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When did you first hear about Charlie Starkweather and Caril Fugate?

I moved to Missouri to be with a boyfriend in grad school.  It was his father’s hometown: 
one movie theatre, no espresso, lots of feed stores.  We spent a lot of time driving to even 
smaller towns and checking out the second-hand stores with names like Trash n’ Treasures. 
Caril Fugate’s face was staring out of a book display in a window. It was the cover of Ninette 
Beaver’s bio of her.  The store was actually closed. We made another trip to that town a 
couple of days later to get the book. I couldn’t forget that face.  
After that I read William Allen’s book Starkweather. Then we took a roadtrip up to Lincoln, 

and I moved there within a year.

You say in the afterword to Short Fuse that the killing spree was “pretty much the last thing that 
had any impact” in Lincoln.  As a big city girl – you grew up in San Francisco, Toronto and 
Seattle – were you drawn to their story because it was something, anything, to grab on to?

Making the art was definitely something to do besides drive around.  But more than that, 
I just found the story incredibly romantic.  I had to live with a “wicked stepfather”-type as 
a teen. The idea of a boy killing a girl’s family so that they could be together seemed like an 
expression of true love.

What sort of research did you do into the case, and what did you consciously stay away from?

There was no internet to speak of at that time. I simply read every book I could find and 
went to all the locations in the story. I went to the State Archives and was able to examine 
unreleased photos including the snapshots that Caril had with her upon capture.
One thing that I didn’t do was attempt to locate or communicate with Caril Fugate. I 

was quite taken aback by this idea when a reader first asked me about it. It truly had never 
occurred to me.  Nor does it hold any appeal today.

Shortly after making the film Badlands, based on the case, director Terrence Malick was quoted 
as saying, “I wanted the picture to set up like a fairy tale, outside time, like Treasure Island.” You 
made the opposite choice, rooting your drawings in the 1950s. Why?

There were traces of that era remaining in Lincoln, sort of a ghostly underpinning, like a 
drawing not quite erased.  I wanted to bring up those images.  In my mind, the history of 
certain places is the real picture, and the present is the not-quite-opaque overlay.



How long ago did you realize you wanted to be an artist? 

My father has little books I used to make at around age five.  Everything I drew was always in 
components: a different monster for every letter of the alphabet, a beauty pageant with a lady 
from each country. I have not had any kind of art classes since ninth grade. What comes out 
on paper is not really a choice for me.

Which artists inspire you? Which writers?

For comics, Raymond Pettibon, Bill Sienkiewicz, Julie Doucet, Rececca Kraatz. Non-comic 
artists: Erté, Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Alberto Vargas. Writers: Shirley Jackson, William 
Allen, early Joyce Carol Oates, Flannery O’Connor, Tennessee Williams.

You work in the public library, and have for ten years. How does being immersed in books impact 
your work?

In practical terms, I pay a lot more attention to durability.  For years I was the book mender 
at my branch.  I noticed that the graphic novels produced by the big name U.S. companies 
are falling apart after one or two circs.  The ones that last forever are the Japanese manga. 
They never fall apart. That’s why their section at the library keeps expanding!
In general, being immersed in books is the only way to live, in my opinion.  It can do one 
nothing but good.

Did you get flak for putting so much heart and time into a story about murder? 

Definitely!  But: almost exclusively in Nebraska, which I muse over in Short Fuse’s afterword.  
When I came back to the West Coast I was very, very shy about showing the pictures or 
talking about them.  I don’t know if I will ever get over the trepidation completely.
The first time I hung them as an exhibit in a Lincoln, Nebraska tattoo parlour, people were 

just, like, silent.  

Did you come to feel close to Charlie and Caril? 

I feel more distant from them than I did at the beginning.  I think what I have always felt 
is empathy. But whereas I identified with the characters at a certain point in my life, telling 
their story has made me know myself better.

What is your next book?

I have been admiring some of the crossovers I’ve seen between books and graphic novels.  
Words with pictures: it’s something we don’t really get in books after the age of, say, eight 
or ten.  I love the illustrations by Nate Beaty in Willy Vlautin’s novel The Motel Life, and in 
Cristy C. Road’s Bad Habits. Vlautin’s novel even comes with a CD of songs that go with the 
chapters! I love that, and I’d like to continue to explore this miscegenation of genres.  

To arrange an author interview or appearance, or request a review copy, please contact 
marketing director Laura Powers (laura@dymaxicon.com 650.275.3568).
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