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Foreword

RACHEL MONROE

CONTRIBUTING WRITER, THE NEW YORKER

In June 1893, when Lizzie Borden went on trial in New Bedford, Massachusetts—someone had attacked her father and stepmother with a hatchet, and it seemed likely it had been Lizzie—throngs of well-dressed men and women crowded the courtroom, hoping for a glimpse of the accused murderess. “Hundreds sought admission in vain,” the New York Times reported. “Great crowds surrounded the Court House and gazed at the brick wall of the building, as though by so doing they might gain some slight information of the celebrated trial in progress within.” (Those who managed to snag a seat inside got the show they wanted—after the prosecutor described the crimes, Borden collapsed in a swoon and had to be revived with smelling salts.) The gawkers were likely intrigued by the sheer aberrance of the alleged act: Then, as now, the vast majority of violent crimes were committed by men.

A particularly compelling murder case has always been able to incite a frenzy, and the relative rarity of female criminals means their cases often compel outsize attention. Borden drew fervent supporters—women who identified with her, men who pitied her—who apparently saw the categories “ax murderer” and “middle-class white woman” as mutually exclusive; when the jury pronounced her not guilty, spectators stood in their seats, waving their handkerchiefs in triumph. But it would be a mistake to conclude that Americans always appreciate an accused woman. Anyone who’s watched an episode of Nancy Grace or scrolled through true crime forums on Reddit can attest to the vitriol that’s often directed at women who, through their crimes, are perceived to have violated both the law and gender norms. Whether we love them, hate them, or love to hate them, there’s something about a woman who’s accused of criminality that seems to scramble our collective brains, short-circuit our higher-order thinking.

These days, the morbid fascination that made crowds clamor for a glimpse of Borden has been supercharged by social media, and nothing seems to whip the true crime community into a tizzy more than a woman on trial. Women who commit crimes, particularly murder, trouble our preconceived ideas of femininity. We’re supposed to be the gentle, nurturing, nonviolent ones—so what happens when we’re not? Faced with this dissonance, true crime too often falls back on well-worn clichés when characterizing female murderers: the predatory femme fatale; the gold digger, the black widow, the angry Black woman; the innocent who was duped by a man. Accused women who aren’t young and pretty often face a further layer of recrimination, depicted as traitors to their gender, or suspected of being not really women. (People who thought Borden was guilty took pains to point out her “masculine jaw.”) And yet, there appears to be a bottomless appetite for these stories. The long-running, hugely successful cable television show Snapped features female criminals who are typically depicted as emotional, irrational, and frankly unhinged. The show is currently in its thirty-fifth season and doesn’t show signs of stopping anytime soon—that is, unless they run out of murderesses to cover.

Thanks in no small part to shows like Snapped, true crime has a bad rap these days. If the case against the genre were ever put to trial, the defense would have its work cut out for it; true crime’s list of sins include its voyeurism, its regular callousness to victims and their families, its disproportionate interest in some victims (preferably pretty, white, young women) and disregard of others (pretty much everyone else), and its emphasis on interpersonal drama over structural contributors to crime. True crime is not just bad for society, it’s unhealthy, some say. (“Is Your Love of True Crime Impacting Your Mental Health?” the Cleveland Clinic fretted recently.)

And yet, it still draws us—and by “us,” I of course include myself. We live at a time when we’re all encouraged to police our consumption habits and to pare our media diets of the salacious and the trashy. But there’s something in human nature that’s hungry for news from the shadow side of life, and for stories about people—especially, it seems, women—behaving badly, making horrible mistakes, and being capable of unbelievable cruelty. These things are a part of life, whether we like it or not, after all. Consider the female spectator at a murder trial in one of the stories in this collection who, when asked why she felt compelled to attend, replied simply: “Where else could you find so much human nature?”

I can think of no better chronicler of human nature—particularly in its half-depraved, half-genteel, distinctly Texan expression—than Skip Hollandsworth, who, over the course of more than three decades at Texas Monthly, has spent time with any number of poisoners, stabbers, shooters, and bank robbers of all genders. The stories in this volume span a century of crimes committed in all corners of Texas, from the tony Houston neighborhood of River Oaks to a struggling North Texas town; the women accused range from the sympathetic to the chilling. They behave in ways both familiar and utterly perplexing: dyeing their hair with Lady Clairol Pale Blonde, attaching secret knives to their sanitary belts, collecting glass sculptures of dolphins, and shooting their stepfathers with a .22.

Although one of the murders recounted here was featured on Snapped, this collection includes no straightforward ingenues or femmes fatales; Skip has never been content to tell that kind of simple, consoling story. Instead, the stories in this volume illustrate the various ways that these women negotiate the complex (and often contradictory) expectations around gender within the court system. Candace Mossler, a flamboyant fixture of high-society Houston, is improbably acquitted of killing her second husband, at least partly thanks to her ability to charm the all-male jury. She understands the role she’s playing and executes it impeccably. But more often, the women are subject to a criminal justice apparatus that lacks a nuanced understanding of the complex interplay between abuse, violence, and mental illness. (According to the ACLU, the vast majority of women in prison have been victims of physical and/or sexual violence; women who kill their husbands are given significantly longer sentences than men who kill their wives.)

The women covered in this anthology are very different from one another, but they each share a sense of being hemmed in by circumstance and social expectations. They want their mothers to pay attention to them, or they want to enact revenge on their high school bullies, or they want to escape their abusive husbands. No one here is “snapping,” in the sense of exploding into irrational, emotional, unpredictable violence. Instead, under Skip’s careful, empathetic eye, you can almost—but not quite—see how murder could start to seem like a solution.

Skip is particularly attentive to small-town desperation, and to the kinds of resentments that can well up in a two-stoplight town, where you can’t go to the grocery store without running into someone who was mean to you in middle school, and where everyone knows (or thinks they know) everyone else’s business. In Nocona, a tiny North Texas town that’s not just nondescript, but “damned nondescript,” as one resident puts it, hospital patients keep mysteriously dying. In Skip’s telling, the Nocona Dairy Queen becomes the unexpected setting of great drama and pathos. Vickie Dawn Jackson, a soft-spoken blonde in a nurse’s uniform, ate there before she murdered her neighbors by injecting them with mivacurium chloride, and she continued to eat there even after she was under investigation for their deaths. Even as Skip lays out the chilling facts of the crimes, he makes space for the town’s odd characters: the ex–rodeo cowboy who still wears his spurs; the old-timer who drives his Sears riding lawn mower to the Dairy Queen most afternoons and who is befuddled that a woman who smiled so nice could spend her nights killing.

As Skip tells it, the residents of Nocona are grieving, but they’re also confused. Murder, that most aberrant of actions, upends their world. The normal order of things, usually so predictable, has been thrown into chaos, and nobody knows how to be anymore. One afternoon at the Dairy Queen, after Jackson ordered her usual taco basket, she runs into Pat Williams, a man she used to have a crush on, and whose rancher father she was accused of killing. “How are you, Pat?” she asks. “It’s so, so good to see you.” Williams is stunned by her benign politesse. “I promise you, if a man who was suspected of murdering my daddy had come up and said hello, I’d have thrown him through a plate-glass window,” he told Skip later. “But it was Vickie, looking all proper and whatnot. I went back out to my truck in the parking lot and called my wife and said, ‘Honey, good Lord Almighty, Vickie said hello. What do I do?’”

Skip has a way of negotiating extraordinary access—it might be his palpable empathy; it might also be his ability to seem more clueless than he really is. Whatever the reason, many people who never before spoke to the media have opened up to him, and those who have given endless interviews get more real with him than they ever have before. But his attention is also often snagged by people who, at first glance, don’t seem central to the narrative. A story about a teenage girl who slips barium acetate into her father’s refried beans, killing him, lingers on the girl’s best friend, Stacey. Stacey is tormented by the burden of her friend’s confession to murder—elicited, improbably, during a study session about Hamlet—and is plagued with nightmares about her friend chasing her through dark forests. “And then I’d come to school the next day and there she was, this very nice person,” Stacey tells Skip.

Stacey is a tragic figure, to be sure. But she’s also a preppy teenage girl in the 1990s. “We used to do everything together. I mean, everything,” she says of her friend, who has recently been convicted of murder. “And then I find out that she has gone off and poisoned her dad for this totally crazy reason. I mean, how weird is that?” Here, as elsewhere, Skip isn’t afraid of the moments of humor and absurdity that arise in even the darkest stories, such as when a female bank robber nicknamed Cowboy Bob makes a painfully low-speed getaway after pulling off what would be her final robbery, her RV chugging effortfully up a hill, spewing black exhaust. Or when the manager of the Nocona Dairy Queen, the town’s supplier for post-funeral receptions, responds to the spate of murders by saying, “I began thinking, ‘If this dying doesn’t slow down, we’re liable to run out of paper products.’”

Bank robbery; RV exhaust. Murder; napkins. Like the best Skip Hollandsworth stories, these stories are capacious enough to contain it all. They are about women and crime and Texas, yes. But their real subject is humanity in all its amusing, confounding, heartbreaking glory. If you’ve come looking for human nature, you’re in the right place.
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Introduction

SKIP HOLLANDSWORTH

In the summer of 1974, I was sixteen years old, living with my family in the North Texas city of Wichita Falls. I was a straight arrow of a kid: an Eagle Scout, a member of the high school’s debate team, and a cellist in the school orchestra. I volunteered at the state mental hospital with my fellow Boy Scouts, cutting lawns and trimming hedges, and every Sunday morning I attended services at Fain Memorial Presbyterian Church, where my father was the pastor. When church members asked me what I planned to do when I grew up, I told them I would most likely become a Presbyterian pastor myself, delivering cheerful sermons about the joys of the Christian life.

Then, on the morning of June 22, I walked into the kitchen and glanced at the local newspaper, the Wichita Falls Record News, that my father had brought in from the yard. Spread across the front page, in heavy two-inch-high block print, was the headline:

Millionaire Oilman, Wife Found Dead

Couple Fatally Shot in Home Here

I felt my mouth go dry. The murdered oilman was fifty-three-year-old Bobby Burns, a lean wildcatter who drilled wells all over Texas. His wife, Abbie, fifty-one, was a former fashion model who was described in the newspaper’s society columns as “charming” and “attractive” and “petite.”

Everyone in Wichita Falls knew the Burns family—or at least knew about them. They lived in the grandest house in the city—a split-level, five-bedroom mansion, more than 9,000 square feet in size, that they had built at the top of a hill on their twenty-acre estate when their four children were still young. The mansion included both indoor and outdoor swimming pools, a trophy room containing the heads of wild animals they had bagged on big-game hunting safaris to Africa, plus a two-lane bowling alley and two shooting ranges (one for pistols and the other for rifles) in the basement.

The estate itself was protected by a high chain-link fence, guard dogs, and a state-of-the-art burglar alarm system. If a prowler tried to force open a window, the grounds would automatically be flooded with outdoor lights, a loud bell would begin to clang, and another alarm would be sent automatically to the police station.

Apparently, however, all of that had not been able to keep the Burnses safe. When the police got to the mansion, they discovered the couple in their master bedroom, where they slept in separate twin beds. Bobby was found in his bed wearing green pajamas. He had been shot three times—twice in the head and once through the right wrist. Abbie, wearing a blue Neiman Marcus gown decorated with flowers, was lying on her back in her bed. She had been shot once in the abdomen, just above her navel, the bullet lodging close to her spinal column. A .38 snub-nosed revolver, no doubt the murder weapon, was on the floor beside the bed.

At that point in my life, I had read a couple of Sherlock Holmes stories and an Agatha Christie novel. But I knew nothing about actual crime. In 1974, I don’t think I knew anyone who had been arrested and taken to jail. And I certainly had never imagined that someone would execute two of Wichita Falls’ most prominent citizens in their mansion, three miles from my home.

Needless to say, I was both terrified and transfixed. Maybe, I told my friends who gathered at my father’s church for our Sunday night youth fellowship meeting, the killer was a professional thief who had broken into the mansion, stolen Bobby and Abbie’s money and jewelry, then shot the couple so he could make a clean getaway.

Or maybe, I said, my voice rising, the killer was a professional assassin who had been hired by one of Bobby’s business rivals to murder them. “He could still be here, hiding out!” I nearly shouted.

Two days later, however, the county’s chief medical examiner dropped a bombshell. Bobby and Abbie Burns, he announced, had not been murdered by an intruder. Forensic tests and autopsies indicated that the couple had died as a result of what the medical examiner described as an “apparent murder-suicide.” Abbie, he believed, had slipped out of her bed in the middle of the night, grabbed her pistol, shot her husband, climbed back into bed, shot herself, and then bled to death.

I simply couldn’t believe it. No one could. In Wichita Falls, Abbie was one of those women who seemed to have it all. She wore beautiful clothes and styled her hair in a Doris Day–like bob. She tootled around town in Bobby’s Cadillac or Mercedes or her own Rolls-Royce, and she flew around the country on her husband’s eight-seat private jet. Besides her skill as a hunter, Abbie was also known for her artistic talent: She painted delicate miniature landscapes on antique china.

So what could have led Abbie to commit such a gruesome act? Was it because of something Bobby had done? Was it perhaps because of something Abbie herself had done?

I began my own amateurish teenage investigation, pestering adults at my father’s church to see if they had any idea what had happened. When I went swimming that summer at the Wichita Falls Country Club with my wealthier friends, I tried to eavesdrop on the conversations that the moms were having while they lay on their lounge chairs, hoping I could pick up some rumors.

One day I decided to get a look at the mansion, which I had never seen. I asked a friend who had his own car—I hadn’t yet passed my state driver’s test—to take me there. We slowly made our way up the hill and approached the estate’s front gates, which were flanked by the tusks of a huge bull elephant that Abbie had shot on one of their safaris. Suddenly, I spied a security guard striding toward us.

“We’ve got to get out of here! I think he’s got a gun!” I cried, barely able to breathe. My friend slammed his foot on the gas pedal and raced back down the hill, his car banging over potholes.

As the summer went on, I kept waiting for the police to release more information about the shootings. But they shut down their investigation. (“Nothing to indicate Burns was not murdered by his wife who then killed herself,” a detective noted in a handwritten report in July.) Nor did members of the Burns family or their close friends reveal anything publicly about what might have led to the murder-suicide. (“I never knew two nicer people,” the caretaker at the Burns estate told one Dallas newspaper reporter. “They were thoughtful and considerate and easy to work for.”) A reporter for the New York Daily News, which was then one of the most popular tabloids in America, even came to Wichita Falls to see if he could find some answers. But under the headline “One Gun Too Many,” he admitted that he too had come up empty. “The house on the hill,” he wrote, “was a good house for secrets.”

I went back to high school to finish my senior year, and in the fall of 1975, I headed off to Texas Christian University in Fort Worth to major in English literature. I was a dutiful student: I read Shakespeare and all the great American novelists, and to improve my writing skills, I worked as a sports reporter for the student newspaper. After graduation, I decided to try journalism as a profession. I landed a job with the Dallas Morning News and later with the Dallas Times Herald, where I was mostly assigned to produce short, fluffy feature stories, interviewing celebrities who came through town. I spoke to the pop singer Connie Francis, the famed novelist John Cheever, the young actor LeVar Burton, and an eighty-eight-year-old restaurant manager named Plennie L. Wingo who was attempting to walk backward across the entirety of the United States, dressed in a beautiful striped suit. “Backward came he, backward like a crab,” I wrote in my opening paragraph. “Come on back, Plennie L. Wingo. Way back.”

Trying to be kind, my coworkers said I had a future writing fluff. To their credit, they didn’t laugh out loud when I told them that what I really wanted to do was write about people who had committed crimes.

I read Ann Rule’s The Stranger Beside Me, Vincent Bugliosi and Curt Gentry’s Helter Skelter: The True Story of the Manson Murders, and, of course, Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. When the newspapers’ veteran police reporters went on vacation, I occasionally got the chance to cover for them, spending evenings in the police department’s press room, leafing through stacks of “incident reports” about car thieves, con men, purse snatchers, pimps, forgers, and other lowlifes of every description.

I wrote a story about three teenagers who stole a pig. I chronicled the life and times of two brothers who married two sisters and then persuaded them to join their home burglary ring. And every now and then, I’d get to sit on a front-row bench in a courtroom and cover a murder trial, furiously taking notes as hardboiled police detectives, the sleeves of their suit coats stretched taut around their biceps, testified in monotone voices about Dallas citizens who had shot, stabbed, bludgeoned, mutilated, poisoned, drowned, or electrocuted their enemies.

Eventually, I went to work for Texas Monthly magazine, which is renowned for its deeply reported narratives. I wrote more true crime: tales about love and betrayal, recrimination and revenge, malice and madness and sensational murder. I profiled a murderous Baptist preacher, a murderous US Air Force cadet, a murderous armored car robber, and a murderous small-town mortician. I spent days interviewing a highly skilled portrait painter in Dallas who late at night picked up prostitutes and cut out their eyeballs; I drank beer in West Texas with a man widely regarded as a satanic cult leader; and I followed a gang of Texas motorcycle outlaws who were involved in a deadly highway feud with another gang of motorcycle outlaws.

“Are you a yuppie asshole?” the leader of the gang asked me.

“No sir, not me,” I replied, the sweat rolling down my back.

But the lawbreakers who most intrigued me were the women. Although some of them were as hardened as Texas’s greatest female felon, Bonnie Parker, the Depression-era, gunslinging partner of Clyde Barrow, almost everyone else seemed to be decent law-abiding citizens, living mostly normal lives.

I met a devoted wife and mother from the Houston suburbs who overnight had turned into a desperate, knife-wielding killer. I spent time with a kindly nurse from the town of Nocona who every day would eat lunch by herself at the local Dairy Queen before heading off to the hospital to murder her patients. I sat through a murder trial in Fort Worth of a popular teenager who had decided that the only way her life would get better was if she poisoned her father. I hunted down close friends of a middle-aged Dallas woman who lived in a small apartment with her mother and who periodically dressed up as a cowboy and robbed banks. I researched the life and death of a glamorous Houston socialite who seemed to have a deep-rooted need to get rid of her husbands, I visited with an elderly East Texas felon who thirty-three years earlier had made five escape attempts from prison before finally getting away for good, and I went looking for a remarkable group of brazen criminals—murderers, robbers, thieves, grifters, and a heroin dealer—who were incarcerated in the 1940s at the Goree State Farm, which was then Texas’s sole penitentiary for women.

In this collection of stories, you’re going to meet these women. I also wanted, of course, to include a chapter on Abbie Burns. I did some research: I acquired her and Bobby’s autopsy records and death certificates. I found the medical examiner’s written findings as well as the police department’s twenty-seven-page investigative report about the shootings, the faded ink barely visible on the pages. I called at least a dozen Wichita Falls residents who had known Abbie and Bobby, asking them if they ever had been told why Abbie did what she did. They said they were sorry, but they had no idea. I reached out to members of the Burns family. But they had no interest in speaking to me.

A few people did pass on one rumor that I actually had heard back in high school—that Bobby, who was said to have an eye for other women, had been carrying on a torrid love affair. According to the rumor, Bobby wanted to marry his mistress, but Abbie was having none of it. (“The old saying of ‘if I can’t have him then nobody can,’ might have been what was running through Abbie’s head that night,” Julie Williams Coley, a local author, wrote in her history How Did They Die?: Murders in Northern Texas 1926–1975. “Why else would Abbie kill her husband and then herself unless it was because her husband was leaving her?”)

Over the years, I also picked up one new piece of gossip—that Abbie might have had a secret life of her own. So why, after shooting Bobby, did Abbie decide to turn the gun on herself? According to the people I spoke to, she didn’t want to deal with the public shame of an arrest, a murder trial, and a long prison sentence. As one moneyed Wichita Falls woman told me, “Abbie obviously had decided she was going to go out her way.”

But again, I found no evidence that any of the gossip was true. When I interviewed eighty-eight-year-old Tim Eyssen, who was Wichita Falls’ district attorney in 1974, he told me that police detectives had never informed him of any alleged love affairs. Nor, he said, had they ever mentioned any motive Abbie might have had for wanting to kill her husband.

“So, the mystery of the Burnses’ killings seems destined to remain just that—a mystery?” I asked.

“I hate to say this, but I’m not sure this case will ever be resolved,” Eyssen replied.

Not one to let a story go, I recently returned to Wichita Falls to poke around and see who might agree to be interviewed. But I had no luck. At the end of the day, I decided to make my way up Memorial Drive to take one final look at the mansion at the top of the hill. There were new owners, of course. The elephant tusks by the front gate had been taken down long ago, and there were no more guard dogs wandering the grounds.

I put my car into park. It was a warm afternoon. Insects buzzed around my open front window. For a moment, I imagined that I could hear the gunfire coming from Abbie’s .38 revolver that night—four shots that forever destroyed a family. I couldn’t help but wonder: What was Abbie feeling right then? Was she consumed with rage? Was she overwhelmed with heartache as she reached for her gun?

I sat there for a few more minutes. A light breeze began to rattle the leaves of nearby trees. Finally, I sighed, put my car into drive, and made my way back down the hill. The story that had launched my lifelong obsession, I realized, was one I still was not able to tell.
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The Last Ride of Cowboy Bob

NOVEMBER 2005


He wore a Western hat, never spoke a word, and robbed bank after bank. When the feds finally arrested him, they discovered that their suspect was actually a soft-spoken woman. They thought they’d never hear from her again—but she had other plans.



Peggy Jo Tallas was, by all accounts, the classic good-hearted Texas woman. For much of her adult life, she lived with her ailing mother in a small apartment in the Dallas suburbs. Every morning, after waking up and making her bed, always taking the time to smooth out all the wrinkles in the sheets with her hands, she’d walk into her mother’s bedroom. She’d wrap a robe around her mother’s shoulders, lead her to the kitchen, fix her cereal, and lay out her pills. For a few minutes, the two of them would sit at the table, making small talk. Peggy Jo, who didn’t like to eat until later in the day, would often smoke a cigarette and drink Pepsi out of a coffee cup. Then, after her mother was finished eating, Peggy Jo would gently guide her back to her bedroom, prop a pillow behind her head, set a glass of tap water and her romance novel on the side table, and walk back into her own room to get dressed.

Usually, she liked wearing khaki pants, a simple blouse, and loafers. But on a lovely morning in May 1991, Peggy Jo, who was then forty-six years old, decided to wear something different. She walked over to her dresser, the top of which held a few small glass sculptures of dolphins with iridescent eyes that she had been collecting off and on for more than a decade. She opened one of the lower drawers and pulled out a pair of men’s pants and a dark men’s shirt. From her closet, she grabbed a men’s brown leather jacket that she kept on a hanger. She then reached for a Styrofoam mannequin’s head that was on a shelf in the closet. A fake beard was pinned to it and on top was a white cowboy hat.

She took off her nightshirt and put on the clothes along with some boots that were too big for her feet. She stuffed a towel under her shirt to make herself look heavier. She stepped into the bathroom, rubbed some adhesive across her face, pasted on the fake beard, and colored her hair with gray paint she had bought at a costume shop. She placed the cowboy hat on her head, put on a large pair of silver-rimmed sunglasses, and pulled on a pair of gloves. She then took a few minutes to write a note on a sheet of lined paper and put it in her pocket.

“Be back in a minute,” Peggy Jo told her mother, tiptoeing past her room. She walked outside, got behind the wheel of her 1975 two-door Pontiac Grand Prix, drove to the American Federal Bank just off West Airport Freeway in Irving, pulled into the parking lot, stepped into the bank’s lobby, and headed toward the counter, where a young female teller was smiling cheerfully.

“Hello, sir,” the teller said. “How may I help you?”

Peggy Jo pulled out the note she had written. “This is a bank robbery,” it read. “Give me your money. No marked bills or dye packs.”

The stunned teller handed over a stack of cash from her drawer. Peggy Jo nodded, stuck the money into a satchel, and walked out of the bank. She then drove straight back to her apartment, where her mother was still in bed, getting hungry, hoping Peggy Jo would return soon to fix her lunch.

In the criminology textbooks, they are invariably described as products of a deprived socioeconomic background. Most of them are young male drug addicts who don’t have the slightest idea what they are doing. When they burst into banks, their fingers twitch and their heads swivel back and forth as they look for security guards. They shout out threats and wave guns in the air. When they get their money, they run madly for the exits, bowling over anyone in their path, and they squeal away in their cars, leaving tire tracks on the road.
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A surveillance camera captured Peggy Jo Tallas wearing men’s clothes and a fake beard during a robbery in 1992.

The Dallas Morning News

And then there was Peggy Jo Tallas. “I promise you, my aunt
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The Last Ride of Cowboy Bob


Postscript

After “The Last Ride of Cowboy Bob” was published in November 2005, I was contacted by people from around the country who were enchanted by Peggy Jo. Documentary and true crime television producers called, hoping to do their own stories about her. Screenwriters and film directors called to discuss the possibilities of turning Peggy Jo’s story into a movie. A play was produced about Peggy Jo at a regional theater in Colorado, and a musical about her was produced at the prominent Alley Theatre in Houston.

What made Peggy Jo especially intriguing was that she never explained herself—not to the FBI, not to the clinical psychologists who were brought in to ask her deep questions, not even to her closest friends and relatives who loved her.

Several people asked me if I believed Peggy Jo saw herself as a modern-day Robin Hood, stealing from prosperous banks so that she could pay for her struggling mother’s medical bills. Or, they asked, was she like one of the stars in the film Thelma & Louise, reveling in her newfound role as an outlaw?

What I’ve always wondered is why Peggy Jo committed that final robbery, using her sputtering RV as her getaway car. Was she simply determined to get to the beach in Mexico, where she could sip homemade cocktails and watch the sun set? Maybe. But she also had to know that this time, she was not going to be able to outrun the police. And when she did get cornered, she obviously decided to go out in one last blaze of glory, having grabbed her toy pistol.

Over the years, I’ve periodically checked in with Peggy Jo’s beloved niece Michelle, thinking that she might remember details about her aunt that she perhaps had been reluctant to share when I first spoke to her. “Surely, there’s got to be some explanation why Peggy Jo robbed all those banks,” I said.

“I’ll tell you what I told you the first time we talked,” Michelle replied. “My aunt was harmless. She was kind. She loved feeding the ducks off the pier. She loved animals and she loved children. And what everyone needs to remember is that no one ever got hurt in her robberies.”

For several seconds, Michelle was silent. I could sense she was trying not to cry. “She was such a good woman,” Michelle said. “Such a good woman.”
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“I love Skip Hollandsworth. I love his extraordinary stories, I love his rabid curiosity,
and I am inspired by every single character he has introduced us to.”
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