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​Robert Berdella, the Charlotte Street Murders, and the Architecture of Silence 

Between 1984 and 1988, six young men disappeared from the margins of Kansas City, Missouri. Nobody came looking. Nobody, that is, until a naked man with a broken foot and a dog collar around his neck leaped from a second-floor window and ran across Charlotte Street on an April morning in 1988, and the house he had fled was finally opened.

Inside 4315 Charlotte Street, investigators found not chaos but system: handwritten clinical journals, thousands of catalogued Polaroid photographs, a skull cleaned and stored in a bedroom closet, teeth preserved in labelled envelopes. Robert Berdella had murdered six men with the methodical precision of a practitioner, and he had documented everything.

Walten Geary's forensic, compassionate, and unflinching account of the Berdella case is more than true crime. It is a structural indictment of the social conditions, the institutional blindspots, the hierarchies of concern, the AIDS-era abandonment of a community, that allowed the crimes to continue for four years undetected. It is an argument about which lives are treated as emergencies and which are not. And it is, above all, an act of moral memory for six men whose names deserve to outlast the case that consumed them.
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​Chapter 1: The City at the Heart of America

[image: ]


There is a particular quality of American light in the middle of the continent that does not exist on the coasts. It falls differently, harder, more indifferent, without the softening influence of ocean air or the mountain gradients that break the sky into segments. In the great flatlands between the Missouri and the Mississippi, the light arrives fully formed each morning, unobstructed by elevation or geography, and it illuminates everything equally: the wide avenues and the trash-strewn alleys, the Victorian facades and the boarded storefronts, the courthouse and the flea market, the respectable neighborhood and the one that used to be. This quality of light makes it difficult to hide, which is one reason it is so strange that Kansas City, Missouri, that particular city at the approximate geographic center of the continental United States, became, for four years in the 1980s, one of the most effective crime scenes in American history. Not because it was exceptional. Because it was ordinary. Because it was, in its social architecture and its institutional habits and its casual hierarchies of concern, exactly like every other mid-American city of its generation, which meant that certain people living within it were considered, by the slow collective unconscion of civic life, to matter less than others. And where people are considered to matter less, other people learn quickly to find them.

Kansas City sits at the confluence of the Missouri and Kansas Rivers, a geographic position that in the nineteenth century made it one of the most important commercial nodes in North America. The great cattle drives of the 1860s and 1870s terminated here; the railroads converged here; the stockyards that sprawled across the West Bottoms district became, in their industrial prime, the second-largest livestock market on earth, processing millions of animals each year and generating a commercial economy of remarkable vitality. The city that grew around this economy was confident in its own importance, architecturally ambitious, given to grand gestures: the Union Station completed in 1914 was, at the time of its opening, the second-largest train station in the United States, a Beaux-Arts monument whose scale announced that Kansas City understood itself as a city of genuine significance, not a regional way station but a place where things happened, where people arrived with ambitions and sometimes had them satisfied.

By the 1970s, the century that had produced that confidence had also methodically dismantled it. The stockyards were functionally dead; the last of the major packing plants had closed or relocated, taking with them the industrial employment base that had sustained entire neighborhoods for three generations. The railroads were in managed decline, hollowed out by the interstate highway system that had rerouted American commerce around the great terminal cities rather than through them. Union Station, that monument of civic self-belief, stood nearly empty, too large and too expensive to repurpose, its grand concourse a cavernous museum of departed certainty. The city's population, which had peaked in the 1950s, was contracting. Those who could afford to leave for the new suburbs of Johnson County, Kansas, or Clay County, Missouri, the comfortable crabgrass sprawl that the postwar mortgage system had made available to white middle-class families, did so with speed and thoroughness. What remained in the urban core was what remained in urban cores across America: a population stratified by race and poverty, inhabiting a built environment designed for a social reality that no longer existed.

This was not a story unique to Kansas City. It was the story of Detroit and Cleveland and St. Louis, of Pittsburgh and Baltimore and a dozen other industrial cities whose postwar trajectory followed the same arc from confidence to contraction. But the general pattern is less interesting than the specific geography, and Kansas City's specific geography shaped the conditions of its decline in ways that matter for what this book is about. The city's racial segregation was among the most complete in the country. Kansas City had enforced residential segregation through restrictive covenants, redlining, and selective municipal investment with the thoroughness of a border regime; the result was a city in which Black residents were concentrated in specific neighborhoods, Troost Avenue functioning as one of the most sharply defined racial dividing lines in any American metropolitan area, while the fiction of a unified civic community was maintained by institutional language that systematically refused to name what the map made visible. When white flight accelerated in the 1960s and 1970s, it left behind neighborhoods that were poor, racially defined, and politically neglected: communities whose relationship to city institutions, including the police department, was characterized more by adversarialism and mutual suspicion than by the trust that effective public safety requires.

The gay community in Kansas City in the 1970s and 1980s occupied a different kind of invisibility. It was not the invisibility of racial geography, not a matter of being confined to particular streets or districts, but the invisibility of enforced social concealment, the requirement, under conditions of legal vulnerability and cultural hostility, to conduct an entire dimension of life in spaces that the dominant culture did not acknowledge and preferred not to see. Kansas City had its gay bars, its informal social networks, its gathering places; these were not secret exactly, but they existed in a social register that permitted the broader civic community to maintain its pretense of not knowing about them. This was a common arrangement in American cities of the period, and it served the majority's convenience at the expense of the minority's safety. When people are required to be invisible, the mechanisms that protect visible people, the immediate alarm of neighbors and colleagues, the efficient generation of missing persons reports, the police responsiveness that correlates with social standing, are unavailable to them. They disappear, and the city does not notice, or notices slowly, or notices and decides that what has happened is not its primary concern.

The neighborhood of South Hyde Park, where a man named Robert Berdella purchased a house at 4315 Charlotte Street in September 1969, was by the late 1970s a district in the specific condition that urban historians describe as transitional, a term that in practice means different things depending on the direction of travel. South Hyde Park had been a solidly middle-class residential neighborhood in the first half of the twentieth century, its tree-lined streets of Victorian and Craftsman houses representing exactly the kind of stable urban domesticity that the postwar suburban exodus steadily drained of residents. By the time Berdella established himself there, the neighborhood carried within it that particular combination of architectural dignity and social fragmentation that characterizes the American urban core in its post-industrial phase: beautiful old houses occupied by a population far more economically diverse and socially varied than the neighborhood's original builders had intended or imagined. There were long-term homeowners who remembered the neighborhood at its most stable and who organized neighborhood associations and watch groups to preserve what they could. There were renters, transients, students from the nearby institutions, young people drawn by the relatively cheap housing and the proximity to the bohemian commerce of Westport. There were people who were simply there because they had run out of better options.

Westport, the district immediately west of South Hyde Park, is worth a specific portrait because it is essential to understanding the social ecosystem in which this story unfolds. Originally a staging point for the wagon trains of the westward migration, the jumping-off place where pioneers made their final preparations before committing to the overland trails, Westport had cycled through several commercial identities by the twentieth century, eventually settling into the particular urban character that it wore in the 1970s and 1980s: a neighborhood of small shops, restaurants, and bars arranged around a central commercial district that attracted a mixed population of artists, musicians, students, antique dealers, and the various categories of the marginally employed who have always been drawn to urban bohemia's relative tolerance of unconventional life. The Westport Flea Market, which opened in the mid-twentieth century and expanded through the following decades, was a characteristic institution of this milieu: a sprawling indoor market of retail booths selling vintage clothing, secondhand furniture, primitive art, jewelry, and the accumulated material of American consumer culture in various states of useful or useless obsolescence. It was not a clean or orderly space. It was not designed to be. It was designed to be interesting, which is a different thing, and its interest lay precisely in the social promiscuity it encouraged, in the way that its commercial logic placed respectable dealers alongside eccentric ones, art collectors alongside drug users, ordinary shoppers alongside people who had nowhere else to be on a Wednesday afternoon.

This was the urban environment into which Robert Berdella inserted himself with considerable social skill over the course of the 1970s. He cultivated the persona of a civic-minded eccentric: the chef who organized training courses for aspiring cooks, the neighborhood watch organizer who knew everyone on Charlotte Street, the antique dealer whose expertise in primitive art and occult objects gave him a certain bohemian authority, the self-described paternal surrogate who took in troubled young men and gave them a place to recover themselves. Each of these roles was, in its way, genuine, Berdella was a skilled chef, he did organize neighborhood activities, he was knowledgeable about his merchandise, he did provide shelter to young men who had nowhere else to go. The most effective performances are the ones that contain real substance. What surrounded that substance, what the performance concealed, is what this book undertakes to examine.

The jazz legacy that Kansas City wore so self-consciously in this period is a useful cultural context for what follows, not because music has anything directly to do with the crimes this book describes, but because the relationship between Kansas City and its jazz heritage illuminates something important about the city's characteristic relationship to its own past. Kansas City jazz, the Count Basie orchestras of the 1930s, the incubation of bebop in the clubs of the Eighteenth and Vine district, the musical world that produced Charlie Parker, was the product of a specific social ecology: the wide-open vice culture of the Pendergast machine era, which ran the city as a form of controlled corruption so comprehensive that it became, paradoxically, a condition of creative freedom for Black musicians who found in Kansas City's tolerance of after-hours clubs a latitude unavailable to them in other American cities. When Tom Pendergast's machine finally collapsed in federal prosecutions in 1939, the specific social conditions that had nurtured that musical culture collapsed with it. What remained was the memory, the mythology, and a civic identity organized around a cultural achievement that the city increasingly struggled to locate in any living institutional reality.

The Eighteenth and Vine district, which had been the center of Kansas City's Black cultural life and the incubator of its musical identity, was by the 1970s in a condition of severe physical deterioration. The combination of urban renewal projects, highway construction, and the accumulated disinvestment of decades had produced a landscape of vacancy and decay in the very blocks that the city's promotional literature identified as its cultural heart. This gap between mythological self-presentation and material reality was not unique to Kansas City, but it was particularly acute there, and it indexed a broader pattern of civic self-deception: a city that told stories about itself that its geography actively contradicted, that maintained a language of community and cultural vitality that its institutional practices systematically undermined.

What does this have to do with a man selling primitive art and human skulls in a flea market booth, or with the young men who disappeared in the years between 1984 and 1988? The connection is structural. A city that has learned to maintain comfortable fictions about its own social reality, about who matters in it, about what is visible and what can be safely ignored, about the relationship between its official self-presentation and its actual institutional behavior, is a city that has developed sophisticated capacities for not seeing what it does not want to see. In Kansas City in the 1980s, the people who did not want to be seen, or could not afford to be seen, or whose social position made their visibility inconvenient to the institutions designed to protect them, occupied a social geography that overlapped almost precisely with the geography of Robert Berdella's social world. Young male prostitutes. Drug users. Runaways. Transient men without stable addresses, without the social capital that generates rapid institutional response, without the networks of concerned and persistent family that turn a disappearance into a priority. These were the people who moved through Westport and South Hyde Park, who stayed for a while at the Charlotte Street house, who worked at the Westport Flea Market, who drank at the bars where Berdella sometimes went, who accepted the invitations he extended because his invitations came with a roof and a meal and the temporary suspension of the particular desperation of having no one who reliably cared whether you came home.

The Kansas City Police Department of the 1970s and 1980s was, by several measures, a reasonably well-resourced and professionally administered institution. It was not corrupt in the systemic way that some urban departments of the era were. It solved a reasonable proportion of its homicides. It maintained the kinds of community relations programs that were standard in American municipal policing of the period. But it was also an institution whose relationship with the gay community was characterized by the particular combination of formal indifference and informal hostility that typified policing across America in this era. The periodic enforcement of laws against solicitation and public indecency, the cultural contempt for male sex work that meant reports from this community were received with less urgency than reports from other communities, the absence of officers trained to work effectively with people whose lives were organized around activities the law technically prohibited, all of these conditions were operational in Kansas City's approach to the disappearances that began to accumulate in its informal record from 1984 onward. None of the individual failures was remarkable. The aggregate failure was catastrophic.

There is a specific and important way in which Kansas City in the 1980s was not remarkable, and it is essential to establish this clearly before the narrative moves forward. It is tempting, when examining the social conditions that enabled a particular crime, to treat those conditions as uniquely pathological, to identify the specific failures of the specific city as the cause of what happened, as if a better-governed or more enlightened municipality would have prevented the atrocities this book describes. The evidence does not support this interpretation. The social conditions that allowed Robert Berdella to operate for four years, the institutional neglect of marginalized populations, the structural invisibility of people without social capital, the failure to take seriously the disappearances of men whose lifestyles generated official unease, were present, in more or less the same configuration, in virtually every major American city of the era. They were present in Seattle when Gary Ridgway was killing women along the Green River. They were present in Chicago when John Wayne Gacy was burying his victims under the house in Norwood Park. They were present in Milwaukee when Jeffrey Dahmer was operating within walking distance of a police department that would, within years, return a victim to his hands.

Kansas City was not exceptional. That is precisely the point. The conditions that enabled these crimes were the conditions of ordinary American civic life in the 1980s, and the argument of this book is that understanding those conditions, naming them, analyzing them, refusing to treat them as merely historical curiosities, is essential to any serious reckoning with what happened in the house at 4315 Charlotte Street.

The house itself still stands. It is a late-Victorian structure of red brick and decorative woodwork, distinguished from its neighbors only by the knowledge of what occurred within it, a knowledge that Charlotte Street's current residents must live alongside in whatever way they have found to manage. The Westport Flea Market is still open, though its character has evolved with the neighborhood's own evolution: Westport became, in the 1990s and 2000s, a restaurant and entertainment district of some vitality, its bohemian identity commodified and polished into something more commercially legible. The booth where Bob's Bazaar Bizarre operated has presumably been occupied by other vendors, selling other things, to other customers who have no particular reason to know what was once sold there, or by whom, or what adjacencies that selling created. Cities absorb their histories with remarkable efficiency; the material surfaces of daily life continue to present themselves as merely themselves, without the burden of what they witnessed.

But absorption is not the same as resolution. The story that unfolded within this specific geography, this particular city, this specific neighborhood, this one house on Charlotte Street, is a story about the gap between what a community presents to itself and what it actually practices: about the social and institutional arrangements that determine whose disappearance is treated as an emergency and whose is treated as an administrative inconvenience. It is a story whose implications extend far beyond Kansas City, and far beyond the 1980s, and far beyond the specific man at its center.

That man understood his city. He understood which of its populations were monitored and which were ignored. He understood the social grammar of civic respectability, and he performed it fluently. He understood, with a precision that the investigations of multiple years could not initially penetrate, exactly where the limits of institutional attention ended and where his own operations could continue without meaningful interference. He ran his business. He organized his neighborhood. He brought home his strays and told anyone who asked that he was helping them. And for four years, Kansas City believed him.

Then, on an April morning in 1988, a young man with no clothes and a broken foot leapt from a second-floor window and ran across Charlotte Street toward a man who was reading utility meters and had no idea what he was about to become a part of. The city that had not been watching suddenly, unavoidably, had to look.

What it saw in that house will occupy the remainder of this book. But what it had not seen, and why, and at whose cost, that is where the story must begin. It must begin not with the killer but with the city that accommodated him: the streets and the social arrangements and the institutional habits and the quiet, pervasive hierarchies of concern that allowed him to hide in the brightest, most unsparing light in America, and remain, for four remarkable years, invisible.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Cuyahoga Falls, The World That Made Him
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Every person is, in some fundamental sense, a product of the world that received them. This is not a deterministic claim. It is not an argument that the conditions of a childhood inevitably produce any particular adult outcome, or that poverty and abuse are destiny, or that the thousands of men and women raised in circumstances broadly similar to Robert Berdella's were secretly capable of the same atrocities. The vast majority were not, and are not. Developmental criminology is careful about this; it knows, from decades of longitudinal research, that risk factors accumulate rather than determine, that vulnerability is not causation, that between the conditions of a childhood and the actions of an adult life there are always choices, always contingencies, always the unreduced remainder of individual agency. What the developmental framework offers is not an excuse but an architecture, a way of understanding how a particular person came to have a particular inner life, what the formative experiences contributed to the construction of that interior, and what combination of pressures and deprivations created the specific psychological landscape that would, in time, become a killing ground.

In the case of Robert Andrew Berdella Jr., that architecture begins in Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio, and it begins in a social world whose values were so comprehensively at odds with the child born into it that the alienation he experienced must be understood not as incidental but as structural, built into the relationship between who he was and what his world demanded.

Cuyahoga Falls sits seven miles north of Akron in the northeastern quadrant of Ohio, in the industrial belt that stretched from Pittsburgh through Cleveland and Youngstown to Toledo, a geography of rubber and steel and glass whose postwar prosperity had built, suburb by suburb, one of the most densely unionized and rigidly conventional working-class cultures in America. The city took its name from the Cuyahoga River, which dropped sharply in elevation through its center, a waterfall feature that had attracted early industrial settlement in the nineteenth century and whose picturesque quality the city's promotional material had always been somewhat too eager to emphasize, as if the natural feature could compensate for the industrial plainness of its surroundings. By the mid-twentieth century, Cuyahoga Falls was a satellite community of Akron, functionally dependent on the rubber industry that Akron housed and on the various subsidiary manufacturing enterprises that clustered around it. The men of Cuyahoga Falls worked in plants and foundries and machine shops; they drove American cars and attended Catholic parishes and coached Little League teams and maintained their lawns with the particular fierce regularity that, in this culture, was understood as the visible performance of moral character. You could read a man's values in the condition of his lawn, in whether his car was washed on a Sunday, in whether his boys played ball.

The Catholic Church was the organizing institution of community life in this environment in a way that secular Americans of subsequent generations can find difficult to fully appreciate. This was not merely the Catholicism of Sunday Mass and Easter obligation, the nominal religious identity that persists when the doctrinal content has been largely evacuated. This was the Catholicism of the immigrant working class, Irish, Italian, Polish, German, that had built its institutional life precisely because the Protestant establishment had not welcomed it, and that had responded to exclusion by creating a parallel society of parishes, schools, fraternal organizations, and social networks dense enough to contain an entire human life from baptism to burial. The parish school educated the children; the parish hall hosted the dances and the fundraisers; the parish priest adjudicated moral disputes and provided the community's authoritative interpretation of human conduct. The Church's teaching on masculinity was not incidental to this world but central to it: a good Catholic man was a provider, a disciplinarian, a physical presence who commanded respect through demonstrated strength and who maintained his family's honor through the visible order of his household. Feeling was not suppressed exactly, but it was channeled, into the faith, into the community, into the performance of the prescribed roles. Men who felt too much, who expressed their sensibilities too openly, who preferred painting to baseball or reading to physical competition, were a source of communal anxiety. They did not fit. The community had no place for them that did not require their transformation.

Robert Andrew Berdella Sr. was a man formed entirely by this world. He worked as a die setter for the Ford Motor Company, skilled industrial labor, demanding precision and physical endurance, and he carried into his domestic life the values of the plant floor: toughness, competence, the subordination of feeling to function. He was, by the accounts available in the record, neither an unusual nor an especially extreme specimen of the culture that produced him. He was a man who believed that boys became men through physical discipline and competitive achievement, and that boys who did not develop these qualities were in some way failing, and that failure in a son was a reflection on the father who had been charged with preventing it. He was a man who hit his children with a leather strap when he judged their behavior to warrant it, and the culture around him did not regard this as remarkable.

Robert Andrew Berdella Jr. was born on January 31, 1949, the first child of Robert Sr. and Mary Louise Huffman Berdella, a family of mixed Italian, German, and British descent that embodied the ethnic complexity of the Catholic working class in industrial Ohio. From the first years of his life, it was evident that the elder son was not going to be the boy his father had in mind. The problems were physical before they were anything else. Berdella was severely nearsighted from infancy, requiring thick corrective lenses from the age of five, lenses that in the optical technology of the early 1950s were genuinely thick, the kind that drew immediate attention and that children of the era were not kind about. He was diagnosed with early-onset hypertension, the elevated blood pressure that would require daily medication for the remainder of his life and that placed him, even as a young boy, at a remove from the physical activity that his social world valorized. He spoke with a pronounced lisp, a speech impediment that made every verbal interaction a potential occasion for mockery, that turned the act of speaking, the most basic mechanism of social engagement, into something that required courage rather than being simply unconscious.

These three physical conditions, the extreme myopia, the hypertension, the lisp, were not matters of character or choice. They were the biological facts of the child that arrived in the Berdella household, and a different kind of father might have received them as simply that: the particular facts of this particular child, to be managed with whatever combination of medical care and emotional support the situation required. Robert Sr. received them as a deficiency. His son was visibly, literally deficient, could not see properly without artificial aid, could not run without medical risk, could not speak without being laughed at, and in the world of Cuyahoga Falls Catholic working-class masculinity, deficiency in a son was experienced by the father as a kind of reproach. The leather strap was the instrument of correction, deployed with the specific confidence of a man who believed that sufficient discipline could straighten what nature had bent. It could not. It never can. But the attempt, repeated across the years of the child's development, accomplished something: it installed in the boy a precise and unambiguous lesson about the relationship between power and the body, about who administered pain and who received it, about the fact that the physical person of someone in your care is yours to manage as you see fit.

The younger brother, Daniel, born in May 1956, was everything Robert was not, in the precise way that seems, in retrospect, almost too neat to be coincidental but is simply the ordinary cruelty of genetic distribution within families. Daniel was athletic. Daniel was physically robust. Daniel was the son who could play ball, who did not need the thick lenses, who could take the physical tests of Cuyahoga Falls boyhood and pass them. The paternal comparison that resulted was not necessarily explicit, fathers of this culture rarely narrated their preferences aloud, preferring the eloquence of demonstrated attention and withheld approval, but it was constant and, in its constancy, absolutely legible to both children. Robert knew what his father thought of him. He knew it in the way children always know the things adults believe they are successfully concealing: through accumulated evidence that cannot be explained away, through the specific quality of attention given to the brother and withheld from the self, through the particular tone of a voice addressing achievement versus the particular tone of a voice addressing disappointment.

Mary Louise Berdella occupies a more ambiguous position in the developmental record than her husband does. She was, by the available accounts, a woman of ordinary warmth who functioned within the constraints of a domestic world that assigned her a limited and prescribed role. The record does not document the same direct physical abusiveness toward the children that characterizes Robert Sr.'s presence in the narrative. What Mary Louise contributed to her elder son's formation was, perhaps, less a matter of what she did than of what she did not do, which is the harder thing to specify and the more dangerous thing to assign too much weight to, since maternal failure of the protective function is one of the most overused instruments in the criminological narrative of male violence. The record notes that, following her husband's death, she remarried with a speed that her elder son perceived as a betrayal, and it is this perception, rather than the remarriage itself, which was by any reasonable standard her prerogative, that matters for understanding what it accomplished in Robert. The specific experience of his father's death will be examined in the following chapter; what Mary Louise's remarriage meant in its immediate context is that the one domestic relationship which had offered Robert even the incomplete warmth of a mother's presence was now reorganized around a new man, in a new configuration, that did not make space for his grief or his displacement. He responded by withdrawing entirely from family life. The withdrawal was not a tantrum or a negotiating position. It was the decision of a fifteen-year-old who had learned, through years of accumulated evidence, that the people charged with his care were not reliably interested in him, and that depending on them was a form of vulnerability he could not afford.

Academic achievement was the single arena in which Robert Berdella received positive reinforcement from his environment, and it is worth pausing on this fact because it tells us something important. He was, by all accounts, exceptionally intelligent, not in the sociable, collaborative way that schools most easily reward, but in the solitary, absorptive way of a child who reads extensively and thinks independently and finds more satisfaction in the privacy of an idea than in the communal experience of its discussion. His teachers found him extraordinarily difficult to engage in normal classroom dynamics; he was aloof to the point of apparent disconnection, uninterested in the social performance of the student role, present in the classroom without being, in the conventional sense, a participant in it. His academic performance was nonetheless rated highly enough that by 1966 he had been placed in an independent study program, a designation that simultaneously recognized his intellectual gifts and formalized his social separation from his peers. The independent study arrangement was, practically speaking, a solution to a problem: what do you do with a student who performs well but refuses, whether through inability or disinclination, to function within a social environment? You remove the social environment. The solution worked, in the narrow sense that it allowed his intelligence to continue developing without the friction of mandatory socialization. In the broader sense, it deepened the pattern it was designed to manage.

The bullying that Berdella experienced throughout his school years in Cuyahoga Falls was not a subplot of his childhood but a central feature of it, and the available record is clear about its persistence and its particular cruelty. Children are exquisite taxonomists of difference, and Berdella presented a cluster of differences that the social world of mid-century Ohio elementary and secondary education had no interest in tolerating. The lisp, the thick glasses, the evident physical fragility, the complete indifference to sports, the social aloofness that was probably not chosen so much as imposed by temperament and reinforced by experience, each of these qualities was, in the specific social economy of the school, a form of currency that could be spent against him. They were spent against him, regularly and inventively, across the years during which peer relationships are normally the medium through which children learn to trust, to reciprocate, to experience the social world as something other than hostile. Robert Berdella learned something different. He learned that other people, in groups, were fundamentally dangerous; that the social world was organized around hierarchies of acceptable and unacceptable human types, and that he occupied the unacceptable category; and that the appropriate response to this reality was a systematic retreat from vulnerability, an internalization of his emotional life so complete that the surface he presented to others became essentially uninformative, a strategic blankness that protected what lay beneath it from being reached.

The discovery of his homosexuality in early adolescence added a dimension of concealment that was, in the Cuyahoga Falls of the early 1960s, absolute in its necessity. There was no language available to him for what he was, no community, no visible representation of lives organized around the same desire. There was only the doctrinal position of the Church, mortal sin, disorder, condemnation, and the ambient cultural contempt of a working-class masculine world that regarded homosexuality as something between a disease and a crime. Berdella briefly maintained what the record describes as a short-lived relationship with a female peer, which reads as the tactical conformity of a young man surveying his options and concluding that the only safe course was concealment and performance. The relationship did not last because it could not. He was managing the appearances; he was not living his life.

The private interior world that he was developing during these years is visible, in retrospect, in the specific nature of the solitary activities to which he retreated when the social world became insufferable, which was most of the time. He painted. He collected stamps. He began corresponding with pen pals in Vietnam and Burma, people he would never meet, who existed for him as pure connection without the social risk of physical presence. These correspondents sent him stamps, photographs, and historical icons, and through these small material artifacts, objects that had traveled from the other side of the world to reach him, Berdella began to develop a fascination with primitive art and antiquity that was, on one level, genuinely aesthetic, a real and lasting intellectual interest in the material culture of non-Western societies. On another level, the fascination with objects, with things that could be possessed and catalogued and controlled, that did not require reciprocal emotional engagement, that stayed where you put them, was doing other work. The distinction between a person and an object is not simply philosophical. It is one of the fundamental moral recognitions that human development is supposed to produce. The conditions under which Robert Berdella developed were not favorable to that recognition.

Developmental criminologists working in the tradition established by research programs like the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development have identified a constellation of childhood risk factors that, in combination, substantially elevate the probability of serious adult antisocial behavior. Berdella's developmental history presents this constellation with unusual completeness. Physical difference combined with peer victimization; parental rejection and physical abuse combined with the absence of compensatory warm attachment; early social isolation combined with the development of a rich private fantasy life to substitute for unavailable interpersonal connection; a capacity for intellectual achievement combined with complete social alienation from the environment in which that achievement must be demonstrated, each of these factors has been independently associated with elevated risk for the development of antisocial personality organization. Their combination in a single developmental history is not common. When it occurs, it creates a particular psychological architecture: a self organized around its own interior, oriented toward control rather than reciprocity, capable of sophisticated social performance without the internal experience of genuine social engagement, and fundamentally unequipped, or, more precisely, fundamentally disinclined, to extend the recognition of full humanity to other people.

It must be stated plainly: this architecture does not produce murderers. The vast majority of people who develop under conditions of childhood adversity broadly similar to Berdella's do not go on to harm others. The risk factors predict an elevated probability of antisocial behavior; they do not determine it. What they do, perhaps, is narrow the range of life outcomes that require, for their explanation, additional catastrophic input, additional experiences whose nature and timing determine which of the available trajectories actually gets followed. In Berdella's case, those additional experiences arrived in 1965, and their nature and their timing were such that the particular trajectory they initiated was one that would not become fully visible for another nineteen years.

But 1965 is the next chapter's concern. This chapter's concern is the world that produced the young man who stood, in the summer of 1965, at the threshold of what would become the worst year of his life. What Cuyahoga Falls had given him, by the time he was sixteen, was a comprehensive education in powerlessness: in the experience of inhabiting a body that could not meet its environment's demands, in the experience of moving through a social world that read his presence as an error, in the experience of a domestic life organized by a father whose love was conditional on a transformation that Robert could not effect and that his father never stopped demanding. The particular quality of this education, its duration, its consistency, its comprehensiveness, had produced something in him that would become, under sufficient additional pressure, extremely dangerous.

He had learned, with the thoroughness of a student who has no other subject, that the only safe position in a world organized by power is to have it. He had learned that other people, peers, father, Church, the institutions of the social world that had consistently failed to see him clearly or receive him warmly, were not reliable sources of the recognition that the self requires. He had learned to manage his own interior life with a disciplined privacy that excluded others not only from his vulnerabilities but from his genuine thoughts and desires. He had learned, without necessarily formulating it in these terms, that the social performance required to pass through the world without triggering hostile attention was a performance, a costume, not a self, and that the real self existed elsewhere, in the private domain where he kept his stamps and his paintings and his letters from people in Burma who would never see the thick glasses or hear the lisp or know what his father thought of him.

What filled that private domain, what accumulated there across the years of alienation and abuse and concealed desire and rejected identity, is what the rest of this book is about. The boy standing in Cuyahoga Falls in the summer of 1965 was, in the photographic metaphor, a negative, an image defined by the reversal of everything around him, carrying within its chemical substrate a picture that had not yet been developed, that was waiting for the specific conditions of light and temperature and exposure that would bring it into visible form. Those conditions were already approaching. They would arrive, with the precise cruelty that chance sometimes achieves, before the year was out.
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​Chapter 3: 1965, The Year Everything Broke
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There are years that function, in the life of an individual, as geological events function in the life of a landscape: not as a steady accumulation of small changes but as a sudden, violent reorganization of the terrain, after which nothing occupies quite the same position it did before. These years are identifiable in retrospect, when the person who survived them, or the biographer who examines them, can trace the before and the after and measure the distance between. The years themselves, experienced from inside, are often simply overwhelming: too much arriving too quickly for any process of integration to keep pace with, the self forced to absorb shocks whose full significance will not be visible for years or decades, accommodating the unaccommodatable through mechanisms that are not chosen so much as improvised under pressure.

For Robert Berdella, that year was 1965. He was sixteen years old when it began. He was, in certain essential ways, a different person by the time it ended, not older in the ordinary sense, not merely matured by experience, but structurally altered in the way that a building is altered by the removal of a load-bearing wall. The external shape remains. The interior capacity for certain kinds of stress is permanently changed. By December of 1965, Berdella had lost his father to sudden cardiac death, had been sexually assaulted by an older man, had formally and permanently rejected the Church that had organized the moral universe of his childhood, and had encountered, in a darkened movie
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