARD Rifkin in the late forties, she was already considered advanced by the standards of the day. While most of her childhood friends settled for a conventional life of domesticity, she had pursued a college education. After meeting her husband, whom everyone called Ben, she accompanied him to Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College, which is now called Oklahoma State University. Jeanne took graduate courses in education and eventually taught an art class there. Ben received a degree in architectural engineering.

Both of them were native New Yorkers, which is where they settled after completing their studies in the early fifties. They leased an apartment in the Bronx and planned to start a family. In late1958, when Jeanne was thirty-six and Ben was forty, they were approved for an adoption by the Louise Wise Services in Manhattan, an agency that specialized in placing Jewish children with Jewish families. Although Jeanne was not Jewish by birth, she had converted to Judaism after marrying Ben. Before long they were presented with a beautiful baby boy who had weighed eight pounds, six ounces when he was born three weeks earlier, on January 20, 1959. His biological mother was a twenty-year-old student; his father, a student as well as an army veteran, was her twentythreeyear-old boyfriend. The Rifkins named their bundle of joy Joel David.

As happy a time as it was, Ben felt great sadness over the fact that his mother had died less than a year earlier and missed meeting her first grandchild. But the happy family soon moved into a brand new home in Rockland County, a northern suburb of New York City that has since become a civil servant Mecca. Within two years they had adopted a second child, a girl born to different biological parents whom they named Jan. Rockland County was extremely rural back then and Joel remembers leading a Mark Twain-like existence that was mostly filled with happiness. Just before Joel started kindergarten, the family moved to East Meadow on Long Island after Ben landed a job with an architectural firm named Thompson andZark. The move would prove to be devastating to young Joel, who still refers to the times “before the move” and “after the move” as comparative periods of great joy and immense pain in his life.

“The happiest period of my life keeps going back to Rockland County,” he explained. “The beginning of my conscious memory, when I was four, [we had] a very open backyard, maybe a half acre, surrounded by woods on both sides, across the street and behind us. So I had my frogs to play with, my tadpoles, and newts. Whatever crawled in the woods, that was my toy. That was before anybody [bullies] really started getting abusive. So that was a great time.”

That was the one period of his life where Joel felt most unencumbered by neuroses. It was also, he recalls, the only time he ever felt like an accepted member of a group. “I remember the woods, the frog pond and that whole bit,” he said. “I remember there was this drainage ditch. And I took my troop of friends and decided to go wandering down this drainage ditch. We saw a housing development down at the other end of this drainage ditch and we came back. We didn’t know that we were gone for an hour or two, maybe three hours. We had every parent in the neighborhood freaking out. I was more confident back then, I guess. And I went to nursery school with the same bunch of kids, and I didn’t have that many problems.”

After the family moved to East Meadow in 1964, Joel’s sense of impermanence grew more intense by the day. “Because of my birthday I had to wait a year to go to school,” he recalled. “I didn’t make the cutoff for the district, and there weren’t that many kids my age. I went from having a lot of kids my age to practically none. The older kids would play stickball out on the curb, [but] I didn’t have the coordination to join in. The only kid my age was my direct neighbor. They let him play all the time because he happened to be an athlete.”

Things got even worse when Joel started kindergarten. Already feeling like a misfit because of his lack of both athletic ability and self-confidence, Joel had a host of learning disabilities that were beginning to surface. Besides suffering from undiagnosed dyslexia that impaired his ability to read, he would often stutter when beginning to speak, his mind would wander in mid-sentence, and it was difficult for him to follow simple instructions. Although it was later determined that he had an IQ well above average, many people meeting him for the first time believed that he was mentally impaired.

His feelings of inadequacy only intensified when he attracted the attention of a class bully who he believes dramatically changed the direction of his life. “[In] my kindergarten class there was one guy who would have been inside the[prison] system ahead of me, but he ended up killing himself in a motorcycle accident,” said Joel. “He was completely out of control. Because of him I then had a reputation that invited other guys to join in. If you wanted to establish your rep[utation] as a tough guy, I was the guy you looked for. So I just created a nice little secret life for myself. I didn’t hang out with other kids. I had very few friends.”

Causing Joel even more grief were his alwaysgrowing feelings of incompetence around his father. A standout athlete, Ben tried futilely to get Joel involved in sports soon after he learned to walk. But like so many of their father-and-son activities, things did not work out the way either would have liked. “[My father] had been an athlete as a child,” recalled Joel. “Had he had the grades under today’s situation he would have been a college player in football. Those were the days when quarterbacks were more like running backs and you played both sides. No face mask and leather helmet type stuff. He wanted to take the baseball and the football out and play with his kid in the street. I had as much chance of catching the ball with my face as I did my hands. I was terrible.”

Adding to Joel’s woes was the fact that his nextdoor neighbor, a boy who was the same age as he, excelled at everything Joel didn’t. By watching hissuccess, Joel began to feel as if his own failures were continually rubbed in his face. To make matters worse, throughout their entire school career they almost always sat next to each other in home room because their last names were so close in alphabetical order. “He was the exact opposite of me,” said Joel. “He could whack a Spaldeen [baseball] for ten hours straight, so he was always playing with the older kids. He was the athlete I wasn’t. He was socially popular, I wasn’t. He played with kids in the street, which I couldn’t. He was president of the school. I went to Nassau Community [College], he went to Princeton. You know, the complete opposite. Total.”

The dyslexia Joel suffered from was still a largely unrecognized condition in the sixties. His old-school father, who loved numbers almost as much as he loved sports, and was equally adept at both, would spend hours working with his son, but eventually grew infuriated at his inability to grasp the rudiments of math. “It irked him that he could do these crazy math things [and I could not],” said Joel. “These were back in the slide rule days. It took him a while to adapt to little hand-held calculators, [but] you could give him a nine-digit series and come back to him ten minutes later and he’d give it back to you. He could give it back to you backwards if you wanted. He could do mathematical equations and word problems in his head. Me,from the mouth of the monster

I couldn’t memorize a multiplication table. There would be many nights where he’d sit with me and we’d go over and over it and he’d get frustrated and have to walk away. He finally just gave up.”

Ben’s frustration only served to make Joel feel more and more like a colossal disappointment, the disenfranchised son of a man he perceived to be a genius. To their credit, neither parent ever slapped Joel with the onus of being adopted and they always thought of him as their son. They did not even tell him he was adopted until he was eleven years old. But even though Joel always assumed he was their biological son, he remembers being confused over the fact that he knew nothing of his family origins.

“Who am I? Where did I come from?” Joel said he used to ask himself in school. “The kids for a brief period were asking what time they were born, when they were born, what their ethnicity was. Either I made it up, or I just said I didn’t know. And again I was like the odd man out because I didn’t have the knowledge.”

Had he been placed in special education early on, Joel believes his emotional growth would not have been so severely stunted. “Dad was actively going to the school and talking to the principals and administrators, [but] the sixties really weren’t set up [for children with special needs],” he said. “There would be a special classroom for [grades]six through twelve for what were called the oddballs. [Maybe] I wouldn’t have been diagnosed as dyslexic in my twenties. I would have been diagnosed earlier, probably [in my] pre-teens.”

While many children grow up surrounded by a close-knit group of friends, Joel, traumatized by the move, the persistent assaults of his tormentor, and his feelings of inferiority around his father, developed a serious social anxiety disorder. Although he yearned to be accepted by others, he was most comfortable alone. He began hiding himself in places where he could not be found and developing a fantasy life that lasted well into adulthood. He remembers telling his first-grade teacher that he wanted to write a book, even though his dyslexia caused an array of embarrassing problems with both reading and writing. Writing was the only endeavor he could think of that would allow him always to be alone.

“Joel always wanted to please my husband, but could never find a way to do it,” said Jeanne. “I thought of him as a loner, it didn’t fully come home to me what was happening until later. Joel would sit on the curb to play ball with the other kids, but they wouldn’t let him play. He would then retreat upstairs and watch out the window.”

Jeanne desperately wanted to approach the insensitive kids and demand that they include her son in their games, but she knew that would onlyadd to the grief he was already experiencing. “How [could] I go to the kids and say let him play?” she wondered. “He would never be able to live that down.”

At that stage of his life, Joel differed greatly from his sister who was much more socially adjusted, had a good group of emotionally healthy friends and, according to her mother, was more adept at gauging other people’s feelings toward her. Jeanne felt Joel was unable to interpret the facial expressions and body language of others. “He never seemed to be aware that people were angry or annoyed with him,” said Jeanne. “[He] would do anything for attention, even if it was negative attention.”

For all of his problems, Joel was able to derive joy early on from horticulture and photography, solitary pursuits that were also two of his mother’s favorite hobbies. “With gardening, he was right in there,” Jeanne recalled. “For a kid who couldn’t spell, he could remember all the Latin names of plants. One time at the Museum of Natural History, Joel could spell them all in Latin, but not in English. He also loved to disperse seeds throughout the yard, as well as anything to do with fossils.”

In an eerie prelude to his obsession with accumulating souvenirs from his victims, Joel became a compulsive collector. As young as six years old, hewould excitedly anticipate rock and fossil expeditions, where he unearthed, among other things, chalk, clay, coal, coral, sandstone, limestone, and basalt. All of these items were proudly showcased in his room, giving a visitor the impression that he wanted to be an archaeologist or a professor someday.

Jeanne was even more ecstatic when her son developed an interest in photography. “It was thrilling for me, absolutely,” she recalled. “And I used to let him use the dark room, even encouraged him to use it, and he has never been the neatest person. He had a great eye for composition and was good at so many things, but never took anything far enough. He was great at starting things, but never finishing them. I couldn’t understand why.”

Although Joel had much more in common with his mother, his most profound familial memories concern his father. He saw him as a mountain of a man who could hold his own in any physical, social, or intellectual arena. He also saw him as a man he could never make proud and whose legacy he could never live up to. His face distorts into a childish yet hurtful grin when describing his father’s exploits on the battlefield during World War II, or on the college gridiron during an era when helmets were not routinely worn. In the early seventies Ben had been the vice president ofthe East Meadow school board, as well as a trustee of the town’s public library, where a sunlit atrium is dedicated to him. By all accounts, especially those of his son, he was revered by all who knew him.

Joel always believed that his father, although somewhat modest, basked in the adulation he received as much as the goodwill he dispensed. “He could walk into a room and light it up,” he recalled. “He was very gregarious, I guess that’s the word, [always giving] big hugs and pats on the back.” Oddly enough, one of the things Joel always admired about Ben was his refusal to glorify violence, even though he had experienced plenty of it during World War II. While many of Ben’s more macho friends regularly regaled an impressionable Joel with tales of bloodshed on the battlefield, the killer-to-be actually worshiped his father for not trying to get mileage out of his days as a foot soldier in the European theater.

“I know guys who were World War II veterans [who would go] to the VFW, sit around, kick back, and tell stories of the war like that was the only time they felt alive,” said Joel. “And Dad would never talk about the war. Even as a kid, [I would say] ‘Daddy, tell me a story.’ His war stories were all non-combat stories. He never told me about all the kids [young GIs] he saw getting blown up.”

Ben’s favorite story was the one when he, a sergeant,and his driver were going through a short tunnel when they encountered another vehicle coming in the opposite direction. As they crossed paths, the occupants of both Jeeps—one German, one American—realized they had just passed the enemy. “They all did double-takes and kept going,” laughed Joel. “No one became a hero and turned around and chased. They were like ‘oh no, damn,’ and they kept going. He [didn’t] tell stories about the blood and guts stuff.”

The fact that Ben distanced himself from the violence he bore witness to as a young, impressionable soldier, even while living in a suburban culture where it might have served him well, was a noble effort to shield his always curious son from the atrocities of war. The fact is he and Jeanne went to great lengths to help Joel adjust to a world he felt so uncomfortable in. They always assisted him with his schoolwork and never missed a meeting with his teachers. Even though they came from a generation that frowned on psychiatry, they brought Joel to a doctor in the hope of learning the origin of his dysfunctions.

Because they had a stable, loving marriage, mingled well in social circles, and had many significant friendships, Joel’s behavioral patterns confounded them. Making things more confusing was the fact that Jan was so well adjusted. Although Joel was unable to articulate it to himself as ayoungster, he was very aware of his parents’ innate decency. But that didn’t prevent him from experiencing conflicting emotions over his relationship with his father. As much as he and Ben had battled over the years, there was an intricate link between them. Knowing how proud his father always wanted to be of him, and what a bitter disappointment he had actually become, caused Joel even more heartache. His entire life had been a series of enthusiastic starts and premature stops. And, as well intentioned as his father was, he never let him forget that.
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