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Killer: 1: one that kills

2a: one that has a forceful, violent, or striking impact

b: one that is extremely difficult to deal with

Merriam-Webster Dictionary

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), first described by Charcot in the nineteenth century, is a relentlessly progressive, presently incurable, neurodegenerative disorder that causes muscle weakness, disability, and eventually death. ALS is also known as ‘Lou Gehrig’s Disease,’ after the famous New York Yankee baseball player who was affected with the disease.

Lauren B. Elman, MD, and Leo McCluskey, MD, MBE ‘Clinical Features of Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis’, UpToDate.com, 19 June 2009

More than 300,000 Americans alive today will die of ALS.

The ALS Association

He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster. And if thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil
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INTRODUCTION

In trying to understand and write comprehensively about what motivates professional killers, serial murderers, Mafia bosses and mob hit men, I have gone into prisons across the country, sat down opposite some of the most notorious criminals of modern times and picked their brains. I am not a cop, an FBI agent or from any branch of law enforcement. I did this to learn the intimate secrets and idiosyncrasies these people have and to tell their stories with unvarnished candour. Always careful not to point fingers or make judgements, I managed to gain their confidence – not an easy task. I extensively interviewed California’s notorious Richard Ramirez, aka the Night Stalker, at San Quentin’s death row. I spent over two hundred hours at Trenton State Prison with Richard Kuklinski, the Ice Man, a six foot six, three hundred and twenty-pound contract killer who, during his forty-three-year career, murdered over two hundred people. For many months, I worked with Anthony ‘Gaspipe’ Casso, the head of the Lucchese crime family, and learned not only what makes a Mafia boss tick, but also the culture of La Cosa Nostra, its mindset, rhyme and rhythm – how it became the most successful criminal enterprise of all time. More recently, I wrote The Butcher: Anatomy of a Mafia Psychopath. This is the story of Tommy Karate Pitera, a drug-dealing capo in the Bonanno crime family who killed over 50 people, dismembered them and strategically buried the pieces in federally protected bird sanctuaries throughout the tri-state area. I managed to slip in and out of these people’s worlds without doing damage to myself because, I think, I was born and raised on the mean streets of Bensonhurst, Brooklyn – ground zero for the New York Mafia. It was in Bensonhurst where, as a boy, I came to know sudden deadly violence up close and personal. It was in Bensonhurst that I graduated from the school of hard knocks, with honours.

However, as I write this, everything has changed. A monkey wrench has been thrown into the mix, for now a stone-cold killer is stalking me, a remorseless murderer far worse than any I have yet met, written about.

Because of this killer, I was forced to flee New York and settle in South Beach, Miami, Florida. The warm weather here is much better for my health, though I did not escape unscathed. In New York, this killer ravaged my limbs and robbed me of the use of my hands. I cannot even hold a pen now. I am only able to continue writing with the help of an assistant, someone who can readily deal with the in-depth violence I write about and take flawless dictation. I posted an ad for such a person on a Columbia University bulletin board. After interviewing a dozen different candidates, I found Kelsey. She has a perfectly heart-shaped face, unusually large eyes the colour of Tupelo honey. Kelsey is extremely well read, particularly attentive. An aspiring writer herself, she gets my thoughts on paper faster than I can say them. We work like a bow and fiddle.

As I now dictate this to Kelsey, we are on the beach, sitting on comfortable loungers in South Beach, Miami, under the subdued shade of a big yellow umbrella. The sun shines brilliantly. To my left is the surprisingly clear Atlantic Ocean, a clean aquamarine colour. Before me is a long stretch of white beach. Above is a pastel-blue, cloudless sky. It is over 80 degrees, though a pleasant breeze off the ocean makes it comfortable. However, lurking somewhere behind me, where I cannot see because I am unable to turn my head due to atrophy of the muscles, is the killer I talk about. I shiver at the thought. I feel its icy breath on the back of my neck. Despite the killer’s unsettling presence, the beach is an idyllic place to write. If it weren’t for the breathing machine I’m using, a passer-by would see nothing wrong. I am tanned and surprisingly healthy looking, but where there were once large bicep muscles, there is now only a gathering of thin skin. I look down at my legs. They are little more than bones covered in loose flesh. They have become so weakened by the killer that I can no longer walk or support myself.

I turn to Kelsey. Our eyes meet. The clean, fresh smell of the ocean is all around us. This is somewhat awkward. I have already written two books with Kelsey’s assistance, but now, for the first time, she is actually a character in the story. I plan to be brutally honest here, and I fear it could be embarrassing, even hurtful, to her. I do my best to take a long, deep breath. I turn my attention to Kelsey, sentences and thoughts, images and emotions swirling around inside my head. I will soon give them all life and breath.

‘So I’m ready. Are you, K?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ she says.

‘Chapter One,’ I say, knowing this will be painful for me, not sure if I have the wherewithal and strength to put it all on paper, I take the first step...


CHAPTER ONE

NAPOLI

I am now sitting in my motorised, all-black, fancy Permobil wheelchair on Via Nuova Marina, at the northern end of the glorious Bay of Naples. Stretched out endlessly before me is the majestic Tyrrhenian Sea. It is a clean, deep blue-green colour, calm and friendly today. The Tyrrhenian looks more like a pristine ocean you would find in the South Pacific rather than here in the Mediterranean. Its fertile waters have kept Neapolitans and southern Italians well fed since time immemorial. From where I am sitting, I can see the exquisite island of Capri ahead of me and off to the left a bit. If the Tyrrhenian Sea has a precious stone, it is surely Capri. The island has such inherent beauty, is so well placed in the heart of the Mediterranean, that the Caesars of ancient Rome lived there, coveted and loved the island for its unusual beauty, temperate sea and bounty of all things edible.

Tiberius Caesar, perhaps the maddest of all the Caesars, a bona fide psychotic serial killer, an extreme sexual sadist and paedophile, lived on Capri. There, Tiberius had legendary, ongoing orgies involving both male and female children. When Tiberius tired of any particular child, he had them tossed onto jagged terracotta-coloured cliffs on the north-east side of the island, tearing them apart, maiming them horribly, killing them. Cormorants, gulls and vultures then gleefully, indifferently, fed from them, eyes and tongues first. Beyond this exquisite island holding the darkest of secrets is the volcanic, amazingly fertile island of Ischia. Like Sicily, Ischia is part of the breadbasket that feeds the whole of Italy. Roman legions went there for the medicinal powers Ischia’s sulphur hot springs afforded. People still come from all over the world for the miraculous healing powers of the sulphur springs.

Off to my left is the infamous Mount Vesuvius. A lazy blue-grey plume of smoke issues from the volcano. Directly behind me are neatly cut terraced hills, viale and piazzae. There, too, are palm trees and their giant, lush leaves sway sensuously in the warm breeze languidly coming off the Tyrrhenian Sea.

Contrary to the inherent beauty of Naples are gunshots, loud and too close for comfort. This is the home of the most feared of all the Italian organised crime groups – the Camorra. The Camorra are more ruthless and cunning and dangerous than even the Sicilian Mafia. The Camorra kill the young, kill women, kill without logic, oblivious to the political and sociological ramifications of murder out in the open. The Camorra kill with the mad abandon of Tiberius. Perhaps, I think, they are the descendants of Tiberius. They surely kill as though they are. When I hear the gunshots, I flinch. I know only too well the destructive power of bullets. I have been studying all types of mortal wounds for some 30 years now. At autopsies at the Office of the Medical Examiner in New York, I was allowed to see inside the skulls of people shot to death by bullets to the head. I know that a .22 calibre at close range is not powerful enough to enter and exit the cranium, thus the bullet bounces around inside the skull and causes massive damage. It is an assassin’s calibre of choice.

Off to my right are the docks and piers from which, at the turn of the century, Italian immigrants left Italy in dire need of a better life. They were fleeing plague and drought, government tyranny, corruption and poverty. Between 1890 and 1920, some 4.5 million Italians fled Italy from these very docks, most of whom landed on New York’s Ellis Island. It was this mass migration, these people who took with them nothing but what they could carry, of whom I am a descendant. Both my maternal and paternal grandparents were part of this huge exodus. When they left Italy, they were not only searching for a better life for themselves, but for their children and grandchildren as well. Back then, New York was so far away from Italy in terms of culture and food, language and social customs that it could readily be likened to the moon. As I close my eyes now, I can see them – as the steam ships slowly pull out, waving to those they are leaving behind. Calling over the widening gap, ‘Momma! Pappa!’, as tears run copiously down faces. They knew they’d never see one another again. Over 100 years later, hot tears hurry down my face as I think of that time and see it vividly in my mind’s eye.

To these people, Italians, famiglia was more important than anything else. With family, you never stood alone; there was always somebody to watch your back. With family, the chances of success were proportionally increased.

My father, Dante Carlo, had seven brothers and three sisters; my mom, Antonina Mandato, had six sisters and three brothers. Between the two families, I have some thirty-five first cousins. In a sense, I became the by-product of the American dream. To describe here the blood and sweat, toil and tears my grandparents, aunts and uncles went through to make a go of it in America would take a large volume unto itself... the poverty, World War II, drug abuse, my cousin Andy Carlo murdering my father’s brother Willie would fill a thick book – a Bensonhurst Gone With the Wind.

My parents settled in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. For the most part, Bensonhurst was a nice neighbourhood. The streets were clean and well kept. There was an abundance of shopping on nearby 86th Street. The B train quickly shuttled people from Bay Parkway to Manhattan. There were many churches and synagogues. It was a good place to grow up, but Bensonhurst also had a dangerous underbelly. The huge Italian American community, drawn to its tree-lined streets and avenues, included many mafiosi and their associates. Bosses, underbosses, captains, lieutenants, soldiers and Mafia assassins all lived there. In Bensonhurst, La Cosa Nostra regularly celebrated birthdays, weddings, christenings and holidays and mourned their dead. When I was growing up, the streets of Bensonhurst were safe. A woman could walk alone and not be accosted. Rape and burglaries were, for the most part, unheard of. However, mafiosi had no inhibitions or compunction about killing their own in broad daylight – killing when and where and how they pleased. They, too, killed like Tiberius. It seemed like some strange intimacy with murder ran in their blood – perhaps was in their very genes.

It is late in the afternoon. I am tired of writing – dictating to Kelsey, who has been sitting on a wooden bench next to me. I look at my hands. They are painfully thin. Atrophy is beginning to twist the pinkie fingers on both hands. Damn, I think. The sound of the waves has lulled me into a pensive, introspective mood. I feel torn between laughter and tears. I again think of my grandparents. I know in my heart that if any one of them could see me in the condition I am in now, they’d be broken-hearted beyond words. I know better than to dwell on such thoughts. I look away from the pier and see my wife, Laura, walking towards me. She has been shopping and is carrying two bags. Laura is some 26 years my junior, vivacious and athletic, exceedingly attractive. Her father’s family hails from Sicily. Her mother’s family is Norwegian. This interesting combination made for an unusually beautiful woman with a high, broad forehead; wide, Slavic cheekbones; blue-green eyes, kind of like the colour of the Tyrrhenian; and naturally full lips. The strain of my sickness is taxing on Laura, though she is strong and stoic and, for the most part, deals well with this beast that has taken hold of me.

Kelsey, Laura and I head off to find a trattoria. I will not eat where there are any tourists. With this basic guideline, we have come across some excellent restaurants in offbeat places with amazing wine and relatively inexpensive, glorious food. The cuisine of Naples is so good that it is worth a trip just to come here and eat. As we make our way along the Via Ernesto Capocci, the smell of strong espresso, fresh-baked bread and pizza permeates the air. Naples is a scenic city with well laid-out piazzas and squares. Palm trees line almost every street and avenue. Yet, still, I hear the sounds of gunshots off in the distance. None of us speak of them. I wonder if they are my imagination, or perhaps a car backfiring. I know better, but I prefer to think that it is my imaginings rather than someone being suddenly dropped by a bullet to the head.

We are here, in Naples – the place my grandparents left over 100 years ago – to do battle with the killer that is destroying me. I find myself thinking it is a cruel irony, the meaning of which eludes me.

We find an unassuming trattoria on Via Loggia di Genova, adorned with statues of famous Neapolitans, and take comfortable seats at an outdoor table. I must remain in my wheelchair. It is no longer possible for me to stand. In Naples, as in most of Italy, the food offered by restaurants is customarily displayed on long, hip-high tables. You are expected to walk up to the table and point to whatever tickles your fancy. Everything looks mouth-wateringly good. There are grilled vegetables – stuffed artichokes, courgettes, carrots, seared cauliflower, broccoli rabe. There is also a large variety of fish – shrimp, lobster and branzino. Next to the fish there is an assortment of meats – hot and sweet sausages, thin slices of different cuts of steak, all marvellously laid out, there for the taking. We are hungry and we happily make our choices and go back to our table with a bottle of wine from nearby Sorrento. While we wait for our food, we sit and watch the Neapolitan world go by.

Throughout all of Italy, eating is a slow, unhurried affair. We have an antipasto, a pasta dish, a meat dish and, for the last course, a salad – usually comprised of arugula, radicchio and finocchio – fennel.

Sadly, at this juncture, I cannot hold a knife and fork, and Laura patiently spoons the food into my mouth. People around us act like they don’t notice, but out of the corner of my eye I see them sorrowfully watching as she feeds me. The age difference between Laura and me is such that I could very well be her father. I am sure the Neapolitans think she is a good daughter feeding her papa, but I don’t give that much thought. Instead, I think about the food, savour it. In a sense, eating here in a family-run, off-the-beaten-path trattoria is like eating at one of my grandmothers’ homes. We learn that the restaurant is owned by a Signor Vittozzi. He and his five daughters and his wife work in the kitchen and what they produce simply and honestly and quickly, without argument or fanfare, is some of Italy’s finest cuisine.

Suddenly, as we eat, the rat-tat-tat of automatic gunfire comes from off in the hills to our left. No one seems to notice – react or care. Murder has become part and parcel of daily life in Naples. I thought growing up in Brooklyn’s Bensonhurst had left me jaded and street savvy, but here in Naples, murder has taken on a far different sociological meaning. Here in Naples, those in organised crime don’t live and die by the sword, they die by a long list of cruelties, the least of which is the gun. I push the thoughts of murder away and I focus on the lemon-infused veal Milanese adorned with toasted pignoli nuts Laura is placing in my mouth.

We’ve made the difficult trip to Naples for a cutting-edge drug known as Iplex – mecasermin rinfabate. In order to help secure the drug here in Italy, I was forced to hire an Italian attorney. He explained that southern Italian courts are much more apt to grant a request for Iplex, the only drug available to help me combat the killer intent upon taking my life, little by little, a piece at a time. Iplex is manufactured by an American company – Insmed, out of Richmond, Virginia. Though it is an American-made drug it is only available in Italy. To secure the drug as an American, you have to go through all kinds of protocols and leap through rings of fire. We had to first get an Italian doctor to write a prescription, then find a residence in Naples and a lawyer to petition the Neapolitan courts. If I can prove that my stay in Italy is for work – the writing of a book – namely this book, The Killer Within – and that the killer is just behind me and intent upon stealing my life, there is a possibility the court will approve my petition. Essentially, Iplex is an esoteric, jazzed-up steroid that is supposed to rebuild – generate – muscle ravaged by the disease. We have come to Naples knowing this is a long shot, but sadly it is the only shot we have at this juncture.

I push thoughts of the disease away and focus on the glory of the food before us. I no longer eat as much as I used to, but ALS does not affect my taste buds, and I am still able to swallow. Inevitably, down the road, the muscles that enable me to chew, eat and swallow will diminish and I will have to be fed through a tube surgically inserted into my stomach. There is a diabolical laundry list of horrors that the killer has in store for me. I have seen them up close, on other people stricken by ALS. But like I said, I don’t allow myself to dwell on these thoughts – these realities. I think of sunrises rather than sunsets. Though I have written prodigiously about murder most foul for many years, I now somewhat obsessively focus on life, tomorrow rather than yesterday.

After dinner, they bring us a small plate of sweets, which I take with the best espresso I have ever had; this followed by a large shot of ice-cold limoncello and the meal is finito. All of us pleasantly satiated, we make our way back towards the private home in which we are staying. By now it is dark and a vivid, golden half-moon majestically hangs over the Tyrrhenian Sea, laying a glistening lunar highway on the calm water. It is a beautiful sight to behold, a vision, no doubt, my grandparents saw over 100 years ago. The beauty before me is much in contrast to the violence, murder and subjugation the Camorra cause throughout Naples and its surrounding provinces.

Tomorrow, we plan on going to Ischia to begin the wait. Over and over again, I have heard about the wonderful healing hot springs there. My Italian doctor has written the necessary prescriptions; the papers have been filed with the Neapolitan courts. All we can do now is be patient and hopeful. Meanwhile, we will wait on one of the most beautiful islands in all of the Mediterranean. As we slowly make our way to our quarters, each of us complimenting the dishes we ate, there is a tumultuous explosion. The Camorra are fond of bombs, and I am certain they just blew something up – the home of an enemy, the shop of an enemy, the car of an enemy.

‘I don’t want to be here,’ Laura says.

‘I know,’ I say.

Kelsey remains mute, not wanting to make an already difficult situation more difficult – as is her way. It really is ironic that I came here, we came here, for a life-giving drug when all around us people are killing one another. How, I wonder, can they be so fucking stupid? How, I wonder, can they throw their good health to the wind? When I see somebody smoking, I want to walk up to them, admonish them, yell in their face, ‘Stop – you have your good health! Are you crazy?’

Sadly, the Neapolitans have taken destroying one another to new heights. I want to go find the heads of the families and say to them, ‘No amount of money is worth your health. Make peace. Make friends. Make money without tearing each other apart, killing one another.’ When you see them, the upper echelons of the Camorra strutting around Naples, they are amazingly healthy, robust, virile men in the prime of life, broad-shouldered and muscular. They dress impeccably. Many of them have the inherent natural good looks of actors, movie stars of old. Yet here they are, shooting and stabbing and blowing one another up without reservation or inhibition.

Me – I know killers. I have known killers far worse than any of these Camorra. I think of what Richard Kuklinski would have done, how through guile and cunning he would have managed to get any one of the Camorra where he wanted them, torture them in the most heinous ways imaginable using methods he developed that involved ripping out the spine while people were still alive, that involved feeding people to feral rats while they were still alive, that involved tying people to trees and using a fillet knife to slice off long strips of skirt steak-like flesh from their bodies, before he poured a box of fine Kosher salt all over the open wounds. I wonder if anyone in the Camorra will eventually read these words. Almost all my books have been published in Italian, so they just might. But the killer stalking me, I know, is far more dangerous and cunning than the Camorra could ever be.

Because of the government’s residency requirements – in order to get Iplex – we have to stay in the home of an elderly Neapolitan couple on Rua Francesca, just near the port. When we arrive back at the apartment, Laura washes me up and puts me to bed. Though I have an awful lot on my mind, I lie there thinking of my grandparents, their diehard quest for a new life, the irrational absurdity of the Camorra’s violence, how they kill one another – the grief they cause. These men have mothers, sisters... wives and children. I make a mental note to go to the funeral of a Camorra and see for myself how they express grief. They, like all Italians, will be overtly sorrowful, histrionic and tearful. I figure with Laura and Kelsey at my side and me in a wheelchair, we will have no problem getting in.

Inexplicably, I start thinking of my childhood, wondering if this raptorial dragon seed was inside of me then. When I asked my doctors in New York about how the killer had found me, if it was something that you inherited, they all told me there was no rhyme or reason: that it could be readily likened to being struck by lightning. To add to my confusion, as a young boy I was amazingly athletic, was always the fastest runner in my class, extremely well coordinated. I began boxing when I was ten years old and put down whoever was in front of me. Lying here, my mind turns towards sudden, irrational violence – I wonder if the blows and hard knocks to my head over the years had opened the door to the killer, if my getting shot when I was 16, the trauma of the bullet tearing into my skull, had something to do with my getting ALS. More about this later. Lying here, I remember the first time in my life I saw abrupt, irrevocable violence – murder.

***

It began innocently enough in the Cropsey Avenue park. There were children’s silvery swings, seesaws, a sandbox and sprinklers they turned on in the summer months. It was here that I first saw and came to know the legendary Jimmy Emma.

Jimmy was in his early teens, a thin, excessively muscular, blond-headed boy with a broken nose that veered off to the left. It would be because of Jimmy that I would actually witness a murder in cold blood.

Jimmy was by himself in a quiet corner of the playground, doing endless push-ups with his shirt off. Shyly, I ambled over to him, and he smiled and showed me how to do proper push-ups. As the long, lazy days passed that summer, I saw Jimmy more and more often, and he was always exercising. He seemed to be training for some great physical exertion, a championship fight, a marathon race that would never happen.

As well as showing me how to do push-ups and chins on the monkey bars, Jimmy told me and the kids from my block all about street fighting, defending yourself. He showed us how to correctly make a fist, how to throw a punch, how to use leverage and proper balance for the maximum effect. He explained that in a street fight there were no rules, the object was to win, to walk away victorious, and you could do ‘whatever you have-ta’. Kicking and biting and scratching were all allowed and advocated by Jimmy. ‘In street fights, there are no rules,’ he said, a thing I had known instinctively.

Jimmy seemed to genuinely like us kids. He never acted annoyed or as though we were bothering him. I would later find out that he had no brothers and perhaps that’s why he warmed to us. In any event, we all came to respect and like Jimmy and were sure he could beat up anyone. We had running debates about his prowess in combat – that he could beat up this or that guy, and we were all sure that he could even take on Superman, if it came to a fight between the two. Jimmy seemed to take a particular shine to me. I think it was because I was the smallest of our little group but wouldn’t take any abuse from anyone. I had ‘moxie’. There were many factions of kids in the park; that is to say, they hailed from different neighbourhoods in Bensonhurst. For the most part, we all got along. Once in a while a bully would show up, but Jimmy would set him straight right away. Jimmy didn’t like bullies. Jimmy was a bully slayer. Though none of us ever saw him actually fight, we were all certain he could take on anyone. Jimmy had a fierce reputation and just a look from him was usually enough to keep potential adversaries at bay – walking away.

We finally did, however, get a chance to see Jimmy actually fight on a hot summer night when the dark came late and almost all the neighbourhood was out and moving about slowly because of the heat. Lightning bugs began to blink on and off. Me and some of my buddies from Bay 31 Street were playing tag in the park. In Brooklyn, when we played tag, we punched one another, not tagged each other. Ralph the parky wanted to close the playground, and in his nasty way told us to leave, which we were doing, but apparently not fast enough for Ralph’s liking so he kicked me in the ass very hard.

‘Get going,’ he said. More than hurting me physically, he hurt my pride, and I cursed him seven ways from Sunday, and he hauled off and slapped me. I was shocked, feeling the hot sting of his dirty hand on my face.

‘Get lost, you little wop,’ he said.

This, I later came to realise, was why Ralph was so mean to us kids. We were, for the most part, the children of Italian immigrants who had come to this country hoping for a better life, but often ran into irrational prejudices and animosities that had nothing to do with anything we had done. Ralph was Irish and didn’t like Italians. As groups, the Irish and the Italians often vied for the same jobs, lived in the same neighbourhoods and pursued one another’s women with lustful abandon. The hard-knuckled animus between the Italians and the Irish at the turn of the century was legendary.

Wops... Wop means ‘without papers’, and Italians coming from Italy with no papers were summarily deemed wops. At that point, when I was eight years old, I knew nothing yet about the ongoing feud between the Italians and the Irish; I didn’t even yet know what wop meant, but I was sure it was something disrespectful and terrible.

I heard Jimmy coming before I saw him, the fence rattling. He had apparently seen Ralph slap me and he was climbing over a ten-foot chain-link fence to get inside the playground proper. Ralph the parky saw Jimmy walking towards him and belligerently turned to face Jimmy, a slight smile on his pug-nosed face, chest out, shoulders back. Jimmy calmly walked straight towards Ralph, who was much larger than Jimmy, had at least a foot on him and a hundred pounds, but that didn’t slow or dissuade Jimmy in any way.

‘You wanna hit someone, hit me,’ Jimmy offered, a malevolent smirk playing on his broken-nosed face, looking up at Ralph, moving closer to him, as if a fearless bull.

‘What’s this to you?’ Ralph demanded, disdainfully looking down at Jimmy.

‘The kid’s my friend,’ Jimmy said. Again, I would not realise this until years later, but what was about to happen occurred because my last name ended with a vowel and Jimmy’s last name ended with a vowel. Though Jimmy did not look Italian, with his blond hair and blue eyes, I would later come to realise that Emma was an Italian last name.

‘Take a fuckin’ hike. Mind your own fuckin’ business,’ Ralph said, and dismissively turned away from Jimmy.

Jimmy, however, went after Ralph, grabbed his shoulder, turned him around and slapped him so hard a strawberry-coloured Rorschach immediately formed on Ralph’s Irish-pale face. Ralph swung at Jimmy, missed, and in the next instant, Jimmy got Ralph on the ground and beat him to a bloody pulp. Blood was everywhere, gushing bright red and wet from Ralph’s nose and mouth.

Standing, Jimmy said, ‘You ever touch any of these here kids again, you are going to the hospital for a long time – mick motherfucker!’

And with that, Jimmy turned and calmly walked away with his easy, cat-like gait, moving closer with each step towards his incredibly violent destiny – murder most foul in broad daylight, involving the Colombo crime family.

I had never seen anyone fight with such single-minded ferocity. Jimmy was my hero. He had vanquished Ralph the parky, who from that day on never bothered any of us. He became as meek as a docile lamb.

I learned that humid summer evening in August 1957 that size doesn’t matter, that the bigger they are, the harder they fall. That might is right. I was many years away from knowing, however, that the pen could be mightier than the sword.

My mind now back in Naples, lying there immobile and breathing with a machine, Laura sleeping lightly beside me, I hear still more gunshots – three consecutive ones. Wondering if someone has been shot, who that someone was, I silently drift into a welcoming sleep. In sleep, the disease has no access to me. In sleep, I am whole and healthy again, often walking, sometimes running. I don’t dream as such any more – what come to me now are more like three-dimensional hallucinations. Dreams have become peyote trips for me. In my dreams, moving along in the dappled light cast by giant oak and maple trees, I am jogging on the horse path around the Central Park reservoir, free and strong and sure-footed.


CHAPTER TWO

THE TYRRHENIAN SEA

To get to Ischia, you have to take a ferry that leaves from the port of Naples, on the south side of the city. We arrive at the pier at ten o’clock the following morning with our special van, our luggage and me in a wheelchair. I think that just about everyone who sees us comes to the conclusion that both Laura and Kelsey are my daughters. For the most part, the Italians are respectful and helpful. Without anyone asking them, Italian men gladly pick up my wheelchair and carry me onto the boat. It is a dated, double-decker ferry like you’d find anywhere in the world. It can carry about 30 cars and several hundred passengers. The ride to Ischia is approximately one hour. To get there, we have to pass the famous island of Capri. In a sense, from a mile away or so, it seems that Capri is purposely hiding Ischia from the world, shielding it from the hurried, boisterous tourists who flock to Capri like bees to flowers in the early months of spring. The three of us are on the half deck as we pass Capri, making comments about its lagoons and the clarity of its water. I say nothing about what I know of Tiberius Caesar. This will only put a damper on the beautiful painting before us, though, in my mind, I cannot help but think of what Tiberius did. Why, I wonder, how, I wonder, had he become so deranged, such a monster; what was wrong inside his head that would compel him to be aroused by the torture and death of prepubescent children? Was his brain hardwired that way? Had he been abused as a boy by one of the other Caesars? Certainly possible in ancient Rome. Even I, who know so much about killers and psychopaths from hands-on experience, talking to them, cannot put a face on Tiberius. In addition to the serial killers I have known personally, have interviewed personally, I have studied in great detail all the more infamous killers from our history as a species. There is a long list of mad sexual sadists from all over Europe, surely too numerous to name here, the most prominent of which would be Jack the Ripper.

I turn my wheelchair away from the island and my eyes invariably fall upon my fellow passengers – many of whom are my ethnic contemporaries, for the blood that runs in their veins runs in my own. My people are from this place – I am a Neapolitan. As I look at the men, how strong and well coordinated some of them appear, I remember what I was like before the killer grabbed me by the throat and began to squeeze the life out of me. I remember well running in Central Park during hurricanes and snow blizzards; I remember skiing with mad abandon on the incredibly steep slopes of the Italian Alps at Cortina d’Ampezzo, the Swiss Alps at Verbier, the Austrian Alps at Ober Lech and the indescribably beautiful Alps of St Moritz, Switzerland. I remember, too, when I lifted weights, did curls with 50-pound weights in each hand. Now, I struggle to pick up a spoon; a toothbrush is as heavy as a 50-pound dumbbell. Though I have learned to accept my lot, seeing these men reminds me of what I once was.

The terrible pain and turmoil and chaos when first diagnosed, the ‘why me’ phase, the depression phase, the suicidal phase are all in the past. Now, I look forward to the future. My life is about creating, not recriminations or pain or tears or questions about why the grim reaper chose to knock on my door.

You can smell Ischia soon after you see it growing out of the horizon. It is an earthy, fertile odour that speaks of all the good that comes from the soil here. Unlike Capri, Ischia is an agricultural bonanza, green and lush. I cannot help but fantasise about Roman legions sailing here to enjoy the healing springs. We, Laura, Kelsey and I, are now coming here for those same springs. Maybe, I hope, the healing waters will energise my muscles, soothe my bones and joints and give strength to my legs. Once excessively muscular, they are now like two bones covered with wrinkled flesh, raisin-like. They cannot hold me. If I could manage to stand up, I would immediately fall over. Three times since I have been diagnosed, I have fallen down and been knocked out cold. It’s a harrowing experience, for, as I go down, I don’t have the strength to grab something and stop myself, lessen the fall.

Ischia makes all three of us smile without anyone saying anything. The boat docks. Again, without being asked, Italian men effortlessly pick me up and put me on solid land. I am concerned about being able to get phone calls here. I am concerned about the Italian courts in Naples giving me the green light to get Iplex. Laura checks the phone reception and it is strong. We get in the van that Laura has arranged to pick us up and are taken to the residence we have booked. The hotel has a spring on the premises. But first, of course, we have to eat lunch. In Italy, you look forward to breakfast, lunch and dinner in a way that, back home, you rarely do. Every which way you turn is the smell of something different, something delicious – an unspoken celebration of food: meats fused with garlic and red wine and rosemary; fish wrapped in different spices; marinara sauce cooked over low heat with basil and garlic; large, circular loaves of peasant bread baked in open hearths heated by wood – all these smells entice you and beg for your attention. Here, on Ischia, a symphony of mouthwatering odours serenades you.

Now that we have arrived on Ischia, my mind inevitably goes back to this book, to writing – my one true passion in life. After much soul-searching, I decided to write about what I do – entering prisons, my interviewing killers – juxtaposed against my having a fatal disease. Some days, writing this comes easily. Other days, it’s very hard, for it is profoundly personal, perhaps so personal that it could be unhealthy. This is not about purging myself, something cathartic. I don’t think writers have any right to use the writing of a book as some kind of therapy. I have always felt that is self-indulgent, rather self-centred. However, I feel what I have been doing, what has happened to me, is a story that needs to be told, a rare journey into what having a fatal disease is like while spending time in the company of monsters.

Kelsey and I find a veranda at the hotel surrounded by a garden in which grow a variety of colourful flowers and plants, dwarfed by palm trees. From where we sit we can see the Tyrrhenian Sea and the strong Neapolitan sun reflecting off it. Dictating what I would have normally written by hand is an inherently difficult task, something you must practice in order to get used to and, ultimately, master. With time, and with practice, I have learned to write as vividly by dictating as I once did by holding a pen in my hand and having the luxury of stopping and starting as I pleased, staring off into space, without somebody waiting for the next sentence, thought, image.

As with many things I took for granted when healthy, little by little – over a four-year period – the disease stole away my ability to write by hand. Holding a phone is now impossible, the holding of a book is gone, being able to master the folds you need to read the New York Times, using a fork and shaving are now all things of the past. One of the things I miss the most because of my illness is cooking. I grew to love cooking and became very good at it, but now I cannot use a knife, cannot sauté with a frying pan... can’t even stand in front of a stove. Thankfully, after much anguish, I have learned to write fluidly and succinctly by speaking.

Kelsey says she has to use the restroom. She gets up and goes inside. Laura is in our room, freshening up. Even though I know Kelsey will be right back, I do not like being alone. I feel pinpricks of anxiety on the back of my neck.

My eyes move to the horizon. With quiet joy, I watch the sea meeting the sky, the contrast of different blues. I take a shallow breath, enjoying the smell of the ocean and the flowers I am surrounded by, the lovely terracotta tiles all around the veranda. Sparrows noisily chatter in a thick fig tree to my left. I feel a little groggy. I have been taking lithium now for some 11 months. The drug is prescribed to me not for any depression or bipolar disorder but because it is believed that lithium has a positive effect on rebuilding damaged motor neurons. It is failing motor neurons in both the brain and the upper aspects of the spine that cause amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. There was a study done on 50 Italian patients with ALS, which concluded that lithium inhibited the disease. I don’t like taking this drug. I have a tendency to inexplicably nod off at inopportune moments. I see vivid, fanciful images – as though I were standing still and watching a speeding train go by, people living their lives in it.

Other times, the images come to me as though they are on a merry-go-round, swirling images of people and places and things. Sometimes what I see makes sense; more often than not, there is no rhyme or rhythm to these images, though there is usually a feeling of dread and foreboding about them.

Sitting there on the veranda in my jazzed-up wheelchair, I feel my eyes getting heavy, slowly closing. I am not tired as such. I am excited and exuberant about being here. But my eyes become heavier and heavier still.

The chirping of the birds moves off to a faraway place between the twilight zone and consciousness. Here, in this limbo, I see different vignettes of my life spread out before me. Today I see myself walking on 86th Street with Gerard Pappa. When I was 13, 14 years old, I regularly hung out with Pappa. He was five years my senior; I was kind of like his mascot. Later, Gerard Pappa would become a made man in the Genovese crime family, one of their premier assassins, and would murder 38 people. This was my mentor.

I first met Pappa at Sal’s pool hall on Bensonhurst’s 86th Street. As with almost all the boys in the neighbourhood, I was in awe of Pappa. His fighting prowess was legendary. He was a celebrated gladiator who was admired, looked up to and feared all at the same time. For some reason, Pappa took a shine to me. I think this had to do with the fact that I had a reputation as a stand-up kid, that I dressed well, comported myself as though I was older, was comfortable in my own skin.

Even then, in the years 1963 to ’65, Pappa was clearly destined to become La Cosa Nostra. He was without question the kind they wanted. He was as tough as rusted nails, had a nice appearance, was fearless and treacherous in the extreme. As well as being a notorious street fighter, Pappa had a charming side. Women were drawn to him, staring and swooning as he passed. In addition to what I had learned from Jimmy Emma, Pappa took the rudiments of street fighting to new levels for me.

’If you gotta bite somebody’s nose right off their fucking face, do it. There’s no such thing as dirty fighting,’ he said many times over.

My world still consisted of Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. Not knowing any better, I was inspired by his words. I still had no idea there was a whole other universe out there that had nothing to do with fighting, with hurting people, being tough.

The thing that struck me most about Pappa was how nice he could be. He was always making jokes, quick to laugh, and I never saw him bully anyone. He said that if you were truly tough there was no need to act it, to push people around. All the many months I hung around Pappa, I never saw him pick a fight, though he would go on to become a premier Mafia assassin.

Coincidentally, Pappa’s best friend was none other than Jimmy Emma, the guy who had beaten up Ralph the parky for me, my protector.

By now, Jimmy had grown into a muscle-bound monster. He, like Pappa, was renowned throughout the whole of Brooklyn as a badass guy. Indeed, these two were the fiercest street fighters in all of Brooklyn. They were destined to either kill each other in combat or become friends; they chose the latter. Pappa’s uncle Vinnie Pappa was a member of the Genovese family, and that was how Pappa ended up in that borgata. Vinnie Pappa would become infamous for his central role in the much-touted French Connection heroin case. It was Vinnie Pappa who partnered up with French gangsters out of Marseilles and distributed
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