Praise for Starkweather Dreams
“Charles Raymond Starkweather lived a short, violent life—from his birth in November of 1938 to his death in the electric chair in June of 1959. Along with his equally lethal young girlfriend, Caril Ann Fugate (she was just fourteen when they met in 1957), he shot and/or stabbed eleven victims to death in Nebraska and Wyoming. Christopher Conlon follows up his other masterful verse portraits (Gilbert and Garbo in Love, The Weeping Time, Mary Falls) with this stark—no pun intended—vision of inner torment and murder. In often savage, sometimes lyrical, and always jolting poetic images, Conlon word-paints a dark blood canvas which reveals the soul of one of history’s most notorious serial killers. Charlie Starkweather lives, loves, and death-dreams once again in these nightmare pages.”
—William F. Nolan, author of Logan’s Run and recipient of the International Horror Guild’s Living Legend Award
“Starkweather Dreams is a brilliant unfolding of character and concept, unraveling the mind of this famous spree killer from the inside out. Christopher Conlon gives us a spree of internal snapshots from Charles Starkweather’s personal history, each one taking us deeper and deeper into his strange intimate life, so that the more we identify with him the more horrifying he becomes. Conlon takes an unblinking look into the intensity of his terror and his forbidden desire, revealing the madness and passion of both this cultural icon and his lifelong love, Caril Ann Fugate. If ‘True Crime Poetry’ is a genre, then Conlon is the reigning master of it, and this is his most accomplished work to date. Anyone who harbors a morbid curiosity for the underbelly of both life and love should spend some time with this dark and disturbing book of verse.”
—Michael A. Arnzen, Stoker Award-winning author of Proverbs for Monsters
“Charlie Starkweather (1938-1959) was a serial spree killer, not the most heinous serial killer in American history, but certainly one of the most notorious, his saga spawning numerous movies and books. Writing in a vivid and lucid style from multiple viewpoints—Charlie, his teenage girlfriend-accomplice Caril Ann, some of their victims, and even Charlie’s parents—Christopher Conlon revisits the Starkweather tragedy. Whether you are familiar with the story or not, the poems in this collection deliver a series of searing portraits, often graphically violent and/or sexual, framed by the popular and everyday culture of that time. Recommended highly!”
—Bruce Boston, Pushcart Prize and Stoker Award-winning author of The Guardener's Tale
“Starkweather Dreams takes the reader on a dark, fascinating journey through the lives of 1958 spree killer Charles Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate, the girl who fell under his thrall. The fifty poems in this collection range from good to brilliant; standout poems like ‘The Skins of Dead Men’ and ‘Countdown’ will burn themselves into readers’ imaginations. Conlon tells Starkweather and Fugate’s stories—and the stories of their victims—with lyrical intensity, genuine empathy, and an unflinching eye.”
—Lucy Snyder, author of Chimeric Machines and Spellbent
“Enter the dreams and nightmares of Charles Starkweather and Caril Fugate from their beginnings to his end. Starkweather Dreams is about their sad and sorry lives, unmasked horrors that only a masterful poet like Conlon can conjure as he takes you on their crazy rampage in an enduring tailspin, an often stream-of-consciousness nightmare. It’s all real. It’s all true. It’s a soul-shuddering ride you won’t forget.”
—Marge Simon, Stoker Award-winning author of Vectors: A Week in the Death of a Planet
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They’s fryin’ him tonight the voice confides
in my dream him Starkweather tonight
(countrified fake -backwoodsy like hicks
in bad movies) and I am
in the death chamber Charlie in the hard
straightbacked electric chair without
straps just a kind of
metal bowl atop his head
to jolt the juice in
and he looks as he looked: (Presley
sideburns James Dean windbreaker
Bogart cigarette between his fingers)
smaller than I’d remembered or imagined
slighter traces of baby fat softening
his cheeks freckles but the familiar
Brando sneer molding his mouth
(voice now behind my ear whispering They’s fryin’
him tonight yeah justice comin’ hot
an’ hard courtesy the state
of Knee-braska in the good ol’ U. S. of A.)
the switch the switch I know hundreds
of plain folk outside would love
to throw the switch is in my hand
it looks like a light switch
in my home or yours ten times bigger
giant ON painted black just above it
OFF below and the room is
small close-packed dark yet
I sense people all around murmurings
on every side and as I look
toward Charlie I see
Caril there in his lap their arms
around each other her head leaning to his
touching it or rather the metal bowl around it
she wears blue blouse jeans white cowboy boots
strictly the all-American country girl from
Life or Look and she sucks greedily
at a half -empty bottle of Pepsi
in her child -sized hand smiling pleasantly
between swallows I know I
should throw the switch shove it
upward watch them smoke and shudder
for as I stand there in the crowded room
I see my brother falling in subzero
Nebraska night his face burst
in screaming shotgun fog without even
a jacket against December lunar cold
see my daughter falling down abandoned
storm cellar steps back of her head
splayed open bright as sunflowers
feel the knife in my own back my own
belly my own chest
my body raged apart and see
the two of them smiling goading me
to do it do it switch in my hand
and I press on it push it up
(it weighs hundreds of pounds)
and as I do the room suddenly grows
brilliantly! bright! hum of! 2200! volts!
sheeting! throughout it! spitting!
crackling! the room! alive! with current!
voices! screaming! everywhere! around me!
my own hand blueglowing smell of
my flesh sizzling while in the chair
Charlie’s metal bowl becomes a golden
halo the two of them
embracing in light giggling sharing
her Pepsi between them leaning together
watching us watching me
enjoying the show
Charlie’s Vision
Someday will be the perfect day,
a day among dogwoods and fir trees,
sun splashing over his face, far
from school, from brothers
and sisters, from the soiled world
of man: Someday he’ll meld
with the Nebraska wilderness, live
among the beasts and birds, listen
to the wind stroking the buffalo grass,
and when he kills, as he must,
after all, to live, to survive,
it will be only for food, and he’ll
carefully cradle each fallen squirrel
or rabbit in his arms, letting its blood
soak into his own skin, taking
its unique life-force into himself,
and this is so vivid in his brain,
a world of peace, of nature,
of himself in nature, himself as nature,
that he’ll cry at times, weep like
a woman, reaching in his mind
to this someday-vision hovering like
a northern flicker before him, always
almost within his grasp, always just not.
Memory: Charlie
He woke once to wind, to branches
clacking against the window
like the bones of dead men,
heard cars on the road coming
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