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​Dead Zones: Serial Killer Eugene Victor Britt

In the summer of 1995, the city of Gary, Indiana, already hollowed by decades of industrial collapse, became the hunting ground of Eugene Victor Britt, a convicted rapist released on parole with no support, no housing, and no therapeutic engagement with the violence that had already defined his life. Between May and September, Britt killed at least seven people across Gary and the neighbouring suburb of Portage, exploiting the city's landscape of abandoned structures and unmonitored corridors to conceal both his crimes and himself. Six of his victims were poor Black women from Gary's east side. Their deaths were misclassified, their cases uninvestigated, their killer invisible. The seventh was an eight-year-old white girl in Portage looking for frogs a block from her home. Her death generated the meticulous forensic investigation that the summer had been demanding since June.

Dead Zones is the full, unflinching account of the summer of 1995, a narrative that traces the making of a predator, the destruction of a community, and the systemic failures that allowed both to proceed unchecked. Drawing on forensic records, criminological research, and the social history of post-industrial America, Michelle Labelle-Scott restores the full human weight of seven lives to a case that the official record has too long reduced to statistics. A searing work of narrative nonfiction about race, justice, and the cost of a society that decides, in practice if not in policy, that some lives matter less than others.
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​Chapter 1: The City That Steel Forgot
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There is a particular quality of light in the Calumet region of Northwest Indiana in the early morning hours, a bruised and industrial glow that has no equivalent in any landscape formed by nature alone. It comes from the furnaces. Even now, even diminished, the great steel plants along the southern shore of Lake Michigan breathe fire into the pre-dawn sky, casting a copper-orange warmth across the flat terrain that might, in another context, be mistaken for the approach of dawn. For most of the twentieth century, that light was the heartbeat of an entire civilisation, the visible sign of a furnace economy that turned iron ore into steel and steel into the structural skeleton of modern America. Bridges, automobiles, skyscrapers, the infrastructure of a continent: all of it passed through the blast furnaces of Northwest Indiana in one form or another, and all of it left its mark on the communities built to serve those furnaces. Gary, Indiana, was the most deliberate and the most complete of those communities, a city conjured almost overnight from the sand dunes and swampland of the Lake Michigan shoreline, built not by the slow accretion of human settlement but by the calculated decision of a corporation. It was a city made by steel, shaped by steel, and, when the steel began to fail, unmade by its absence. By the summer of 1995, the furnace light still burned. But what it illuminated had changed beyond recognition.


​The Company Town

The founding of Gary, Indiana, was one of the great acts of industrial arrogance in American history, and it was carried out with a thoroughness that commanded a kind of awe. In 1905, the United States Steel Corporation, at that point the largest private corporation in the world, purchased twelve square miles of undeveloped shoreline on the southern tip of Lake Michigan. The land was largely worthless by conventional measures, flat, swampy, prone to flooding, home to nothing more consequential than scrub grass and sand dunes. US Steel did not want the land for what it was. It wanted it for what it could become: the site of the largest steel-producing complex in the world, integrated from raw material to finished product, served by its own deep-water port, its own railroad connections, and its own captive workforce. The corporation named its new city after Elbert Henry Gary, its chairman and principal architect, a corporate lawyer from Illinois whose face adorned boardrooms rather than blast furnaces but whose strategic vision had assembled the industrial empire that would now bear his name in perpendicular streets and numbered avenues on the Indiana lakeshore.

Construction began in 1906 and proceeded at a pace that reflected the corporation's resources and its impatience. Within two years, a city had risen from nothing, not a frontier settlement of tents and improvised structures, but a planned urban landscape of brick housing, commercial streets, a library, a hotel, a YMCA, parks, and schools. The planning was paternalistic in the explicit tradition of the company town, designed to produce a stable, healthy, sober workforce rather than to serve the independent needs of residents who might have preferences of their own. US Steel determined where workers would live, how much they would pay for their housing, and to a significant degree how they would spend their leisure hours. The city was an instrument of production dressed in the clothes of a community, and for a generation it served that purpose with considerable efficiency.

What the corporation had not entirely anticipated was the human complexity that its workforce would import along with its labour. The demand for workers at the Gary Works was insatiable in the early decades, and it drew men, and the families that followed them, from across the United States and from Europe. Southern and Eastern Europeans arrived in waves: Poles, Hungarians, Czechs, Croatians, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, all drawn by the wages that even dangerous and exhausting blast furnace work could generate. And alongside them, and then after them in ever-increasing numbers, came African Americans from the Deep South, participants in the Great Migration that was transforming the demographic geography of urban America in the first half of the twentieth century. Gary's Black population grew from a few hundred at the city's founding to tens of thousands by the mid-twentieth century, concentrated by the mechanisms of housing discrimination and racial covenant in the city's Midtown neighbourhoods while the steel jobs that sustained the entire city remained stratified by race in ways that the union movement would spend decades fighting to dismantle.

By the 1950s, Gary had reached the zenith of its industrial power and its population. Roughly 178,000 people lived within the city limits, filling the grid of streets with a density and energy that the sand dunes of 1905 could not have predicted. The commercial strip on Broadway was a genuine urban boulevard, department stores, movie theatres, restaurants, hotels, the ordinary infrastructure of a thriving mid-century American city. The churches were full, the schools were crowded, and the blast furnaces of US Steel burned day and night with an intensity that made the sky above the Calumet region permanently luminous. It was not a city without problems, segregation, racial tension, the chronic physical dangers of steel work, the creeping environmental contamination that nobody yet had the vocabulary to fully describe, but it was a city with momentum, with purpose, with the kind of collective forward energy that comes from shared economic participation in something large and apparently permanent.


​The Collapse

Nothing about the collapse of Gary's industrial economy was sudden, and nothing about it was inevitable, though it would come to feel like both. The structural forces that hollowed out the American steel industry operated over decades, and they operated everywhere that steel was made, in Pittsburgh, in Cleveland, in Youngstown, in all the industrial cities of the Rust Belt that would spend the last quarter of the twentieth century learning what it meant to be left behind by capital that had somewhere more profitable to go. For Gary, the specific chronology of decline is traceable in the production figures and the population censuses and the tax revenue records, but its human meaning is legible in something less quantifiable: in the accelerating pace at which streets that had been full became empty, at which buildings that had been maintained became abandoned, at which a city that had been made for human habitation began to feel, in certain neighbourhoods and at certain hours, like something from which habitation had quietly withdrawn.

The steel industry's first serious contractions came in the early 1970s, driven by a combination of foreign competition, Japanese and European steelmakers rebuilding from the ruins of the Second World War had constructed modern, efficient plants that undercut American producers on price, and domestic overcapacity, the result of decades during which no serious analysis had been made of what the market could actually sustain. US Steel responded to these pressures in the manner that large corporations reliably employ in moments of genuine crisis: it cut. Workforce reductions at the Gary Works began in the 1970s and accelerated through the 1980s, shedding tens of thousands of jobs that had been, for many families, the only economic foundation they had ever known. A steel worker at the Gary Works in 1965 could expect to earn a union wage sufficient to buy a house, raise children, and retire with a pension. His son, attempting to enter the same workforce in 1985, found the gates increasingly closed, the workforce increasingly automated, the union increasingly unable to resist the corporation's determination to reduce its labour costs by any means available.

The population statistics track this collapse with the cold precision of arithmetic. Gary's population, 178,000 at its 1950 peak, had declined to roughly 151,000 by 1970 and to 116,000 by 1990. By the mid-1990s, the figure was approaching 110,000, and the trajectory showed no sign of reversing. The people who left were disproportionately those with choices, the middle class, the skilled workers who could transfer their skills to other industries, the families who had accumulated enough resources to purchase homes in the surrounding suburbs of Merrillville or Portage or Valparaiso. What remained, as is always the case when a city loses its economic rationale, was concentrated poverty: the people who could not leave, for reasons of finance or family or the weight of established life, alongside those who chose to stay from attachment to community, to place, to the particular texture of a world they had spent decades building.

The tax base collapsed in tandem with the population. A city of 110,000 in 1995 was attempting to maintain the infrastructure, the roads, the schools, the police and fire services, the parks, the administrative apparatus, that had been built for a city of nearly twice that size. The mathematics were impossible, and the visible results of that impossibility were everywhere. Streets went unrepaired. Schools went underfunded. The police department, chronically understaffed and perpetually underpaid, could not provide adequate coverage across a city whose geographic footprint had been designed for a far larger population. The medical examiner's office, which would play a central and troubling role in the events of 1995, was resourced at a level that made rigorous death investigation an aspiration rather than a practice. Gary in the mid-1990s was a city held together with institutional tape, and the tape was visibly failing.


​The Physical Landscape of Abandonment

What the demographers recorded in their tables, the landscape expressed in its own more immediate vocabulary. By 1995, Gary contained thousands of abandoned structures, houses, commercial buildings, industrial facilities, schools, churches, that had been vacated and left to the processes of deterioration without any systematic plan for their removal, repurposing, or maintenance. The city lacked the resources to demolish them, and private enterprise had no incentive to develop them. They stood, therefore, in various stages of collapse, becoming over time something more than mere empty buildings: they became the physical grammar of a city that had been written and then abandoned mid-sentence.

A vacant house in Gary in 1995 was not simply an unoccupied dwelling. It was a specific kind of structure with a specific phenomenology. The windows would go first, broken by weather or by vandals, then boarded, then the boards themselves warped and loosened by moisture until the interior was open to the elements. Grass and weeds would colonise the yard, advancing across what had once been a carefully maintained lawn until the boundary between the property and the surrounding landscape became indistinct. Trees would grow unchecked against the walls and through the foundations. In winter, snow accumulated on the roofs and in the doorways; in summer, the interiors became dense with vegetative growth, dark and humid, impenetrable to a casual observer from the street. Block by block, in the worst-affected neighbourhoods, these structures accumulated into something approaching wilderness, not the wilderness of untouched nature, but the secondary wilderness of abandoned civilisation, which has its own particular qualities of concealment.

It is important to be precise about what that concealment meant in practical terms. A dense tangle of weeds on a vacant lot in Gary in 1995 was not merely ugly or melancholy. It was a space in which a human body could lie for days, weeks, or even months without being discovered. The sightlines that would have made a person visible from the street were blocked by vegetation six or eight feet tall. The proximity to residential structures that might have brought foot traffic was undermined by the fact that the residential structures themselves were often unoccupied. The industrial corridors, the zones between the residential neighbourhoods and the steel plant infrastructure, the rail lines, the utility easements, were even more thoroughly unmonitored, traversed only by the occasional maintenance worker with a specific destination and no reason to examine the terrain on either side of his path. Gary in 1995 offered, in abundance, what criminologists call the absence of capable guardianship: the condition in which a harmful act can occur without detection, in which a victim can disappear without witnesses, in which a body can lie undiscovered until the processes of decomposition have obscured much of what might have been forensically legible.

This is not a metaphor. It is a material fact, and it has material consequences. The geography of abandonment in Gary was not a backdrop to the events of 1995, it was a participant in them, a set of conditions that made those events possible in the specific form they took. A predator operating in a city with maintained streets, functioning streetlights, occupied buildings, and regular foot traffic would have faced different constraints. Gary in 1995 was a city that had, through the accumulated logic of economic collapse and policy failure, removed many of those constraints.


​The Industrial Margin

Beyond the residential neighbourhoods, the industrial margin of Gary presented an even more extreme version of these conditions. The US Steel Gary Works, at its peak the largest steel-producing complex in the world, occupied twelve square miles of the lakeshore. Even in its diminished 1990s form, it was a vast physical presence, a city within the city, occupying territory bounded by security fencing and industrial infrastructure, accessible only at designated points. But around its edges, and in the zones between the plant and the residential neighbourhoods, there existed a landscape of intermediate space: the marginal territories of rail lines and access roads, of storage yards and maintenance facilities, of the physical infrastructure that serves industrial production without being quite part of it.

These zones were not quite industrial and not quite residential. They were not patrolled by plant security, which concerned itself with the interior of the facility, nor by Gary's overstretched police department, which concerned itself with the inhabited neighbourhoods. They were traversed by the trains that connected the plant to the wider rail network, but a freight train moving at speed is not an instrument of surveillance. In warm months, vegetation grew fast and dense in these zones, taking advantage of the heavy metals and industrial minerals in the soil, not lush, domesticated vegetation but the aggressive secondary growth of disturbed land, tall and impenetrable and indifferent to human purpose. The Gary Works ran approximately twenty-four hours a day, and the noise it generated, the grinding and hissing and occasional concussive boom of steel production, meant that sounds from the surrounding landscape were routinely masked. In these zones, the concept of a public space with natural surveillance had ceased to apply.


​Broadway and the Memory of Commerce

Against this landscape of industrial margin and residential abandonment, what remained of Gary's commercial and civic life occupied an increasingly contracted territory. Broadway, the city's main commercial street, had once been a genuinely impressive urban boulevard. The department stores, the movie theatres, the hotels and restaurants that had served a population of 178,000 in 1950 were mostly gone by 1995, gone or transformed, the grand storefronts shuttered or converted to uses their architects had never imagined, the upper floors of commercial buildings vacant and waterlogged. The Broadway corridor that remained in the mid-1990s was a reduced and melancholy version of its former self: a handful of businesses serving the daily needs of a much diminished population, interspersed with vacant lots and boarded facades that testified to everything that had departed.

What this meant for the social life of the city is difficult to convey without the specific texture of experience. The public spaces in which urban community forms, the shops and streets and parks and gathering places that give a city its quality as a shared human project, had been contracting in Gary for decades, leaving behind something that retained the physical structure of community life without fully retaining its social substance. Churches remained, and they were important, the African American church tradition in Gary had roots deep enough to survive the departure of the economic conditions that had surrounded it, and in 1995 the city's churches were among the most vital institutions in its diminished civic life. Schools remained, though they were chronically underfunded and operating in buildings that required maintenance the city could not afford. The human tissue of neighbourhood life, the relationships between people who had lived alongside one another for generations, the networks of mutual knowledge and mutual aid that are the true infrastructure of any community, remained, too, though stretched thin by the departures of the preceding decades.

The Gary of 1995 was not a dead city. It would be both inaccurate and unjust to describe it that way. It was a living city under extreme stress, occupied by people who were, in the main, simply attempting to conduct the ordinary business of their lives in conditions that had been made unnecessarily difficult by forces entirely outside their control. The steel industry's contraction, the departure of capital, the defunding of public services, none of these were the choices of Gary's residents. They were the choices of corporations and governments, made for reasons that had nothing to do with the human lives that would bear their consequences. The people of Gary in 1995 did not choose to live in a city with abandoned houses on every other block and a police department too underfunded to patrol them. They simply lived there, as people live wherever the conditions of their existence have placed them, getting through the days with whatever resources they possessed.

But those conditions mattered. They mattered in ways that would become appallingly clear across the summer that was about to begin.


​Portage and the Suburban Shore

Twenty minutes south and east of Gary's industrial margins, Portage presented a different version of Northwest Indiana life. Incorporated as a city only in 1959, Portage was a creature of the postwar suburban expansion that had drawn Gary's departing middle class, and, later, the children of that middle class, away from the urban core and into the ranch houses and split-levels of the surrounding townships. By 1995 it had a population of roughly 30,000, overwhelmingly white and working-class, its residents employed in the steel mills and chemical plants of the Calumet region or in the service economy that had grown up to serve the suburbs themselves. It was not a wealthy place, but it was a stable one, the kind of stability that comes from maintained streets, functioning schools, active neighbourhood networks, and the particular confidence of a community that has not yet been asked to absorb a catastrophic economic shock.

The contrast with Gary was visible from the air and palpable on the ground. Where Gary's streets showed the signs of deferred maintenance, Portage's were reasonably kept. Where Gary's housing stock included thousands of abandoned structures, Portage's was predominantly occupied and cared for. Where Gary's public spaces had contracted to the essentials, Portage maintained parks and playing fields and the kind of casual civic infrastructure that allows children to move through their neighbourhoods with a reasonable expectation of safety.

Portage was not innocent of the anxieties that attended life in the Calumet region more generally, it knew that Gary was there, twenty minutes away, and it held the knowledge with the particular mixture of pity, guilt, and relief that suburban communities typically maintain toward the urban cores they have left behind. But it did not think of itself as a city under threat. Its children played in the streets and in the scrubby woodland edges of its residential neighbourhoods. Its residents walked to the corner store and took evening strolls along the quiet streets and did not look over their shoulders in the ordinary way of people who do not expect to be hunted.

In late August 1995, a child named Sarah Lynn Paulsen went looking for frogs in a field a single block from her home in Portage, and did not come back. The event that produced that disappearance had been building for months, in the abandoned lots and weed-choked industrial margins of Gary, twenty minutes away. It had been building, in fact, for decades, in the decisions that had made Gary what it was, in the systems that had failed to prevent what was about to happen, and in the particular life of one man whose history and whose city had conspired to produce something that the people of both Gary and Portage would spend years trying to understand.

The furnace light still burned above the Calumet region on the morning of August 22, 1995. It illuminated, as it always had, a landscape of human making. What it could not illuminate, because no light reaches into those spaces, was the full human cost of what that landscape had become.
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​Chapter 2: A Child in the Wreckage
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There is a temptation, when confronting the biography of a man who will go on to commit acts of sustained and devastating violence, to read that biography backwards, to search the childhood for the monster already formed, to find in the earliest years the seeds of what will later flower into catastrophe. It is a temptation that must be resisted, not because it is entirely wrong, but because it is insufficiently precise. Eugene Victor Britt did not emerge from his childhood already destined for what he would become. He emerged from it damaged, cognitively impaired, emotionally unformed, and utterly without the resources, internal or external, that might have redirected the trajectory his earliest years had established. The distinction matters. A man who was always going to become a killer is a figure of tragedy but not of argument. A man who became a killer because specific, identifiable systems failed him in specific, identifiable ways is something more demanding: an indictment. This chapter is, among other things, that indictment.


​Gary, 1957

Eugene Victor Britt was born on November 4, 1957, into a Gary that was still, in formal terms, a functioning industrial city. The steel works were running at close to full capacity. The population had not yet begun its long decline. Broadway still had department stores. The particular collapse that would define the city of his adulthood had not yet fully announced itself, though its preconditions were already assembling in the structural vulnerabilities of an economy built on a single industry and a single corporation. Gary in 1957 was a city still sustained by its founding purpose, and for a family with a wage-earner in the mills, life could be difficult in the ordinary ways of working-class life without being catastrophically so.

The Britt household was not that family. Eugene was born into a domestic environment that the clinical literature on childhood adversity would recognise immediately and completely: a large family, too many children for the resources available to feed and house and clothe them, dominated by a father whose relationship with alcohol had progressed well past the point at which a man retains meaningful authority over his own behaviour. The violence directed at his mother was not occasional or aberrational. It was chronic, predictable, a structural feature of the household's daily life rather than an eruption from an otherwise stable environment. A child growing up in such a household does not experience domestic violence the way an adult observer frames it, as discrete events with beginnings and endings, as crises that interrupt normality. For that child, the violence is the normality. The periods of its absence are the interruptions, and they are lived with the specific anxiety of someone who knows what is coming.

What this means neurologically, in terms that the science of the late twentieth century had not yet fully developed but that subsequent decades of research have made considerably clearer, is that chronic exposure to household violence in early childhood produces measurable changes in the developing brain. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, the biological system that regulates the body's response to stress, becomes dysregulated under conditions of persistent threat, calibrated for an environment in which danger is constant rather than occasional. The prefrontal cortex, the seat of executive function, impulse regulation, and the capacity for consequential reasoning, develops differently in children whose early years are characterised by chronic unpredictable stress. These are not abstract propositions. They are the findings of longitudinal studies, neuroimaging research, and the accumulated clinical experience of practitioners who have spent careers working with adults whose early childhoods looked, in their broad outlines, very much like Eugene Britt's.


​The Architecture of Neglect

It would be a mistake to think of the Britt household as simply violent. Violence was the most visible feature of its dysfunction, but it was not the only one, and perhaps not even the most formative for a child whose particular vulnerabilities lay in areas that required not only safety but active, consistent, patient adult engagement. Britt's cognitive difficulties, the signs of what would later be clinically identified as intellectual disability, a significant impairment in both intellectual functioning and adaptive behaviour, were present from early childhood, legible to anyone who was paying sufficient attention. He learned slowly. Language came late and incompletely. The ordinary developmental milestones of early childhood arrived behind schedule and sometimes not at all.

In a household with more resources, or a school system with more capacity, or a social services infrastructure with more reach, these signs might have been identified and addressed. Early intervention in cases of intellectual disability can produce substantial improvements in adaptive functioning, in communication, in the development of the social and emotional skills that allow a person to navigate the world without catastrophic collisions with its expectations. The research on this point is extensive and consistent. What it requires, at minimum, is that someone notice, that a parent, a teacher, a school counsellor, a family doctor, someone in the network of adults who surround a child, register that this particular child is struggling in ways that require specific support.

Nobody noticed, or if they noticed, nothing followed from the noticing. The Gary public schools of the late 1960s and early 1970s were not well-resourced institutions at the best of times, and for a child arriving from a household like Britt's, attending irregularly, inadequately nourished, without the social preparation that allows a child to participate in formal education, the gap between what the school could offer and what Britt needed was simply too wide to be bridged by the instruments available. He was not understood as a child with specific cognitive needs. He was understood, to the extent that he was understood at all, as a difficult child, an inattentive child, a child who could not keep up and whose failure to keep up was attributed to will or character rather than to the neurological reality that governed his experience of every lesson. This misattribution, the failure to distinguish between can't and won't that has damaged the lives of intellectually disabled children in every generation, meant that the educational system, which might have been his single most significant point of contact with the supports he needed, became instead another environment in which he failed.


​The Street

By the time Eugene Britt was fourteen years old, he had effectively left the formal educational system behind. This was not a dramatic departure, not a specific decision made on a specific day, but a gradual dissolution of what had always been a fragile connection. The school had not held him, and the household from which he came offered nothing to fill the space that the school had vacated. What filled it instead was the street, the particular world that exists in the gaps of every city, sustained by those who have nowhere else to be, operating according to rules that formal society does not recognise or sanction.

The streets of Gary in the early 1970s were not yet the catastrophically depleted landscape they would become by the 1990s, but they were already a world in which a fourteen-year-old boy with no supervision, significant cognitive deficits, and a profound absence of adult guidance could acquire, with considerable speed, the worst that urban street life had to offer. Drug use began early, marijuana first, and then whatever else was available in an environment where availability was not the limiting factor. The intoxicants that street life offered were not simply pleasures or recreations for a boy in Britt's situation. They were analgesics, chemical substitutes for the emotional regulation that his upbringing had never taught him and that his neurology made inherently more difficult. The relief that alcohol and drugs provided from the internal noise of an unregulated and damaged psychological system was real, even if everything that followed from that relief was destructive.

Alongside the drug use came the petty predations that characterise street-level criminality at its most rudimentary: theft, aggression, the extraction of small amounts of money or goods from those less capable of resistance. These behaviours were not yet organised or purposeful in the way that Britt's later offending would be. They were opportunistic, impulsive, driven by immediate need or immediate desire without the mediation of anything that could be called forward planning. They were also, in the specific context of a street world that rewarded physical dominance, relatively successful, which is to say, they were reinforced. A young man who discovers that aggression produces outcomes is a young man acquiring a lesson, and the lesson Britt was acquiring in the streets of Gary in the early 1970s was one that the decade ahead would etch into catastrophic permanence.


​The Science of Adverse Experience

The concept of Adverse Childhood Experiences, known in the clinical literature by the acronym ACEs, was formalised in a landmark 1998 study by Vincent Felitti and Robert Anda, conducted in collaboration with Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease Control. The study examined the relationship between specific categories of childhood adversity, physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, household substance abuse, household mental illness, domestic violence, parental separation, incarcerated household members, and emotional or physical neglect, and a range of adult health and social outcomes. Its findings were striking in their consistency and their magnitude. Individuals with high ACE scores, those who had experienced four or more of the identified categories, showed dramatically elevated rates of a wide range of negative outcomes, from cardiovascular disease and cancer to depression, substance abuse, and violent criminal behaviour. The dose-response relationship was clear: the more categories of adversity experienced in childhood, the worse the outcomes across almost every measure examined.

Eugene Britt, assessed against the ACE framework, would score at the maximum end of the scale. Parental substance abuse: present and severe. Domestic violence: chronic and extreme. Physical neglect: evident in every account of his early life. Emotional neglect: inherent in a household too chaotic and too damaged to provide consistent adult nurturing. The cognitive impairment that went unaddressed represents an additional layer of adversity not captured in the original ACE framework, a category of neglect specific to children whose needs are invisible to systems that lack the resources or the attention to see them. By every available measure, Britt's childhood was a near-perfect laboratory for the production of severely damaged adult functioning.

This observation is not made to generate sympathy for a man whose later actions were of such devastating human cost. It is made because the alternative, treating those actions as the eruptions of an inexplicable evil, as events outside the causal network of human experience, is intellectually dishonest and practically useless. If we cannot explain how men like Britt are made, we cannot begin to prevent the making of others like him. The explanation does not reduce the moral weight of what he did by a fraction of a gram. It adds to the accounting, rather than subtracting from it, it names the systems and the choices and the failures that belong in the dock alongside the man himself.


​Cognitive Disability and the Street

Britt's intellectual disability shaped his experience of street life in ways that compounded every other vulnerability he carried. Intellectual disability, in its clinical definition, involves significant limitations in both intellectual functioning, typically an IQ score below approximately 70, and in adaptive behaviour, meaning the practical, social, and conceptual skills that people use to function in everyday life. The adaptive behaviour dimension is crucial and often underappreciated in lay accounts of intellectual disability, which tend to focus on the IQ number as though it were the whole story. What adaptive behaviour deficits mean in practice is that a person struggles with the social navigation that most adults perform automatically: reading social cues, understanding the motivations of others, anticipating the consequences of actions, regulating emotional responses to frustrating or threatening situations, and constructing the kind of sequential planning that allows a person to pursue goals through sustained effort over time.

On the street, these deficits created a specific profile of vulnerability and danger. Britt was easily exploited by those with more cognitive resources and more social acuity, manipulated into situations he did not fully understand, used by more sophisticated individuals who recognised his limitations as an opportunity. He was simultaneously volatile, prone to the sudden explosive violence that impaired impulse regulation produces when a sufficiently threatening or frustrating stimulus is encountered. The combination, easily led, explosive when cornered, without the social intelligence to navigate conflict through verbal or strategic means, is one that the street world encountered with predictable consequences. His early encounters with the criminal justice system were the logical product of this profile operating in an environment with no protective factors and unlimited opportunity for harm.

The drugs made everything worse. Substance use in individuals with intellectual disabilities has effects that go beyond the standard pharmacology, interacting with the pre-existing impairments of executive function and impulse regulation to produce a level of disinhibition that can be extreme. A young man who already struggled to regulate his responses to perceived threat or frustration, under the influence of whatever was available in Gary in the mid-1970s, was a young man operating with virtually no internal restraint of any kind. The violence that had been modelled for him throughout his childhood, the predatory behaviours that the street had reinforced, the cognitive impairments that prevented the development of alternative strategies, all of these factors converged in the mid-1970s on a young man who was, by the time he reached his late teens, already significantly dangerous.


​The World That Made Him

It is worth pausing here to ask what a different world might have produced. Not as a counterfactual exercise in sentimentality, but as a serious analytical question, because the answer illuminates what was specific to Britt's formation and what was the consequence of failures that need not have occurred.

A child born with the same neurological profile, the same cognitive limitations, the same inherent difficulties with impulse regulation and social cognition, into a stable household with engaged parents, adequate material resources, and early access to appropriate educational support would have had a significantly different developmental trajectory. The research on early intervention in intellectual disability is, as noted earlier, extensive and consistent in its findings: with appropriate support, individuals with intellectual disability can develop the adaptive behaviours and emotional regulation skills that allow them to live independently, maintain employment, and participate in their communities without criminal violence. The neurological limitations do not disappear, but their worst consequences can be substantially mitigated by the presence of the conditions that Britt's childhood completely lacked.

A child born into the same household circumstances, the same violence, the same substance abuse, the same poverty and neglect, but without the cognitive impairments would have carried a heavy burden of adversity but would have possessed, potentially, the intellectual resources to construct some form of self-protective response. Children with high ACE scores who possess strong cognitive abilities, who encounter at least one stable and caring adult relationship in their early years, who find in school or in sport or in some other domain a context in which their capacities are recognised and valued, such children do not inevitably follow the trajectory that their adverse early experiences might suggest. The protective factors matter as much as the risk factors, and protective factors require resources that Gary in the late 1960s was already beginning to run short of.

Britt had neither the stable household nor the cognitive resources to generate his own protective factors, and the systems that might have supplied them from outside, the schools, the social services, the healthcare system, the juvenile justice apparatus, were either inadequate to his specific needs or encountered him too late and too briefly to alter the direction his earliest years had established. This is not fate. It is failure, the specific, assignable, systemic failure of institutions that existed precisely to prevent outcomes like the one that was forming in a Gary household in the late 1950s and early 1960s.


​The Edge of the Precipice

By the time Eugene Britt reached his late teens, the outline of what he would become was not yet fixed but was becoming increasingly constrained. The range of possible futures that had been theoretically available to a newborn in November 1957 had been narrowing steadily for seventeen years, squeezed by poverty and violence and cognitive impairment and educational failure and substance abuse and the specific character of a street world that had taught him the most destructive possible lessons about how to get what he needed from other people. He was not, at seventeen or eighteen, a serial killer in waiting. The specific form that his violence would eventually take lay a quarter-century in the future. But he was a young man whose capacity for harm had been systematically developed while his capacity for restraint had been systematically neglected, and the distance between where he stood in the mid-1970s and the events of April 1978 was shorter than anyone who knew him, which is to say, nobody who was in a position to do anything about it, appeared to recognise.

Gary in those years was still holding together, after a fashion. The steel works were still running. The streets still had a residual density of occupation that kept the worst of the coming abandonment at bay. The city that would become, by 1995, a landscape of dead zones and unmonitored corridors was still, in the 1970s, a city in which witnesses existed, in which the ordinary mechanisms of social surveillance still operated. This would change. The city and the man were deteriorating in parallel, at different rates and for different reasons, moving together toward a summer that neither could yet foresee. What 1957 had begun, the years between were completing. The wreckage that Eugene Britt had been born into was making him, steadily and without interruption, into something far more dangerous than anything it had yet produced.

Understanding that process is not the same as forgiving it. But it is the only honest place from which the story that follows can be told.
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​Chapter 3: The Women of the East Side
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There is a geography to survival in a contracting city, and it is not the geography that appears on maps. The official cartography of Gary, Indiana, in the mid-1990s showed a grid of numbered streets and named avenues, a rational Midwestern layout imposed on the lakeshore terrain by US Steel's planners at the century's beginning, subdivided into administrative districts and postal zones and census tracts that organised the city into legible units for the purposes of governance and enumeration. But the geography that the residents of Gary's east side actually inhabited was different in kind, a landscape of known and unknown spaces, of streets that were safe at certain hours and dangerous at others, of routes that women had learned through accumulated experience to prefer over alternatives that looked equivalent on paper but were not equivalent in practice. This is the geography that never appears on maps because it is written not in ink but in the bodies and memories of the people who navigate it daily, revised constantly by the information that moves through neighbourhood networks with the speed and precision that formal institutions cannot match. It is the geography of those who cannot afford to be wrong about where they walk and when, and in Gary in 1995, the women of the east side knew it better than anyone.


​The East Side

Gary's east side was not a monolith. It contained within its boundaries the full range of conditions that a post-industrial American city generates when the economic foundation withdraws but the human community persists. There were blocks that retained something close to the density and maintenance of their mid-century condition, houses still occupied and reasonably kept, front porches still used in the evenings, neighbours who knew one another by name and noticed when something was wrong. There were blocks in advanced stages of the abandonment described in the previous chapter, where the ratio of occupied to vacant structures had inverted and the landscape had taken on the character of interrupted wilderness. And there was everything in between: the partial occupation, the mixed blocks, the streets where half the houses were lived-in and half were not, where the social surveillance that functioning neighbourhoods provide was present in attenuated and unreliable form.

The communities of the east side were overwhelmingly African American, the product of the residential segregation that had channelled the Black workers of the Great Migration into specific neighbourhoods and then maintained those boundaries through the overlapping mechanisms of restrictive covenant, redlining, discriminatory lending, and the informal social pressure that policed racial geography in mid-twentieth-century American cities. Gary had elected Richard Gordon Hatcher as its mayor in 1967, making him one of the first African American mayors of a major American city, and his administration had represented a genuine moment of civic aspiration, an attempt to govern Gary in the interests of its Black majority rather than the departing white establishment that had previously held power. But the political achievement of Black municipal governance had coincided almost exactly with the economic collapse that would progressively strip the city government of the resources needed to deliver on its promises. Hatcher and his successors governed a city that was, structurally, becoming ungovernable, not because of the failures of their administration but because the tax base was evaporating beneath them faster than any reasonable policy response could address.

What remained, in the neighbourhoods of the east side in 1995, was a community life sustained largely by its own internal resources in the absence of adequate external support. This is not a small thing. The capacity of a community to sustain itself under conditions of economic stress, to maintain the networks of mutual aid and social cohesion that allow life to continue with dignity, is one of the most significant and least acknowledged achievements in the history of American urban communities. The east side of Gary in 1995 was not simply a landscape of deprivation and dysfunction. It was a place where people lived, where families were raised, where old people sat on porches and young people went to school and working people came home tired and made dinner and watched television and did the ten thousand ordinary things that constitute a human life in any zip code. The poverty was real, the stress was real, the accumulated damage of decades of disinvestment was real. But the humanity was equally real, and it is the humanity that the chapters that follow will insist upon.


​The Churches

If any single institution anchored the community life of Gary's east side in 1995, it was the Black church, not a single congregation but a dense network of them, ranging from large established denominations with imposing physical premises to storefront ministries occupying repurposed commercial spaces on secondary streets. The African American church tradition in Gary had roots going back to the earliest years of the Great Migration, when the first wave of southern workers, arriving in a northern city that was in many respects as hostile to their full humanity as the one they had left, had organised around faith as the one domain in which their autonomy was unconstested and their dignity was affirmed rather than denied.
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