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​Gary Charles Evans: Anatomy of Serial Murder
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Gary Charles Evans was not the serial killer America expected. Operating in New York's Capital District from 1985 to 1997, this professional antique thief killed five men not from compulsion or sexual sadism, but from cold calculation. Each murder served a purpose: eliminating witnesses, removing threats, facilitating robberies. For thirteen years, he maintained a secret relationship with a state police investigator, serving as a valued informant while concealing multiple homicides. This comprehensive examination explores how severe childhood trauma, institutional failures at every level of the criminal justice system, and the informant paradox combined to enable a uniquely dangerous predator. Drawing on criminological research, psychological analysis, and forensic detail, this book reveals the phenomenon of instrumental serial killing, the manipulation tactics of intelligent psychopaths, and the systemic vulnerabilities that allowed Evans to operate under law enforcement protection until his dramatic suicide from the Menands Bridge in 1998. Beyond the regional horror story lies essential lessons about how professional criminals escalate to murder, how institutions enable violence, and what true prevention requires.
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​Chapter One: The Architecture of Violence
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​Troy, New York in the Mid-Century

The city of Troy, New York, sits at a confluence that has shaped its character since the eighteenth century. Here the Hudson River bends eastward before continuing its journey south to Manhattan, and here the Mohawk River joins the Hudson after draining the vast watershed of central New York State. This geographic position made Troy a natural crossroads, and for most of the nineteenth century, that accident of topography translated into prosperity. By the time Gary Charles Evans was born in October 1954, however, the confluence had become less a meeting point of opportunity than a trap where economic currents deposited the sediment of industrial decline.

To understand how a city produces a criminal like Gary Evans—a man who would spend his adult life stealing history while simultaneously creating a horrific history of his own—you must first understand the physical and social landscape that shaped him. Troy was not simply the setting for his crimes. The city's particular combination of faded grandeur and economic desperation, its concentration of historic wealth alongside grinding poverty, its peculiar social structure that kept these worlds visible to each other yet firmly separated, created the conditions in which Evans' specific criminal pathology could develop and flourish.

The Capital District of New York encompasses Albany, Schenectady, and Troy, forming a triangular urban region about one hundred fifty miles north of New York City. Within this triangle, Troy occupied a distinctive position. Albany was the state capital, insulated by government employment and political patronage from the worst effects of industrial collapse. Schenectady had General Electric, which provided a measure of corporate stability even as manufacturing jobs disappeared. Troy had neither of these advantages. What Troy had, instead, was a magnificent architectural legacy from an era of prosperity that would never return, and a working class population increasingly unable to maintain or preserve that legacy.

In the decades immediately following World War II, Troy's decline accelerated with brutal speed. The collar and shirt factories that had once earned the city its nickname—"The Collar City"—closed their doors one by one as production moved south to states with cheaper labor and weaker unions, or overseas to countries where labor was cheaper still. The foundries that had produced bells, stoves, and industrial castings faced similar pressures. By the mid-nineteen fifties, the waterfront that had once bustled with river commerce stood largely abandoned, its warehouses empty, its docks rotting into the Hudson. The Erie Canal, which had brought enormous wealth to the region in the nineteenth century, had been rendered obsolete by railroads and then by the interstate highway system. Troy found itself stranded in an economic backwater, cut off from the new currents of American prosperity.

Yet the physical evidence of Troy's prosperous past remained stubbornly visible. The city's downtown still displayed blocks of ornate Victorian commercial architecture—cast iron facades, elaborate cornices, buildings faced with marble and granite. The residential neighborhoods climbing the hills east of the river showcased styles ranging from Federal and Greek Revival to Second Empire and Italianate. These were substantial homes, built by factory owners and merchants and professional men who had anticipated that their prosperity would continue indefinitely. Many had been constructed with materials and craftsmanship that became increasingly rare as the twentieth century progressed: hand-carved woodwork, imported marble fireplaces, intricate plasterwork, stained glass windows. The homes had been furnished accordingly, filled with the antiques and heirlooms that successful nineteenth-century families accumulated as markers of their status and taste.

By the nineteen fifties and sixties, many of these grand homes had become white elephants, too expensive to heat and maintain for families whose fortunes had declined along with the city's industrial base. Some were subdivided into apartments or boarding houses. Others were simply abandoned, left to deteriorate as their owners moved to newer suburbs or fled the region entirely. Still others remained in the hands of elderly descendants of the original owners, who lived amid increasingly shabby grandeur, unable to afford proper upkeep but unwilling to abandon the family homestead. Estate sales became common occurrences, dispersing the accumulated possessions of dead or departing families into the antique market.

This created a peculiar economic ecology. Troy and the surrounding Capital District became a rich hunting ground for antique dealers, collectors, and—inevitably—thieves. The concentration of historic homes and their contents, combined with the economic distress that made both homes and contents vulnerable, produced conditions ideal for the illicit antique trade. A skilled thief with knowledge of what to look for and where to find it could profit handsomely. The market existed not just locally but in New York City, Boston, and beyond, where wealthy collectors sought authentic period pieces and cared little about their provenance. A marble mantelpiece stolen from a Troy mansion could be installed in a restored brownstone in Manhattan. A cemetery monument could become garden statuary at a Berkshires estate. The objects themselves were heavy, difficult to move, and often unique enough to be traceable—but they were also sufficiently valuable to make the risk worthwhile for someone with the technical skill and criminal ambition to attempt such thefts.

The city's cemeteries deserve particular attention in any understanding of Troy's cultural landscape. Oakwood Cemetery, established in eighteen fifty, sprawled across more than one hundred acres on the city's northern edge. It was designed in the rural cemetery style that had become popular in mid-nineteenth century America—a park-like setting meant to serve as both burial ground and contemplative retreat for the living. The cemetery became a repository of the city's history, containing elaborate monuments to the families who had built Troy's prosperity. Many of these monuments were substantial works of art: marble angels, granite obelisks, bronze sculptures. They represented not just memorials to the dead but markers of family status and wealth. As Troy declined and families dispersed or died out, these monuments became increasingly vulnerable. Cemetery maintenance budgets shrank. Security was minimal. The very remoteness that made these burial grounds attractive in the nineteenth century made them ideal targets for theft in the twentieth.

The neighborhoods where working-class families like the Evans clan lived stood in stark contrast to the fading mansions on the eastern hills. South Troy, Lansingburgh, and the neighborhoods along the river were characterized by narrow streets, closely packed wooden houses, and an atmosphere of barely suppressed desperation. These were the areas where factory workers had lived when the factories were running. By the nineteen fifties, with the factories closing, these neighborhoods became pockets of unemployment, alcoholism, and domestic violence. The social infrastructure that might have provided support—churches, unions, fraternal organizations—was weakening along with the economic base that had sustained it. Families in crisis had few places to turn for help. Domestic violence, in particular, was treated largely as a private matter. Police rarely intervened in family disputes. Schools lacked the resources or training to identify and assist abused children. The social service agencies that did exist were overwhelmed and underfunded.

The physical proximity of wealth and poverty in Troy created a particular kind of social tension. A child growing up in a working-class neighborhood could walk through wealthier sections and see daily evidence of a lifestyle utterly beyond his family's reach. The historic homes, even in their decline, represented a world of stability, culture, and accumulated possessions that stood in sharp contrast to the chaos and deprivation many working-class children experienced. This visibility of inequality, this daily evidence that some people possessed while others merely survived, created a specific kind of resentment and desire. For someone like Gary Evans, who would later develop an almost obsessive focus on stealing valuable objects, the psychological impact of growing up surrounded by inaccessible wealth cannot be underestimated.

The regional economy's peculiar structure also shaped the criminal ecosystem in ways that would prove significant for Evans' later career. The Capital District's criminal underworld in the nineteen fifties and sixties was characterized by a relatively high degree of organization and specialization. Albany's political machine, which controlled city government and influenced state politics, maintained complex relationships with organized crime. These relationships created a degree of order within the criminal world—territories were respected, certain activities were tolerated while others drew swift retaliation, and there were understood channels for moving stolen goods. A professional thief operating in this environment could develop networks, establish relationships with fences, and build a career within a relatively stable criminal economy.

The region's geography also played a role in shaping criminal activity. Troy sat near the intersection of major transportation routes: the Hudson River, the Erie Canal (even in its diminished state), Interstate Eighty-seven, and various state highways. This made it relatively easy to move stolen goods out of the area. A thief could strike in Troy and have merchandise in New York City, Boston, or Vermont within a few hours. The proximity to state borders—Vermont to the east, Massachusetts to the south and east—created jurisdictional complications that sophisticated criminals could exploit. The fragmented nature of local law enforcement, with separate police departments for Troy, Albany, Cohoes, and numerous smaller municipalities, made coordination difficult and created gaps in which criminals could operate.

The cultural atmosphere of the Capital District during the nineteen fifties and sixties also deserves attention. This was a deeply conservative region in many ways, shaped by Dutch Reformed, Irish Catholic, and other traditional influences. Social conformity was highly valued. Families were expected to present a respectable face to the community regardless of what occurred behind closed doors. Mental illness carried tremendous stigma. Alcoholism was simultaneously common and shameful. Seeking help for family problems was often viewed as an admission of failure and a betrayal of family privacy. This culture of silence around family dysfunction meant that children suffering abuse or neglect often had no avenue for disclosure or escape. Neighbors who suspected problems in a household next door would rarely intervene or report their concerns. Teachers, clergy, and other potential sources of help operated within the same cultural framework that prioritized privacy and respectability over child welfare.

The educational system in Troy during this period reflected the city's economic decline. School budgets were tight and getting tighter as the tax base eroded. Class sizes were large. Resources for students with behavioral or learning difficulties were minimal. The assumption was that most working-class students would follow their parents into factory work, and the curriculum reflected that expectation. By the time it became clear that the factories were not going to provide that employment, the educational system lacked the resources to retrain or redirect students toward other futures. For a bright but troubled child like Gary Evans, who showed early signs of both intelligence and severe behavioral problems, the schools had little to offer beyond detention and suspension.

The juvenile justice system was similarly ill-equipped to handle children whose problems stemmed from severe family dysfunction. The prevailing philosophy emphasized punishment and deterrence rather than rehabilitation or treatment. Juvenile detention facilities were often brutal environments where young offenders learned criminal skills from older, more experienced delinquents rather than receiving any meaningful intervention. The system operated on the assumption that most juvenile offenders would "age out" of criminal behavior as they matured and took on adult responsibilities. For children who lacked stable families to return to or whose psychological damage ran too deep for simple maturation to address, the system had no effective response. Each incarceration, rather than interrupting a criminal trajectory, simply provided education and connections that facilitated further criminal activity.

The geographic setting also included the rural areas surrounding Troy, and these proved significant for Evans' later criminal career. The towns and villages scattered through Rensselaer, Saratoga, and Washington counties contained their own historic homes, antique shops, and cemeteries. Many of these communities had even less security and law enforcement presence than Troy itself. A thief could strike in a small town, be back across county lines within minutes, and face little risk of immediate pursuit. The rural landscape also provided numerous locations for disposing of evidence or concealing crimes. Isolated properties, abandoned buildings, thick forests, and quiet back roads all offered opportunities for a criminal who understood how to use the terrain.

By the time Gary Evans was born in nineteen fifty-four, Troy had become a city defined by contradiction and tension. Its historic architecture spoke of stability and prosperity while its economic reality was one of decline and uncertainty. Wealth and poverty existed in close proximity but without meaningful connection. The social institutions that might have provided support for struggling families—churches, schools, social services—were weakened by the same economic forces that created the struggles they were meant to address. The cultural emphasis on privacy and respectability prevented intervention in family dysfunction. The criminal justice system responded to juvenile delinquency with punishment that often worsened the underlying problems.

This was the landscape—physical, economic, social, and cultural—into which Gary Evans was born and in which his character would be formed. The city's concentration of historic wealth would later provide the objects of his professional theft. Its economic desperation would create the market conditions that made such theft profitable. Its social fragmentation would allow a deeply troubled family to abuse and neglect children without effective intervention. Its cultural attitudes would ensure that even when problems were visible, they would rarely be addressed. The very features that made Troy picturesque—its historic architecture, its river setting, its old cemeteries—would become the infrastructure of Evans' criminal career. And the social fractures and institutional failures that characterized the city would create the spaces in which a child's trauma could metastasize into a criminal pathology that would eventually claim five lives.

Understanding Troy in the mid-twentieth century is essential to understanding Gary Evans because the city was not merely a backdrop for his crimes but an active factor in their development. The architecture of violence that would define his life was being constructed not just within his family but within the larger urban environment that shaped what he saw, what he learned, and what became possible for him. The city taught him that valuable things existed beyond his reach, that institutions could not be trusted to protect the vulnerable, that violence often went unpunished, and that skill and intelligence could be channeled toward taking what others possessed. These were lessons that Troy itself had learned through its own experience of decline and loss, and it passed them on to a child who would prove an exceptionally attentive student.
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​Chapter Two: The House on Fire
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​Childhood Trauma and the Evans Family Pathology

The home at 1742 Fifth Avenue in Troy, New York, appeared from the outside much like the other modest wooden houses lining the street in the working-class neighborhood south of downtown. Two stories, narrow frontage, a small yard, paint that needed refreshing—nothing to distinguish it from dozens of similar structures where factory workers and their families made their lives in the nineteen fifties and early sixties. But inside this particular house, a pathology was developing that would eventually contribute to the deaths of five men and the destruction of countless other lives. To understand how Gary Charles Evans became the killer he would prove to be, we must enter that house and examine what occurred there during the years when a child's personality and moral framework are formed. More importantly, we must understand how the institutions and professionals of that era failed to recognize or intervene in a family crisis that was both severe and, in retrospect, clearly visible to anyone willing to look.

Roy Evans brought his own demons to the marriage. Born in 1924, he had come of age during the Depression and served in World War II, experiences that shaped his generation in complex ways. Many men of his era carried psychological wounds from combat that went unrecognized and untreated. The concept of post-traumatic stress disorder would not be formally recognized until the nineteen eighties, decades too late to help the millions of veterans who returned from war carrying invisible injuries that manifested as rage, emotional numbing, or substance abuse. Whether Roy's violence stemmed from wartime trauma, from his own childhood experiences, or from some other source, the effect on his family was devastating. He ruled his household through intimidation and physical force, creating an atmosphere where fear was the dominant emotion and violence could erupt at any moment.

The dynamic between Roy and Flora Mae created a particularly toxic environment for children. Their relationship was characterized by explosive conflict punctuated by periods of uneasy calm. When Roy's violence was directed at Flora Mae, she was often too incapacitated by her own mental illness and alcoholism to protect either herself or her children. When Flora Mae's instability manifested in suicide attempts or manic episodes, Roy's response was not support but contempt and further violence. The children—Gary and his younger sister Robbie—were thus exposed not just to discrete incidents of abuse but to a chronic state of chaos and danger. They could never predict when the next explosion would occur or what form it would take. This unpredictability is itself a form of severe psychological trauma, creating a state of hypervigilance and anxiety that interferes with normal childhood development.

The physical abuse both children suffered was not occasional discipline taken too far but systematic brutality. Both Roy and Flora Mae beat their children with sufficient force and frequency to constitute what we would now clearly recognize as child abuse. The beatings were not punishment for specific misbehavior but expressions of parental rage and frustration. Gary and Robbie learned early that their parents' violence had little to do with anything they themselves had done or failed to do. This lesson—that violence is arbitrary and that the powerful hurt the weak simply because they can—would prove formative in shaping Gary's later worldview and his approach to human relationships.

The incident when Gary, at age seven, attempted to intervene in his father's assault on his mother deserves careful analysis because it reveals both the severity of the household violence and the psychological burden placed on a young child. According to the accounts that survive, Gary witnessed his father beating Flora Mae with sufficient brutality that the child believed his mother's life was in danger. In response, Gary took a butcher knife from the kitchen and threatened his father, attempting to force him to stop the assault. Think for a moment about what this incident tells us. A seven-year-old child felt compelled to arm himself and threaten his father with a deadly weapon because he saw no other way to protect his mother. This was not a child acting out in anger or rebellion. This was a child who had assessed a life-threatening situation and concluded that he alone could prevent a murder.

The psychological impact of such an experience on a developing child is profound and multifaceted. First, Gary learned that violence is an effective tool for stopping other violence, a lesson that would be reinforced throughout his life. Second, he was forced into a role no child should occupy—that of protector and defender against adult aggression. This role reversal, where the child becomes responsible for the parent's safety, is a well-documented form of trauma that interferes with normal development and creates inappropriate burdens of responsibility and guilt. Third, the incident taught Gary that he could not rely on adults or institutions to protect either himself or those he cared about. If his mother was being beaten nearly to death, there was no one to call, no authority to intervene. Protection, if it existed at all, would come from his own actions. Fourth, the use of a weapon at such a young age established a pattern of viewing tools of violence as instruments of power and control. The knife gave a small child the ability to affect the behavior of a grown man. That lesson in the relationship between weapons and power would recur throughout Gary's criminal career.

What makes this incident particularly significant in understanding the institutional failures of the era is that it almost certainly did not go entirely unnoticed. A seven-year-old child threatening his father with a knife likely resulted in some kind of visible aftermath—police being called, neighbors hearing the commotion, evidence of injury, or at minimum, schoolteachers noticing changes in the child's behavior. Yet there is no record of any meaningful intervention. To understand why, we must examine the state of child welfare services and the cultural attitudes toward family violence in the nineteen fifties and early sixties.

The field of child welfare in this era was dramatically different from what exists today, both in terms of knowledge and resources. The seminal research on childhood trauma and its long-term effects would not be conducted for another two decades. The Adverse Childhood Experiences study, which would eventually demonstrate the powerful correlation between childhood trauma and adult dysfunction, criminal behavior, and health problems, would not be published until the late nineteen nineties. In the nineteen fifties, the dominant paradigms in psychology and social work still emphasized constitutional factors—the idea that some children were simply born with defective characters or criminal predispositions. The notion that severe environmental stress and trauma could fundamentally alter child development and create pathology was not yet well established in mainstream professional practice.

Moreover, the cultural attitudes of the era actively discouraged intervention in family matters. The concept of family privacy was fiercely protected. What happened inside a family's home was considered the business of that family alone. Neighbors who heard screaming or saw bruises were expected to mind their own business. The phrase "spare the rod and spoil the child" reflected a cultural consensus that physical punishment of children was not just acceptable but necessary for proper child-rearing. The line between legitimate discipline and abuse was vaguely defined and heavily dependent on subjective judgment. Unless injuries were so severe as to require hospitalization or unless neighbors were so disturbed as to overcome their reluctance to interfere, abuse could continue indefinitely without intervention.

The institutions that might have identified and addressed the Evans family's dysfunction were hampered by both lack of resources and lack of mandate. Schools in working-class neighborhoods like the one Gary attended were overcrowded and underfunded. Teachers were responsible for classroom instruction, not for monitoring family situations. A child who seemed withdrawn, aggressive, or troubled might receive punishment for behavioral problems but was unlikely to receive any kind of assessment or support services. School social workers, where they existed at all, had caseloads that made individual attention to troubled children nearly impossible. The emphasis was on maintaining order and ensuring that children who could learn did so. Children who couldn't or wouldn't conform to classroom expectations were often simply failed and eventually pushed out of the system.

Medical professionals who might have noticed signs of abuse faced their own constraints. Emergency room physicians who treated injured children were trained to take parents' explanations at face value unless there was overwhelming evidence of intentional harm. The concept of mandatory reporting of suspected child abuse would not be established until the nineteen sixties and would not become universal until the nineteen seventies. A doctor who suspected abuse but couldn't prove it had no clear obligation to report and faced potential liability if an accusation proved unfounded. The medical profession's relationship with families was built on trust and confidentiality. Breaking that confidentiality based on suspicion alone was considered a serious breach of professional ethics.

Law enforcement of the era was perhaps the most reluctant to intervene in family matters. Domestic violence calls were considered among the most dangerous and least productive aspects of police work. Officers responding to reports of family violence typically attempted to restore calm and then left, assuming that the couple would work out their problems or that the situation was none of the state's business. The idea that a man beating his wife or children might constitute a crime worthy of arrest and prosecution was largely absent from police culture. Even when injuries were visible, unless the victim was willing to press charges—and most wives and children in such situations were not, for complex reasons involving fear, economic dependency, and social pressure—there was little police could do and less they were willing to attempt.

Into this environment of institutional indifference and cultural acceptance of family violence, Flora Mae Evans introduced an additional layer of chaos through her severe mental illness and repeated suicide attempts. Mental illness in the nineteen fifties was even more stigmatized than it is today. A woman who suffered from what we would now recognize as bipolar disorder or severe depression combined with alcoholism would have been viewed as weak, sinful, or possessed of bad character rather than as someone suffering from a treatable medical condition. The available treatments were often crude and ineffective—electroshock therapy, insulin shock therapy, and institutionalization in facilities that were themselves often abusive and traumatic.

Flora Mae's suicide attempts were not private acts but public performances of despair enacted in front of her children. One attempt involved a firearm that misfired, an incident that could easily have killed not Flora Mae but her husband Roy or one of the children. Think about the psychological impact on Gary and Robbie of watching their mother attempt to kill herself. Children exposed to parental suicide attempts suffer profound trauma. They experience terror at the prospect of losing their parent, guilt that they were somehow responsible or failed to prevent it, and a shattering of their fundamental sense of security. The world reveals itself as a place where even the people responsible for protecting you might choose to abandon you through death. The lesson many such children internalize is that relationships are unreliable, that people leave, and that emotional connections are sources of pain rather than comfort.

The fact that Flora Mae made multiple suicide attempts meant that this trauma was not a single incident but a recurring nightmare. Gary and Robbie could never feel secure that their mother would still be alive when they came home from school. They were forced to develop a kind of vigilance regarding her mental state, watching for signs of an impending crisis, trying to head off episodes through their own behavior. This again reversed the appropriate parent-child relationship. Instead of the parent monitoring and supporting the child's emotional development, the children were monitoring and attempting to manage the parent's emotional crises. This role reversal is a well-documented form of trauma that creates what researchers now call "parentified children"—children forced to take on adult responsibilities for which they are developmentally unprepared.

The combination of Roy's violence and Flora Mae's instability created what trauma specialists would now recognize as a severely toxic environment for child development. Children raised in such circumstances face a complex constellation of risks. Their stress response systems become chronically activated, leading to long-term changes in brain structure and function. The regions of the brain responsible for emotional regulation, impulse control, and empathy may fail to develop normally. The attachment relationships that should provide a template for future relationships are instead models of chaos, violence, and unpredictability. The child learns that the world is dangerous, that people are untrustworthy, and that survival depends on hypervigilance, self-reliance, and the willingness to use violence in self-defense.

Research conducted decades after Gary's childhood has demonstrated that children exposed to chronic domestic violence and parental mental illness show elevated rates of virtually every form of psychological and behavioral problem. They are more likely to develop depression, anxiety disorders, and post-traumatic stress disorder. They are more likely to abuse substances. They are more likely to engage in criminal behavior. They struggle with forming healthy relationships. They have difficulty regulating their emotions and controlling their impulses. None of this was well understood in the nineteen fifties. The children of violent, unstable families were often simply labeled as "bad kids" or "troublemakers" without anyone examining the environmental factors that had shaped their behavior.

The dissolution of Roy and Flora Mae's marriage in nineteen sixty-eight, when Gary was fourteen, might have provided some relief from the household violence, but instead it introduced new forms of instability. Flora Mae's pattern of rapid remarriages—five marriages and divorces in quick succession—meant that Gary and Robbie were exposed to a series of stepfathers, each bringing their own issues and creating new relationship dynamics to navigate. For an adolescent already struggling with the effects of early trauma, this parade of temporary father figures would have reinforced the sense that relationships are transient and that people are interchangeable. It also meant repeated disruptions in living situations, schools, and social connections, preventing Gary from establishing the stable peer relationships that might have provided some buffer against his chaotic home life.

The attachment patterns established in early childhood have profound effects on later relationship functioning. Gary's early experiences taught him that people who claim to love you will hurt you, that the people responsible for protecting you cannot be trusted to do so, and that emotional vulnerability leads to pain. These lessons, internalized before he had the cognitive capacity to examine or resist them, became the foundation of his approach to human relationships. When we examine his later criminal career, we will see these patterns playing out repeatedly. His victims were almost exclusively people with whom he had developed close relationships—friends, criminal partners, accomplices. He betrayed people who trusted him. He killed people who had helped him. The capacity for intimate connection had been so damaged in childhood that adult relationships became transactional rather than emotional, and other people became objects to be used or obstacles to be eliminated rather than fellow human beings deserving of empathy and consideration.

It is worth pausing here to consider how different Gary's trajectory might have been had effective intervention occurred during his childhood. Imagine if, when Gary threatened his father with a knife at age seven, the incident had triggered a child welfare investigation. Imagine if he and Robbie had been removed from the home and placed with relatives or foster parents who could provide stability and safety. Imagine if Flora Mae had received effective treatment for her mental illness and substance abuse. Imagine if Roy had been required to attend treatment for his violence or had faced criminal consequences that might have modified his behavior. Imagine if the school system had provided counseling and support services to help Gary process his trauma rather than simply punishing his behavioral problems.

None of this occurred, not because the people who might have intervened were necessarily cruel or indifferent, but because the systems and knowledge base to enable such intervention did not exist. Child welfare agencies were understaffed and focused on only the most extreme cases of abuse. Mental health treatment for conditions like Flora Mae's was rudimentary and often ineffective. The criminal justice system did not view domestic violence as a crime worth prosecuting. Schools lacked both the resources and the theoretical framework to address childhood trauma. The cultural consensus held that families should handle their own problems and that state intervention should be a last resort reserved only for the most shocking cases.

Gary Evans thus spent his formative years in an environment that would have challenged even a child with the most robust constitutional resilience. The chronic violence, the parental mental illness, the suicide attempts, the forced role reversal where he became his mother's protector, the absence of any stable adult relationships, the institutional failures that allowed the abuse to continue—all of these factors combined to shape a child's developing brain and personality in ways that research has now shown make criminal behavior, violence, and an inability to form healthy relationships far more likely.

But we must be careful not to fall into simple determinism here. Plenty of children suffer severe abuse and do not become serial killers. The relationship between childhood trauma and adult criminality is complex and mediated by numerous other factors including genetic predispositions, peer influences, later life experiences, and individual choices. What we can say is that Gary's childhood created conditions that made his later trajectory more probable. It damaged his capacity for empathy, taught him that violence is an acceptable solution to problems, interfered with the development of normal impulse control, and created a worldview in which other people were potential threats or resources rather than fellow human beings deserving of moral consideration.

The failure to intervene in the Evans household was not unique to Gary's family. Thousands of children across America in the nineteen fifties and sixties suffered similar abuse in silence because the cultural and institutional framework to protect them did not exist. What makes Gary's case significant is not just what happened to him but what he later did as a result. His story illustrates with terrible clarity the costs of allowing children to grow up in violent, chaotic households without intervention or support. Those costs are not borne only by the abused children themselves but by their future victims, by the communities that must deal with the violence they later perpetrate, and by the society that must maintain prisons and criminal justice systems to contain people whose trajectories might have been altered by timely intervention.

The house on Fifth Avenue in Troy was, in a very real sense, on fire throughout Gary's childhood. The flames were not visible from the street, but they were consuming the possibility of normal development, burning away the capacity for healthy relationships, leaving scars that would shape every subsequent decision and action. And the firefighters who might have extinguished those flames—teachers, doctors, police, social workers—either never arrived or arrived without the tools and training necessary to do their jobs. Gary Evans emerged from that burning house carrying wounds that would never fully heal and carrying lessons about violence, survival, and human nature that would eventually cost five men their lives. Understanding those wounds and those lessons does not excuse his later crimes, but it does provide essential context for understanding how a child born in Troy in nineteen fifty-four became a serial killer who died in the Hudson River forty-four years later.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Three: The Education of a Thief
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​Juvenile Delinquency and the Development of Criminal Expertise

Gary Charles Evans was eight years old when he committed his first significant theft, stealing jewelry valued at one thousand dollars from a residence in Troy. To appreciate the significance of this crime, we must understand what it reveals about the child who committed it. This was not a case of shoplifting candy or taking coins from a parent's dresser—the typical transgressions of childhood that test boundaries and assert independence. This was a sophisticated property crime that demonstrated precocious understanding of value, opportunity, and risk. An eight-year-old child who steals jewelry worth one thousand dollars in nineteen sixty-two—equivalent to approximately ten thousand dollars in contemporary currency—is not acting on impulse or childish desire. He is demonstrating a level of criminal thinking and planning that typically develops much later, if it develops at all.

The question we must ask is how a child so young acquired the knowledge necessary to identify valuable items, to assess when and how they could be taken, and to understand that jewelry represented portable wealth that could be converted into money or other goods. The answer almost certainly lies in the environment from which Gary came. Children learn by observation and imitation, and a child who grows up surrounded by chaos, violence, and the absence of legitimate pathways to obtain desired goods will look for alternative models. Whether Gary observed adult criminals in his neighborhood, learned from older children already engaged in theft, or simply reasoned his way to the conclusion that taking what others possessed was a viable strategy for meeting his needs, the result was the same. By age eight, he had crossed a threshold that most children never approach. He had internalized the idea that other people's property was available to him if he was clever enough to take it, and he had developed sufficient skill to act on that idea successfully.

What makes this early theft particularly significant is that it established a pattern that would persist throughout Gary's life. He was not interested in petty theft or random acts of vandalism. Even as a child, he focused on high-value items that required knowledge to identify and skill to steal. This suggests an unusual combination of intelligence, ambition, and the willingness to take significant risks for substantial rewards. These are precisely the traits that, in a different context with different opportunities, might have led to legitimate business success or professional achievement. In Gary's context, shaped by family violence and the absence of conventional opportunities, these same traits were channeled into criminal enterprise.

During his elementary and middle school years in Cohoes, a small city adjacent to Troy, Gary developed a reputation among his peers and teachers as a thief. He stole books and comic books with sufficient frequency that his classmates and teachers knew him primarily for this behavior. Here again we must pause to consider what this tells us about both the child and the institutional response to his behavior. Books and comics, unlike jewelry, have minimal resale value. A child who steals these items is not pursuing profit but rather satisfying a desire for the objects themselves. This suggests that beneath Gary's precocious criminal sophistication was still a child who wanted what other children had—access to stories, to entertainment, to the cultural products of childhood.

But it also reveals a crucial failure of the adults responsible for his development. When a child steals repeatedly and openly enough that he becomes known for this behavior, he is broadcasting distress. He is demonstrating that his needs are not being met through legitimate channels and that he has not internalized the moral framework that would inhibit such behavior. The appropriate response would be investigation into his home situation, assessment of his psychological state, and intervention designed to address the underlying causes of the behavior while teaching him alternative ways to meet his needs. Instead, the response appears to have been punishment, social stigma, and confirmation that Gary Evans was a "bad kid" who stole things.

This pattern—where troubled behavior triggers punishment rather than help, which in turn reinforces the child's sense of alienation and confirms his identity as a criminal—would repeat itself throughout Gary's adolescence. Each interaction with authority, rather than redirecting his trajectory, pushed him further along the criminal path by teaching him that the straight world had nothing to offer him but rejection and punishment, while the criminal world offered opportunities for success and acceptance.

The death of Roy Evans from throat cancer in nineteen seventy marked a critical juncture in Gary's development, made all the more significant by the circumstances under which it occurred. Gary was fifteen years old and serving a three-month sentence for breaking and entering when his father died. He was not present for the death, was not able to say goodbye, and quite possibly was not permitted to attend the funeral. To understand the psychological impact of this event, we must draw on attachment theory and research into how adolescents process parental loss.

Roy Evans had been a violent, abusive father whose presence in Gary's life had been primarily destructive. One might assume that his death would bring relief, perhaps even liberation from a source of fear and pain. But human psychology, particularly the psychology of children and adolescents, does not work so simply. Despite the abuse, Roy was still Gary's father and represented a connection, however damaged, to family and identity. Moreover, for a fifteen-year-old who had already experienced profound instability through his parents' divorce and his mother's rapid series of remarriages, the death of his father represented the permanent severing of his last connection to his original family structure.
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