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A black and white photograph shows a handcuffed young woman with frizzy hair; a smug almost careless smile lingers on her face while a police officer escorts her away, her t-shirt says “BIKE-A-THON”. This is Jacqueline Gibons on August 5, 1982 – only a week after the ghastly killings of her adoptive parents, Benjamin and Sybil Gibons. Nearby are her co-conspirators, her boyfriend Barry Wilson and their friend Robert St. Pierre, also handcuffed, displaying baffling amusement, at the very start of the legal process that would unfold the terrifying, gruesome details of the murder of an Illinois couple, who apparently only wished the best for their daughter. 

It would take another 5 days, until August 10, for their bodies to be discovered near Albuquerque, New Mexico, discarded there by Wilson on his way to Los Angeles, California. 

Born in 1962 to a troubled mother  who, as one newspaper describes “was barely able to care for herself”[1], Jacqueline was adopted by the Gibons when merely 3 days old. Unable to have children on their own, Sybil and Benjamin were overjoyed with the appearance of a daughter in their lives, evident with the ample assortment of photographs of Jacqueline strewn about in their Skokie, Illinois home, from the girl’s infancy all the way to adolescence. But the attention and affection that the Gibons directed towards Jackie, as she was known, did not prevent the emergence of a passive-aggressive streak in the girl. 

Although Jackie showed promise in her early years, being able to read and write her numbers before she entered kindergarten, she very soon began to display troubling personality traits, with an incapability in making friends and breaking into unexplained aggressive behavior towards other children. She punched and kicked others for no clear reason, got expelled from pre-school for biting and in kindergarten stabbed another student with scissors when he simply took a piece of paper from her. By the age of 10 Jackie was stealing from teachers and students, resorting to frequent violence. 

Benjamin and Sybil could no longer ignore the distressing pattern of behavior and placed Jackie under psychiatric care and supervision. An EEG was performed on her which showed no brain abnormalities. The adoptive father Benjamin was frequently absent from home, spending long hours at work. And Sybil, on the other hand, was a stern mother with strong expectations. They both were quite private, which partly explains why Jackie rarely played with other children. During her childhood, Sybil’s elderly mother, a soap-opera fanatic and a devout Jew, lived with them and showed open hostility towards the girl, calling her “garbage” for not being “a real Jew”, described many to be “by all accounts a deeply disturbed woman”. Despite all this, the Gibons created a warm and supportive environment for Jackie. Financially they were well-off, living comfortably, with a fully paid mortgage, an estate worth $250,000, which was all to be Jacqueline’s. 

Some years later, in prison, Jackie would declare to a journalist during an interview: “They were loving and affectionate, my parents. And I really dislike the approach some have taken to this whole thing. They try to say I had this tragic life, a tragic childhood, and I don’t recall ever having such a rotten time as a kid. I will say there was a generation gap. I never had the kind of talks some kids have with their parents.”[2]

In the early 1970s Jacqueline was diagnosed with a passive-aggressive personality disorder, a chronic condition characterized by a persistent pattern of negative attitudes and passive resistance to demands for adequate behavior in social and occupational situations. Her psychologists showed concern about her violent fantasies and “gruesome stories”. One wrote that: “Her various hostile fantasies indicate strong, chronic, underlying anger”[3]. At the age of 10 Jackie was placed in a residential facility for emotionally troubled girls, which proved to be the first of the many such places that she would have to frequently inhabit during the following 9 years. 

It was in one of those facilities that Jackie at the age of 17 met Barry Wilson, who at the time was 21. During that period Jackie was actively experimenting with drugs and was sexually active. Barry, an 8th grade dropout, had a heavy record of petty, non-violent crime. His influence on her proved to be even more damaging as he convinced her to write bad checks and constantly pressured her for money, pocketing a portion of her check on paydays. Eventually, Jackie was arrested for writing bad checks and the Gibons had to take up a collection from friends to post her $1,000 bail.

In addition to these incidents, Jacqueline had a strong penchant for overconsumption, an avid shopaholic, with a tendency in splurging and collecting expensive items. Her bedroom was littered with pricey lingerie, an abundance of makeup items, stockings with still intact price tags, an opulent display of nail-polish collection in all possible shades. Her purchasing tendencies ever growing, debts ever multiplying, her pay from her secretary job barely able to cover her several hundred dollar debts on charge accounts. Ben and Sybil often rescued her when monthly statements came, secretly covering her due payments. 

They, however, were growing ever more concerned regarding her romance with Wilson. Discovering that Barry Wilson would often pocket her money as well, pushed them to finally put their foot down and reduce Jacqueline’s checking account. Taking control was something uncharacteristic of them, many family friends claimed. Benjamin began driving Jackie home from work on paydays. They also banned Wilson from the home when they were away, which only made Jackie’s and Wilson’s rendezvous at the house more discreet. It was then that Sybil grew increasingly aware of pieces of her jewelry going missing from the house. Distraught, she would often relay her grievances to a longtime friend, Mildred Reitman. “Sybil and I would talk on the phone everyday during that time.” Mildred said. “She was in a terrible state. She would cry and tell me she just couldn’t believe all of this was going on. ‘Millie’, she would say, ‘they are going to get to me. This is just going to kill me yet’.”[4]

The newly introduced control made Jacqueline and especially Wilson increasingly annoyed and angry. They often discussed of how aggravating parents can be, their conversations turning progressively darker, with mentions of “knock-out drops” and “gun with a silencer”. They considered how easy their lives and uninhibited their romance would be without Jacqueline’s parents looming over their heads. 

It was July 1982 when Wilson met Robert St. Pierre in a local bar. St. Pierre had been released from prison only a couple of weeks prior, having served a term for auto theft. He was 19, an awkward, tall, troublesome street kid from Uptown, with a childhood riddled with violent outbursts and sociopathic behavior. As a child he beat his own mother with a baseball bat, had a morbid interest in death, torturing and killing animals, then dissecting their carcasses on the kitchen table. He was a school dropout and was often in counseling because of his alcohol consumption problems.

After getting acquainted over some drinks, Wilson struck up an offer to St. Pierre. Up to $10,000 for the murder of two. St. Pierre was of course captivated. “He told me... he had a job for me that would pay good money in the long run... something like $1,000, $10,000,” St. Pierre later explained. “And that kind of money sounded good to me.”[5] A couple of days later, Jacqueline met with St. Pierre and Wilson in a narrow grimy alleyway during lunchtime. St. Pierre was hesitating, so the offer was reiterated.  “Tell him what he wants to hear”, Wilson told Jacqueline. “I want it done”, she nodded and said. She would initially pay $300. 

That evening, on July 27, 1982, Wilson broke into Gibon’s residence on Karlov in an attempt to get more money for the murder-for-hire. Unable to do so, he simply took some bologna and cheese from the fridge instead. The Gibons summoned the police and Jacqueline confessed that Wilson was responsible for the break-in. Ben Gibons agreed to go to the police station the following few days to file a complaint. But it would never happen. 

July 29, 1982, Wilson and St. Pierre were at a restaurant in Skokie, not far from the house. A decision was made that the murder would be carried out with a hammer. Wilson gave St. Pierre the number to the restaurant, which he would call after the deed was done. After St. Pierre arrived at the house, Jackie let him in and introduced him to her father. Ben greeted him, unsuspecting, assuming that he was just a friend of Jackie’s and headed to the kitchen, St. Pierre closely followed. Jacqueline handed the hammer to him and nestled calmly on the sofa listening as her father was struck on the head with the hammer 11 times. Bobby St. Pierre hit him until he stopped breathing, splattering blood around on the floor and kitchen cabinets. Afterwards he handed the phone number to Jacqueline and asked her to call Wilson. 

Wilson arrived 5 minutes later and for the next hour the trio attempted to clean the bloodstained kitchen with towels and rags. They tied the body with tape and rope and carried it to the master bedroom. St. Pierre reached into Benjamin’s pocket, pulled out his wallet, took out $20 and handed the rest to Wilson. Coincidentally, the detective who was supposed to take the report from Ben, called the house after Mr. Gibons failed to show up. Jacqueline answered the phone, telling the detective that her father was out. Ten minutes later Sybil called the house and asked Jacqueline to pick her up from the train station. Before Jacqueline would do that, the trio drove to a hardware store and bought more tape and plastic bags. Afterwards, they returned to the house where Wilson and St. Pierre waited for Jackie to return with her adoptive mother. On the drive back to the house, Jackie asked her mother if she wanted to drive around for a bit, but the latter refused and asked to be taken home As soon as Mrs. Gibons went through the door St. Pierre struck her with hammer. The woman stood for a second, horror-struck, staring in disbelief at Jackie. “How could you do this to me?”, she asked her daughter as she was struck on her head with a hammer again and again. 

The pool of blood that formed proved too difficult to clean so they opted to cutting out a segment from the carpet. They wrapped Sybil’s body in tape and plastic, placing it in the master bedroom next to her husband. Audaciously, the trio then took Jacqueline’s parents’ car and went to “cruise” around town, buying alcohol, driving to a cheap motel where Wilson would drop them off and leave. 

The next couple of days went by for Jackie at a normal pace, almost as if nothing had happened. She phoned her parents’ workplace and reported that they were sick and would not be showing up. She also made extravagant purchases from Sears, with around $400 worth of makeup, lingerie, stockings, dresses, needle craft kits, and a pocket radio. She attached a note to her order signing “B. Gibons” with a shaky handwriting: “Please forgive me if there are any errors in this order, since my eyesight isn’t too good. Since I have not used my card in a while, I do not recall what my limit is, but since my daughter needs these items please send them to her as soon as possible and charge it to my account”. Later Jackie stopped at the neighborhood Jewel, cashed a $116 paycheck for Wilson, bought liquor and partied all night with her two friends at a cheap motel.

They returned to the crime scene the next day. Jackie was able to evade yet another call from detective McLaughlin by telling him that both her parents were out for dinner, but it was becoming increasingly evident that they would have to plan their subsequent course of action and get rid of the bodies as soon as possible. Understanding that it would be too risky to move the bodies to the street and to the car they decided to break the hole in the wall from the house into the garage and place the bodies in the car trunk. For two hours Wilson and St. Pierre crouched and chiseled away the wall in the closet of the master bedroom, after which the bodies were guided through the hole into the garage. During the move St. Pierre noticed that the tip of Sybil’s finger was missing, apparently cut in an attempt to take off her wedding ring. He enquired as to who had done it. An argument ensued after which they drove off in the family car with the trunk dipping low from the heavy load. 

The plan was to dispose of the bodies out of state. Wilson would be the one to make the drive, with intentions to heading West. He would drop off St. Pierre, show the bodies in the trunk to a black man he and Jackie met at a gas station and eventually continue his journey to California without Jacqueline. On Monday Jackie called her parents’ workplace again informing them that her parents will still not show. But this time the employers got suspicious, so they informed Sybil’s sister, Harriet Metrick, who after finding out that her sister and brother-in-law had not shown up for work for several days, alerted the police. Detective McLaughlin showed up at the residence the same day and after being let in, found the place in shambles. He saw the cut-out in the carpeting and blood stains in the kitchen and several other rooms, bloodied rags and towels scattered about. Benjamin’s empty wallet was in the kitchen as well. In the bedroom the detective found St. Pierre’s belt with his name and prison identification number. After further inspection, the hole leading to the garage was discovered as well, along with garage bags filled with blood-covered rags, gloves and a hammer covered in masonry dust. Almost too obvious pieces of evidence of a grotesque murder-for-hire targeted at Sybil and Benjamin Gibons were coming together in front of the detective. 

The walls were closing in, as Jacqueline sensed, and she hesitantly confessed to the police that “something tragic” had taken place. “She was not emotional at all,” Detective McLaughlin, who also questioned her, recalled. He revealed how she initially denied knowing anything, then later would backtrack, change her story and repeat a difference course of events. Eventually, under pressure from those questioning her Jacqueline would blurt out and almost shout out something like “All right, we killed them!”[6]. Impenitent about the awful deed, Jacqueline easily sold out her friends as well. She gave St. Pierre’s address and Wilson’s whereabouts, who had phoned her after some change in his initial plans.

Wilson was supposed to take the bodies to Los Angeles and show them to a friend before burying them there, but the stench from the decomposing bodies proved too overwhelming, derailing his plans, so he decided to purge of the bodies near Albaquerque, New Mexico instead, where a farmer would discover them a week later bundled up in blankets, plastic bags, rope and tape. Wilson was arrested in front of his father’s house in Phoenix, Arizona. He gave several false leads to the location of the bodies to the authorities, leading them to an empty chase until the farmer’s gruesome discovery near the side of a road, next to a patch of evergreens. 

Jacqueline and her two friends were charged with the double murder. During the trial the prosecutors Malatesta and McCarthy displayed a ghastly slideshow of the bodies of Ben and Sybil Gibons. Some of the jurors broke down. Jacqueline, shed the occasional tear, yet eventually switching back to her smiling self.  “She was not the grief-stricken daughter her attorney tried to portray,” observed one juror, Kathy Merkelz. The defense on the other hand attempted to paint Jacqueline as the victim, going as far as to blame the Gibons’ indulgences for most of Jackie’s problems. The jurors took less than 2 hours to come up with a conviction for the trio. St. Pierre for carrying out the actual deed was sentenced to death on the electric chair. Jacqueline and Wilson chose to be convicted by the Judge Grazian, who sentenced them to life in prison with no parole. Had the decision been up the jurors, all three would be sentenced to death. 

The initial trial was an oversight, as it turned out, with convictions eventually being overturned. Judge Leonard Grazian had to hold separate trials to ensure separate defenses. Gibons, Wilson and St. Pierre were found guilty in the murders, armed robbery, as well as conspiracy and concealment of a homicide. St. Pierre even bragged of his criminal promotion while waiting for his trial in the Cook County Jail; he had become a “hit man”. He was ultimately sentenced to death but pardoned under a blanket clemency in 1989 by Governor George Ryan. Jacqueline finally pleaded guilty on June 6, 1989 and was sentenced to 60 to 80 years in prison. 

Unsurprisingly, the three would point fingers at each other during the trial, claiming their own innocence and the guilt of others. St. Pierre was the only one who more or less accepted the fact that he was cornered and admitted his guilt, maintaining still the weight of responsibility and active participation of Wilson and Jackie, as well as the fact that they were the ones to hatch the plot and hire him. Wilson refused to accept any responsibility, pointing out to his absence during the killing of Benjamin Gibons and lack of participation in the murder of Sybil Gibons. He only admitted to partaking in the concealment of the bodies. Jackie too claimed innocence, an unwilling party pulled into a misunderstood “joke” by Wilson, presumably in disbelief that everything had actually taken place. The arguments did not stick with the jurors, nor with the judge. 

The verdicts during the initial trial were challenged both by Wilson and Jacqueline. Court documents site that Jackie contended that : “1) the trial court erred in denying her petition for severance in violation of her rights to a fair trial, to confront witnesses against her, and to present evidence in her defense; 2) the State failed to prove her guilt beyond a reasonable doubt of the armed robbery of Sybil Gibos; 3) the “death qualification” of prospective jurors during voir dire resulted in a biased jury representing a fair cross-section of the community; and 4) the court erred in imposing extended terms of 60 years for armed robbery.”[7] In a similar turn, Wilson would claim that “1) the trial court erred in denying his motion for severance in violation of his rights to a fair trial; 2) the court improperly permitted the State to introduce evidence concerning a burglary of the Gibons’ residence; 3) the State failed to prove him beyond a reasonable doubt of the armed robberies of both victims; and 4) his sentences were excessive.”[8]

Speaking with a journalist at the Dwight Women’s Prison in downstate Illinois 3 years later, Jacqueline seemingly revels in the attention she’s receiving, inquiring if a photographer would turn up and take her photograph as well. She is close to 300 pounds, with unwashed wiry hair, repeatedly lighting up chains of cigarettes. She is stuck in this prison for a long time, a lifetime at the time the interview was conducted to be exact.  She would later receive 60 to 80 years after pleading guilty in 1989. “I would rather have had him give me the death penalty,” she says. “It scared me to think about death but I guess I didn’t really think I would get it. One of the guards told me that no judge wanted to be the first one in Illinois to put a woman on death row.”[9] She is careful to share information about the death of her parents, even her regrets sound flat and insincere. “I am sorry, it should not have happened”, she says dryly, “I try not to think about it, I don’t think I betrayed them...  I loved them”.  She places the blame on Wilson, maintaining that she believed him because she “needed a friend”, arguing that she was a mere bankbook for him. Evidently even his mother had warned Jacqueline about him but she ignored her. “Sometimes I wonder why I didn’t pull back before it all happened, and I don’t even know myself. I really don’t know.”[10] 

In the end, Jackie didn’t inherit anything. The house and the estate were sold and divided among the remaining relatives of the Gibons. Jackie confessed that she “missed” her parents. “They were always trying to push me on to better things, and I always resisted them. I think about that now. If I could change things, I would wish them alive. I miss their company and their advice.” This was a rare moment of reflection by Jackie, for someone who seemed unremorsefully blithe considering the horrible chain of events. 

Immediately after the gruesome killings, the newspapers in Illinois would paint her as a spoiled child, to whom “everything was not enough”, pointing out her hefty physique as a predictable extension of her character, debating over nature vs. nurture in an attempt to make sense of her unrepentant demeanor. To many her behavior and participation in the chain of horrifying events was shocking, the logic behind her prior misdemeanors as child a mystery. Was Jacqueline really a bad seed or had something happened to her? Was she misunderstood? What pushed her to observe the cold-blooded murder of her two adoptive parents, moreover to deeply desire it? Two people who manifestly pulled her from a potential life of misery and hardship, gave her a home, opportunities to grow. 

Prison photographs of Jacqueline depict a wilted, bored, heavy woman with dark stringy hair pulled back in a ponytail and tiny black eyes in an intersected gaze. At the backdrop of the gruesome story this image of her concocts a heavy twisted feeling and raises the age-old question of whether there is an ultimate necessity of digging into the dark minds of murderers and unraveling the indiscernible logic of cruelty and sociopathy, whether there actually is a remedy, a preventative method, whether Sybil
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