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About the book

In "Lady Killers: Deadly Women Throughout History," Tori Telfer takes

readers on a chilling yet captivating journey through the murky waters of

female criminality, exploring the lives of notorious women who defied

societal norms and embraced their darker instincts. With a keen eye for

historical detail, Telfer uncovers the stories of cunning poisoners, seductive

assassins, and ruthless murderesses who used their wit and charm to

manipulate a world that underestimated them. This enthralling narrative not

only examines the motives behind their heinous acts but also questions the

very nature of femininity and morality, inviting readers to grapple with the

unsettling truth that the line between victim and villain can often be

frighteningly thin. Prepare to be both horrified and fascinated as you delve

into the complex lives of these lady killers, whose legacies challenge the

conventional narratives surrounding women in history.
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About the author

Tori Telfer is a skilled author and cultural critic known for her engaging

explorations of the realms of crime, gender, and history. With a background

in journalism and writing, she possesses a keen ability to weave together

compelling narratives that delve into the darker aspects of human behavior.

Telfer's work often highlights the intricate relationships between women and

crime, striving to shed light on underrepresented stories that challenge

traditional archetypes. Her insightful prose in "Lady Killers: Deadly Women

Throughout History" illuminates the lives of female murderers, offering

readers a unique perspective on the complexities of female criminality, all

while blending historical research with a modern sensibility.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Elusive Population

The Elusive Population: Summary

The narrative begins by confronting the entrenched stereotype of the serial

killer as predominantly male—often portrayed by sensationalized monikers

that embody pure malevolence, such as the Ripper or the Vampire Rapist. In

stark contrast, the text highlights the underreported phenomenon of female

serial killers, who comprise less than 10% of known serial murderers in the

past century. While a 2007 publication identified 140 female serial killers,

alternative sources claim numbers nearing a thousand. Regardless, the media

and society exhibit a selective memory concerning female violence,

exemplified by the case of Aileen Wuornos, who was inaccurately labeled

"America's first female serial killer," despite her crimes being neither

unprecedented nor unique.

The text posits that female serial killers often blend inconspicuously into

their roles as mothers or grandmothers, becoming historical footnotes

post-judgment, unlike their male counterparts. Despite historical evidence of

female evil—depicted through figures like Mary Ann Cotton, who is

overshadowed by the infamy of Jack the Ripper—the idea of women as

nurturing generally eclipses discussions of their potential for premeditated

violence. Society grapples with the reality of female aggressors, generally
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inclined to interpret their actions as reactionary rather than calculated.

The author references a 1998 assertion by FBI profiler Roy Hazelwood that

“there are no female serial killers,” to underscore public discomfort when

confronted with women who commit heinous acts. The section delves into

how perceptions of beauty influence the public's reactions, with attractive

female killers receiving more subdued or sensational portrayals. Conversely,

less favorable appearances invite ridicule and comedic nicknames tailored to

diminish the gravity of their actions. This refusal to engage with the

complexity of female violence leads to superficial narratives built around

archetypical representations rather than genuine understanding.

The chapter discusses the propensity to dehumanize female killers by

framing them as mythical monsters or reducing their actions to

psychological phenomena linked to gender, thus avoiding deeper truths

about female aggression. The text reflects on societal tendencies to simplify

narratives about crime, particularly regarding women, through humor or

hyperbolic characterizations that lend the violence an almost comical

aura—like the humorous nicknames assigned to sociopathic figures.

In acknowledging the drive behind these heinous acts, the author suggests

that irrespective of gender, the motivations for murder can stem from a

myriad of impulses, including anger, greed, and desperation. The exploration

acknowledges the historical context of these women, reinforcing that their
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actions resonate through time as part of the human condition. The narrative

posits that while we often recoil from the horror of such acts, they are deeply

ingrained in the very fabric of societal behavior—something as old as

civilization itself.

The author proposes that facing the truth about female serial killers—as

tragically human and complex individuals—offers a fuller understanding of

violent crime. This acknowledgment challenges the notion that such horror

is confined solely to an unnatural male legacy. Ultimately, the chapter

invites readers to confront and accept the reality of female killers, presenting

them not as mythic figures but as disturbingly human—complicated women

shaped by their circumstances and choices.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Blood Countess: Erzsébet
Báthory

### The Blood Countess: Erzsébet Báthory

Erzsébet Báthory, often dubbed the "Blood Countess," stands as an infamous

figure in history, immortalized as one of the earliest female serial killers. As

a member of the powerful Báthory clan born in 1560, Erzsébet was educated

in the classics and spoke multiple languages, reflecting her noble heritage.

However, her life was shadowed by hardships, including potential epilepsy

and the impacts of her inbred ancestry. Rumors suggest that she witnessed

horrific violence in her youth, shaping a potentially warped psyche.

At fourteen, Erzsébet married Count Ferenc Nádasdy, a formidable warrior

dubbed the "Black Knight of Hungary." Their union was marked by her life

as a powerful aristocrat, marked by wealth and the management of extensive

estates, especially while Nádasdy was often engaged in wars against the

Ottomans. Despite a seemingly prosperous life, the couple shared a dark

bond over a sadistic pleasure for torturing servant girls, fostering a culture of

cruelty that festered in their household.

The death of Nádasdy in 1604 unleashed Erzsébet’s predilection for violence

onto a catastrophic scale. With the war spoils dwindling, she increasingly
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resorted to torturing young servant girls, often to the point of death. Her

actions escalated into a macabre obsession, fueled by her seclusion and

possibly, psychological degradation. She and her accomplices devised

horrific methods of torture, leading to a grim reputation that began to surface

in the neighboring communities.

By 1609, as suspicion intensified and her brutality escalated, Erzsébet

resorted to posing as a finishing school operator to lure in noble girls. This

dangerously reckless move incited outrage among the aristocracy after

reports about missing young women began circulating. As noble families

sought answers about their daughters, Erzsébet’s egregious actions came

under scrutiny, culminating in the king's directive for an investigation.

In February 1610, György Thurzó, friends with Nádasdy, reluctantly led the

investigation into Erzsébet's household. Although conflicted, he uncovered

an overwhelming number of testimonies that spoke of extreme cruelty and

the tragic fates of countless girls. Ultimately, despite a lack of a formal trial,

Erzsébet was imprisoned within her own castle, receiving a life sentence

filled with accusations of vicious behavior and bloodshed.

During her confinement, Erzsébet exhibited denial, attributing her violent

acts to the influence of her servants. She was condemned to a life of

isolation and darkness, her legacy transforming over time into that of a

monstrous figure. Her story continued to evolve after her death in 1614; it
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became steeped in rumors of vampirism and sadism, largely fueled by

reimagined folklore and artistic interpretations. 

In contemporary culture, Erzsébet Báthory's legend endures as a symbol of

the horrific potential of unchecked power, and the allure of a murderess

whose story raises questions about the nature of evil, status, and the

complexities of feminine identity. Today, her tale remains a captivating

narrative that navigates the dark corridors of history, drawing us into an

enigmatic world of brutality intertwined with the haunting aura of

aristocratic privilege.

Topic Summary

Name Erzsébet Báthory

Title Blood Countess

Background
Born in 1560 to the Báthory clan; educated in classics and
languages; faced hardships like potential epilepsy and inbred
ancestry.

Marriage Married Count Ferenc Nádasdy, known as the Black Knight of
Hungary; shared a sadistic interest in torturing servant girls.

Post-Husband's
Death

After Nádasdy’s death in 1604, her acts of violence escalated,
torturing servant girls and developing a grim reputation.

Luring Victims In 1609, she posed as a finishing school operator to attract noble
girls, leading to increased scrutiny and investigations.

Investigation In February 1610, György Thurzó conducted an investigation,
uncovering testimonies about extreme cruelty and numerous deaths.
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Topic Summary

Imprisonment She was imprisoned in her castle without a formal trial, living in
isolation, attributing her actions to her servants.

Legacy Died in 1614, her story evolved into one of vampirism and sadness,
symbolizing the dangers of unchecked power.

Contemporary
Impact

Her tale continues to captivate as a symbol of horror, power,
femininity, and the complexities of evil in aristocratic privilege.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The dangers of unchecked power and isolation.

Critical Interpretation: Reflect on how Erzsébet Báthory’s descent into

madness was fueled by her unchecked power and isolation. Let this

serve as a reminder that power can corrupt not just the individual on a

grand scale, but also distort one’s sense of morality and self. In your

own life, strive to remain humble and connected to others, ensuring

that personal power does not isolate you from compassion or lead to

destructive behavior. Engage with the world around you, fostering

relationships that ground you and help maintain your empathy and

humanity, rather than retreating into a fortress of solitude that could

breed darkness.
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Chapter 3 Summary: The Giggling Grandma: Nannie
Doss

Summary of "The Giggling Grandma" (Chapters on Nannie Doss)

Introduction to Nannie Doss

Nannie Doss, dubbed the "Giggling Grandma," captured national attention in

the mid-1950s with her charming demeanor and dark humor, creating an

image of a harmless, love-struck grandmother. However, beneath this façade

lay a chilling history: she had murdered four of her five husbands. Claiming

her actions were driven by love and disappointment, Doss managed to

deflect blame and garner public sympathy.

Early Life

Born Nancy Hazle in 1906 in Alabama, Nannie grew up in a strict household

where she was expected to contribute to the family farm. A traumatic head

injury suffered at a young age would haunt her for life, leading to severe

headaches and a sense of disorientation she described as "thinking crooked."

At just fifteen, she married Charlie Braggs, a union approved by her

controlling father, but their relationship was tumultuous, filled with fights

and infidelities. Doss's struggles with motherhood and marital strife
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ultimately led to her divorce, leaving her with unresolved feelings toward

men and family.

Marriage to Frank Harrelson and Subsequent Husbands

Nannie’s quest for love continued, marrying Frank Harrelson, a drunken

abuser she ultimately poisoned after years of enduring his abuse. Her next

husband, Harley Lanning, fell victim to her wrath amid jealousy and

infidelity rumors, culminating in his death through a poisoned meal. Seeking

to avoid the pitfalls of past relationships, Nannie turned to a mail-order

husband service and met Richard Morton, whose unexplained behavior

stirred her suspicions, leading to his untimely demise by poison. Each

marriage ended in murder, driven by jealousy, rebellion against control, and

a desperate pursuit of love.

Downfall and Capture

It was during her marriage to Sam Doss that Nannie’s crimes began to

unravel. In November 1954, she was arrested after admitting to poisoning

Sam, which opened the floodgates to revelations about her darker past.

While she initially portrayed herself as a victim of circumstance, evidence

began to emerge linking her to several mysterious deaths, including those of

her own children and siblings.
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Public Persona and Court Proceedings

The media sensationalized Nannie’s story, painting her as a quirky and

lovable figure caught in a tragic web of love gone wrong. As Nannie stood

trial, her demeanor remained lighthearted, and she entertained reporters with

her candor. However, investigations uncovered arsenic in the bodies of her

deceased husbands and relatives, challenging her narrative of innocence.

Nannie’s trial demonstrated a duel of interpretations: she maintained an

exterior of normalcy and humor while the prosecution painted her as a

calculating killer. Ultimately, she was deemed sane and pled guilty,

receiving a life sentence amidst public fascination.

Legacy and Reflection

Nannie Doss became a symbol of the absurdity of societal perceptions of

femininity, especially in the 1950s, complicating the archetype of the

nurturing grandmother. Although she was responsible for multiple murders,

her charm and cunning left an indelible mark on the public psyche.

As prison life mellowed her ambitions for celebrity, she feigned sickness,

exhibited humor, and expressed a desire for the electric chair, should she be

tried again. Nannie Doss died of leukemia in 1965, leaving a legacy that

reflects society's struggle to reconcile the image of the "gentle grandmother"
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with the reality of her heinous crimes. Her story serves as a reminder that

beneath the veneer of domesticity can hide the capacity for profound

darkness.
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Chapter 4: The Worst Woman on Earth: Lizzie Halliday

Lizzie Halliday: The Worst Woman on Earth

*Chapter 1: Origins of a Troubled Life*

In the late 1800s, Lizzie Halliday, initially known as Elizabeth Margaret

McNally, was incarcerated for arson in Pennsylvania’s Eastern State

Penitentiary. Despite starting her sentence as a model prisoner, her mental

state deteriorated weeks before her release, leading to her transfer to an

asylum, where doctors deemed her insane. Upon her release, she traveled to

New York, seeking work and eventually marrying Paul Halliday, a widower

with six children, one of whom was disabled.

As their marriage progressed, Lizzie’s erratic behavior escalated,

overshadowed by ominous events. In 1891, she set their home ablaze,

claiming her husband’s disabled son perished trying to save her, though

evidence indicated foul play. Yet Paul remained devoted to Lizzie, who

continued her trail of destruction, burning down additional properties and

later attempting to flee with another man, only to return to prison. Halliday’s

determination to defend her sanity fell on deaf ears once doctors released her

back into his care, claiming she was cured.
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*Chapter 2: The Darkening Shadow*

The marriage soon took a sinister turn as Lizzie’s violent impulses became

harder to ignore. Paul Halliday vanished, prompting concern from his

children, who noticed peculiarities in their stepmother's behavior. One day,

while Lizzie was absent, neighbors investigated the Halliday farm and

discovered the charred remains of Paul Halliday hidden under the

floorboards, confirming their darkest suspicions about Lizzie.

Simultaneously, the McQuillan family became entangled in Lizzie's web of

destruction. On an ordinary day in 1893, Lizzie, posing as "Mrs. Smith,"

lured Margaret McQuillan and her daughter Sarah to her home under false

pretenses. Following the ominous disappearances, Tom McQuillan’s worries

led him to search for his family, coinciding with a growing apprehension

among the Halliday children about their father’s fate.

*Chapter 3: The Web Unravels*

After the bodies of the McQuillan women were discovered, Lizzie’s violent

tendencies escalated. When questioned by authorities, she exhibited

alarming behaviors, swinging from aggression to detachment. Despite her

fierce denials, forensic evidence mounted against her. In a dramatic arrest,

Lizzie was taken into custody, and her integration into jail life soon revealed

her unstable mental condition; she oscillated between fits of rage and eerie
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calmness.

Media interest exploded, exacerbating public speculation about her sanity

versus shrewdness. While some labeled her “insane,” others saw her as a

dangerous manipulator. Attempts to draw a confession from her proved

fruitless as Lizzie remained elusive, prevaricating about the night of the

murders while floating ever-more elaborate and fantastical explanations.

*Chapter 4: The Trial of a Lifetime*

With tension mounting, Lizzie stood trial in Monticello in 1894. Her lawyer

attempted to establish an insanity defense, claiming no motive existed for

her crimes. The prosecution argued otherwise, painting her as a cold-blooded

killer capable of adult functionality while maintaining a facade of madness.

The jury’s quick verdict—guilty of first-degree murder—struck the public

deeply, especially since Lizzie was the first woman sentenced to death by

electric chair, igniting a wave of public discontent regarding the fairness of

the trial.

A subsequent insanity commission was appointed by Governor Roswell

Pettibone Flower to reevaluate Lizzie’s mental health. Surprisingly, the

doctors concluded that although Lizzie exhibited intelligence, she also

lacked control over her violent impulses. Their conclusion shifted her fate,

sending her instead to Matteawan State Hospital for the Criminally Insane
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for life.

*Chapter 5: Asylum Life and Dark Desires*

Lizzie’s time at Matteawan initially seemed to improve her behavior; she

engaged in meaningful activities and complied with staff requests. However,

sinister elements still brewed beneath the surface. A bond formed with

attendant Nellie Wicks morphed into possessiveness and aggression.

Lizzie’s obsession reached a breaking point when Nellie announced her

departure to pursue nursing. In a shocking culmination of her repressed

violence, Lizzie attacked and killed Wicks with brutal ferocity.

Following the murder, shockwaves reverberated through the institution.

Lizzie’s violent tendencies rekindled fears about her true nature,

transforming her into both a revered patient and a feared predator.

*Chapter 6: Concluding Illusions and Her Final Rest*

While questions lingered over Lizzie's sanity versus her performative

madness, her notorious legacy morphed into a symbol of societal anxieties

regarding femininity and crime. She lived the remainder of her life under the

persistent shadow of her horrifying acts until her death from Bright’s disease

in 1918 while locked away in the asylum.
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Despite once being dubbed “The Worst Woman on Earth,” Lizzie Halliday

was buried anonymously, her notoriety fading into historical obscurity. The

duality of her persona—both a victim of circumstance and a violent

predator—raises complex dialogues about gender, mental health, and the

societal lens that judges criminals, particularly female ones.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Devil in the Shape of a Saint:
Elizabeth Ridgeway

"Devil in the Shape of a Saint" Summary

Elizabeth Ridgeway's Temptation and Downfall  

Elizabeth Ridgeway grew up in a devout Christian home in Ibstock,

England, during the tumultuous seventeenth century. Despite her

upbringing, she found herself ensnared by dark forces, which she later

claimed manifested as a "familiar spirit"—a demonic presence whispering to

her. A tempestuous woman, she battled both personal insecurities about love

and a penchant for deceit. Though only a handful of sources document her

life, her story unfolds with a palpable sense of familiarity as the narrative

reveals her dark choices.

### Early Life and Discontent

Elizabeth’s father, a farmer, raised her in the quaint yet violent town of

Ibstock, where calamity struck the unsuspecting citizens. Dismissed as a

spinster at twenty-nine, she inhabited the role of the "Religious Maid,"

masking her true, rebellious nature. Rarely committing to the church, she

nursed a violent temper that led her to poison her mother after a quarrel,
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inadvertently liberating herself to run the household. Seeking freedom, she

left for a domestic position in a wealthier family, where she nurtured

aspirations for romantic entanglements, engaging in flirtations with local

suitors—John King and Thomas Ridgeway.

### A Web of Deception

As her affection for Ridgeway grew, tension mounted with King, whose

expectations of marriage Elizabeth strung along through manipulation and

clandestine intrigue. Fueled by jealousy and practical desires, she poisoned

King, escaping the burden of commitment and leaving a trail of misery in

her wake. Elizabeth hurried into marriage with Ridgeway, her father’s

disapproval ringing in her ears, but she quickly discovered that wedded life

failed to meet her expectations. Instead of the love she yearned for, Elizabeth

faced the harsh reality of Ridgeway's debts and a burgeoning dissatisfaction

with their mundane life.

### A Dark Resolution

Distraught and desperate for release from a loveless marriage, Elizabeth

resorted to poison once again. After serving Ridgeway a meal laced with the

same white powder she had procured, he succumbed to violent illness and

died, leaving Elizabeth seemingly free. However, her freedom was

short-lived as Ridgeway’s apprentices grew suspicious, leading to an
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investigation that ultimately uncovered her crime.

### Trial and Confession

In a grotesque twist of justice, Elizabeth was subjected to a cruentation—an

archaic trial method where touching the corpse was said to produce

miraculous reactions. Her guilt was strongly inferred when Ridgeway's body

mysteriously bled upon their forced contact. Found guilty, she faced

execution by burning, despite her defiant posture and evasive tactics to

confuse her spiritual counselor, John Newton. 

Newton, a clergyman, attempted to elicit sincerity and repentance from

Elizabeth, navigating a bewildering array of her incongruent confessions and

outlandish fabrications surrounding her motives and the supposed influence

of her familiar spirit. Instead of revealing guilt or remorse, Elizabeth’s

manipulative nature shone through her interactions; she relished in the

psychological game, taking pleasure from evading accountability.

### Final Moments

In the days leading up to her execution, Elizabeth's penchant for deceit

persisted, even as the gravity of her fate loomed. It was only on the brink of

her death that she reluctantly admitted to killing Ridgeway, revealing her

long-held suicidal thoughts and a history of employing poison against those
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who wronged her. Even in her final acts, she displayed a concoction of

resistance and pride, asserting her desire to die on her own terms without the

spiritual guidance she rejected. As flames consumed her, Elizabeth

Ridgeway burned, her tragic tale steeped in mystery—a portrait of a woman

both terrorized by her choices and entwined in a darkness she seemingly

embraced.

This chilling account serves as a reflection on the darker aspects of human

nature, showcasing Elizabeth Ridgeway not as a mere villain but as a

tortured soul capable of connection yet rife with deception—a theme that

transcends time and invites contemplation on morality, agency, and the

consequences of one's desires.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Vipers: Raya and Sakina

VIPERS: The Story of Raya and Sakina

Setting the Scene: The Underbelly of Alexandria

In the impoverished district of Alexandria, Egypt, two sisters, Raya and

Sakina, have made a name for themselves, albeit a notorious one. Their

house is perpetually shrouded in incense, leading neighbors to speculate

about the strange odors emanating from within. The backdrop of their lives

is 1919 Egypt, where burgeoning nationalist sentiments clash with British

occupation. As the country spirals into strikes and riots, the police focus

more on revolutionaries than on the underground activities flourishing in the

�s�t�r�e�e�t�s� �o�f� �a�l�-�L�a�b�b���n�,� �t�h�e� �s�i�s�t�e�r�s�’� �s�h�a�d�y� �n�e�i�g�h�b�o�r�h�o�o�d� �f�i�l�l�e�d� �w�i�t�h� �p�r�o�s�t�i�t�u�t�e�s

and drug dealers.

A Turbulent Upbringing

The story begins decades earlier in Upper Egypt, where Raya was born

around 1875, followed by her younger sister Sakina a decade later. Their

childhood is marred by neglect, with parents who are either absent or
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abusive. Forced into adulthood too soon, the sisters fend for themselves,

turning to various means of survival, including prostitution and petty crime.

Sakina, embodying a spirit of independence, flits from marriage to marriage

while Raya demonstrates steadier resolve, eventually marrying Hasab Allah,

a man with a checkered past.

As they journey to Alexandria, they discover a vibrant yet treacherous city,

where societal divisions claim a toll on outsiders like the sisters, labeled

�“�b�a�’�+�d�+�s�.�”� �D�e�s�p�i�t�e� �t�h�e� �c�h�a�l�l�e�n�g�e�s�,� �t�h�e�y� �s�e�i�z�e� �o�p�p�o�r�t�u�n�i�t�i�e�s� �i�n� �t�h�e� �c�h�a�o�t�i�c

urban landscape, particularly by establishing a brothel to cater to the British

soldiers stationed nearby.

The Rise and Fall of the Sisters

As the First World War rages on, the sisters thrive, attracting clients and

accumulating wealth in their brothel aptly named “The Camp.” However,

with the war's conclusion comes a decline in business. The return of their

husbands, who take control over the brothel’s operations, disrupts the

sisters’ previously successful and independent enterprise.

Desperate to maintain their financial stability, Raya and Sakina face

increasing challenges from the neighborhood's toughs, the fitiwwa, who

provide both protection and intimidation. As tensions rise and the 1919
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revolution ignites turmoil within Alexandria, the sisters pivot their brothel

operations to their own homes, which threatens to unravel their fragile

stability.

The Stench of Death

By late 1920, disturbing complaints about a foul odor lead to the shocking

discovery of multiple corpses beneath Raya’s floorboards. The sisters,

previously viewed with suspicion, quickly find themselves at the center of a

murder investigation, as police uncover a horrifying pattern tied to missing

women last seen with them. Ultimately, the investigation links seventeen

corpses to their operations, igniting public outrage and media frenzy.

Media coverage sensationalizes their story, framing them as embodiments of

moral decay in a society grappling with shifting gender norms. As the public

narrative spirals, Raya and Sakina become figures of intrigue and fear, with

sensational claims about their greed and murderous intents painted as a

reflection of female defiance and moral erosion.

Trial and Execution

The sisters' trial becomes a spectacle, drawing crowds eager to witness
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justice for the gruesome crimes. Despite the defense’s attempts to shift

blame, the prosecution labels Raya and Sakina as predatory women

operating outside social norms. In an unprecedented ruling, both sisters

receive death sentences, marking a significant departure from the leniency

typically shown towards female criminals.

In the days leading to their execution, the sisters embody complex narratives

of strength, manipulation, and survival within and against a patriarchal

society. Sakina, known for her spirited defiance, channels her last moments

into a proclamation of her strength, contrasting sharply with societal

expectations of women.  

Legacy and Myths

After their public execution, Raya and Sakina’s tale morphs into myth, and

they become symbols of fear and disobedience. The media, relishing their

fall from grace, continue to publish stories and illustrations, perpetuating

their infamy. The consequences of their actions resonate through the streets

of Alexandria, where their names generate a sense of caution among mothers

telling tales to curb unruly daughters.

Ultimately, the legacy of Raya and Sakina transcends their criminal acts,

reflecting broader societal anxieties about women’s autonomy in a rapidly
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changing world. Their tragic story serves as a poignant reminder of the

consequences faced by those who dare to defy societal constraints in pursuit

of their desires. Even in death, they remain symbols of power, haunting the

narratives of urban life in Alexandria and conjuring both dread and morbid

curiosity in equal measure.

Section Summary

Setting the
Scene

Raya and Sakina, two sisters from the impoverished district of Alexandria,
earned a notorious reputation during 1919 amidst Egypt’s nationalist
movements against British rule. Their lives are filled with scandal, as their
house filled with strange odors leads to rumors.

A
Turbulent
Upbringing

The sisters faced neglect and abuse in their childhood—Raya born
around 1875 and Sakina a decade later. They resorted to survival tactics
like prostitution as they entered adulthood too soon. Despite hardships,
they open a brothel in Alexandria to cater to British soldiers.

The Rise
and Fall of
the Sisters

The sisters thrived during WWI through their brothel, "The Camp," but
faced decline post-war when their husbands took control. Their business
struggles intensified as they faced threats amid the socio-political turmoil
of the 1919 revolution.

The
Stench of
Death

By late 1920, police discover multiple corpses beneath Raya's
floorboards, linking the sisters to missing women. They face public
outrage and media frenzy, emerging as figures symbolizing moral decay
amidst changing gender norms.

Trial and
Execution

The sisters' trial became a public spectacle where they were labeled
predatory and received death sentences, defying the usual leniency for
women. Their complex stories of survival and defiance echoed in their last
moments.

Legacy
and Myths

Post-execution, Raya and Sakina evolved into mythic figures symbolizing
disobedience and fear, their tale cautioning against defying societal
norms. Their story left a lasting impact on women’s autonomy debates in
a changing Egypt.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Wretched Woman: Mary Ann
Cotton

The Wretched Woman: Mary Ann Cotton

Mary Ann Cotton emerged in the shadowy corners of Victorian England, a

product of rampant economic despair and social upheaval. Though she lived

decades before Jack the Ripper, she belonged to a dark lineage of female

killers, rendered nearly invisible by poverty and circumstance. The 1840s,

marked by what was dubbed the Hungry '40s, saw a rise in female

criminality prompted by the decline of the textile industry, displacing many

families. This dire situation birthed women like Sarah Dazely, who

murdered husbands for insurance, and Mary Milner, who poisoned her

in-laws. Among this grim sisterhood was Mary Ann Cotton—a name

destined to become synonymous with heinous malfeasance.

Fine Dark Eyes

Born in 1832 to impoverished parents, Mary Ann Robson experienced

misfortune early on, including the death of her miner father and siblings.

Despite these tragedies, she romantically recalled her childhood as “days of

joy,” unmarred by familial pressures of marriage or motherhood. By the age
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of nineteen, she wed William Mowbray, ostensibly to escape poverty, but

this marriage only led to further destitution. The couple endured several

relocations, producing multiple children who, tragically, all succumbed to

infant mortality—an all-too-common fate in Victorian England. The

relentless cycle of trauma may have instilled in Mary Ann a disturbing

notion that her offspring were dispensable.

As Mowbray took to sea for work, Mary Ann's loneliness burgeoned, and

she soon found solace in the arms of a red-haired miner, Joseph Nattrass,

signifying a dramatic shift in her identity. This affair likely fueled her

eventual descent into murder, perhaps as an attempt to liberate herself from

the oppressive weight of motherhood, or as a means of avenging her

long-suffering existence.

Fevers

When Mowbray died from what was officially labeled “typhus fever,” Mary

Ann reaped the benefits of a life insurance payout, sparking her murderous

spree. Following his demise, the pattern emerged: her second daughter

perished from a similar cause shortly afterward, albeit under dubious

circumstances, and thus she moved to be closer to Nattrass. Subsequently,

Mary Ann ventured into nursing—a profession where she exhibited a

particular knack for comforting her male patients, an ability that would serve
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her nefarious intentions well.

Mary Ann's next husband, George Ward, fell victim to mysterious ailments

just fifteen months into their marriage, as did the children of James

Robinson when Mary Ann assumed the role of housekeeper. By then, it

became evident that Mary Ann viewed marriage as a means to an end, each

union followed by the death of a spouse and the strategic positioning of her

next lover.

In West Auckland, she married Frederick Cotton and quickly stripped his

family of health and wealth. The speed at which she dispatched her victims

escalated alarming; in quick succession, the Cotton children began to die

under the guise of illness—conditions often associated with, but not limited

to, arsenic poisoning. 

One Last Child

The final straw for Mary Ann emerged with her stepson Charles Edward,

who became the last obstacle to her newfound aspiration with

Quick-Manning, a wealthy tax collector. Desperate to remove all hindrances,

she abused the boy and threatened to put him in a workhouse, openly

lamenting the burden he posed. Just days later, he was found dead,

prompting local suspicion that ultimately led to an official investigation. 
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As the bodies of her victims were exhumed and tested for poison, public

sentiment waned, leading to Mary Ann's arrest. The exhumation of her

victims revealed she had executed a string of murders meticulously

concealed beneath the pretext of maternal love.

The Short Drop

At her trial, Mary Ann, who had birthed a child while imprisoned, employed

her feminine charm and emotional appeals to the jury, skillfully embodying

the Victorian ideal of womanhood. Nevertheless, her murders could not be

obscured by the societal expectations of femininity, and in the end, she was

condemned for the murder of Charles Edward, receiving the death penalty

by hanging.

On March 24, 1873, Mary Ann met her end on the scaffold, a victim of her

own machinations. Amidst a throng of onlookers, she expressed a final plea

for mercy before the trapdoor fell from beneath her feet, leading to a

protracted and gruesome death.

With her execution, the narrative surrounding Mary Ann Cotton—once a

fleeting curiosity—transformed into a cautionary tale. While her story might

incite morbid fascination, ultimately she faded into obscurity, eclipsed by
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the sensationalism of future criminals like Jack the Ripper. Life—and

death—continued unabated across England's grim tapestry, with whispers of

her atrocities echoing only briefly before plunging back into the shadows of

history.
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Chapter 8: The Tormentor: Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova

### The Tormentor: A Summary of Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova’s Dark

 Legacy

#### Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova: The Ritual of Torment

Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova was a Russian noblewoman whose life

oscillated between devout religious observance and deplorable acts of

cruelty. Born in March 1730, the daughter of an influential family, Darya

enjoyed a life steeped in privilege and entitlement. Despite her pious rituals,

such as church attendance and annual pilgrimages to sanctified sites, her

character was marked by a striking hypocrisy. Under the veneer of

devoutness lay a sadistic penchant for the abuse and torture of her serfs,

particularly female servants, whom she brutalized for minor infractions.

#### From Young Widow to Killer

Darya’s charmed existence transformed into a burdensome management of

her estates upon the death of her husband, Gleb Saltykov, in 1756, leaving

her a widow with two sons. Her newfound responsibilities coincided with an

escalation in her violent behavior; her unchecked rage manifested itself as a

systematic and ritualistic torture of her serfs. She became infamous for her

brutal punishments, which soon attracted gossip and horror from her

neighbors.
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At the time, serfdom was a dehumanizing institution where nobles, like

Darya, wielded absolute power over their serfs—effectively treating them as

property. Darya utilized her position's immunity to perpetrate heinous acts

with impunity, leading to the deaths of numerous serfs. The serfs, referred to

as "souls," were bound to serve their masters without legal recourse against

abusive treatment.

#### Horror and Impunity

Darya's rage was often ignited by the simplest of errors, leading her to

savagely punish those who failed to meet her impossible standards. Her

behavior escalated to the point where she committed multiple murders.

Notably, she was implicated in the death of a pregnant serf, Anisya

Grigorieva, a case ignored by authorities due to her noble status. As rumors

of her atrocities spread, she became both feared and loathed, living as though

she were a deity above the law, reaffirming to herself that she was justified

in her brutality.

Her murderous impulses weren't just casual; they were premeditated. Her

attempts on the life of a former lover and his new partner showcased a

chilling resolve to maintain control through fear and violence, further

isolating her to a life of vengeance and bloodshed.

#### The Escape of Two Serfs

In April 1762, Yermolai Ilyin and Savely Martynov, two serfs serving
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Darya, decided to escape her clutches and take their grievances to St.

Petersburg. They provided detailed accusations of her crimes, citing that she

had killed over a hundred individuals. Their plea caught the attention of

Empress Catherine the Great, who was eager to reform the system and curb

the excesses of the aristocracy. Though Darya's noble background shielded

her from immediate repercussions, it also compelled Catherine to take

significant interest in the case.

#### The Investigation and Verdict

Under the scrutinous gaze of the Justice Board—established by Catherine to

investigate Darya's reign of terror—witnesses converged with damning

testimonies. Despite Darya's persistent claims of innocence, stating, “I do

not know anything; I did not do anything,” the evidence mounted against

her. Catherine, balancing the need for justice with the interests of the

aristocracy, ensured a thorough investigation, ultimately leading to Darya's

conviction for thirty-eight murders, with a suspicion of more.

#### A Reckoning Unfolds

On October 2, 1768, Catherine decreed that Darya should be stripped of her

titles and identity, subjected to life imprisonment in a dark, isolated cell—a

form of punishment underscored by public attention and spectacle. This

verdict was meant not only to penalize Darya but also to serve as a warning

to other nobles about the consequences of abusing their power.
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For eleven years, Darya languished in an underground cell, isolated from

light and society, only to hear the church's liturgy from above—a cruel irony

for a woman who once saw herself as above reproach. She remained

reportedly unchanged, her existence marked by darkness and her psyche

deteriorating over time.

#### A Legacy of Horror

Darya’s imprisonment continued until her death on November 27, 1801. The

tales of her atrocities left a haunting legacy, inciting discussions on the

abuses inherent in serfdom and the moral depravity fostered by unchecked

power. The nickname "Saltychikha" emerged, a diminutive bestowed upon

her by the very serfs she had tormented, reflecting a slight subversion of the

power dynamic she once embodied. Despite her noble birth, the legacy of

Darya Saltykova stands as a testament to the potential for cruelty inherent in

human nature when bolstered by privilege and systemic injustice.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Iceberg Anna: Anna Marie Hahn

Chapter Summaries: "Iceberg Anna" to "The True Anna"

Iceberg Anna  

In the summer of 1937, Anna Marie Hahn travels on a train with three

generations: herself, her son Oscar, and a sickly elderly man. While Anna

tends to the old man, Oscar entertains himself by drawing a skull, which

terrifies the man and inadvertently provides a moment of comic relief for

fellow passengers. This scene sets up the theme of appearances versus reality

in Anna's life.

Love at First Sight  

Anna's idyllic childhood in Füssen, Germany, is shattered by a romantic

affair with a supposedly wealthy Viennese doctor, Dr. Max Matscheki, who

ultimately abandons her when she becomes pregnant. This leaves Anna,

once spoiled and loved, isolated and facing scandal. After giving birth to

Oscar, Anna’s conservative family ship her off to America to escape shame.

The story of her lost love and subsequent exile reflects her longing for a

romantic past that never truly existed.
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America!  

Arriving in Cincinnati in 1929, Anna struggles with scarlet fever, but

quickly finds work and begins fabricating a new life for herself, showing a

penchant for deceptive storytelling about her finances and aspirations. She

marries Philip Hahn, agreeing to have him act as a father figure to Oscar.

Anna's lies escalate as she becomes consumed by a desire for money,

immersed in gambling, and scheming, culminating in a series of failed

businesses and plots to commit insurance fraud.

My Girl  

Anna pursues relationships with elderly men, starting with her landlord,

Ernest Kohler. After his unexpected death, Anna inherits his valuables,

drawing suspicion but escaping scrutiny. Her pattern of seducing and

exploiting older, lonely men further solidifies her status as a manipulative

figure who uses her charm while concealing her true intentions. She

skillfully extracts money and fosters dependency, embodying a predator in a

fragile world.

Witches  

While Anna’s crimes begin intensifying, so does her strategy—poisoning

her victims with arsenic, which allows her to maintain the guise of a caring
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companion while carrying out her deadly plans. Her charm and nurturing

persona render her victims unsuspecting. The chilling nature of her actions,

coupled with her ease in dispelling fear and suspicion, illustrates the depths

of her psychopathy.

Cincinnati's Number One Female Criminal  

After a string of suspicious deaths among her acquaintances leads to police

attention on Anna, a coincidental theft involving diamond rings links her to

a broader investigation. As they dig deeper, evidence suggests Anna's

involvement in several murders, leading to her arrest. Her calm demeanor

amid mounting evidence shows her detachment from the gravity of her

crimes.

Mother’s Prayers  

Anna's trial captivates the public, particularly women, who view her as both

a murderer and a mother. Her courtroom appearances raise questions about

femininity and morality, while the prosecution builds a solid case against her

using forensic evidence and testimonies that paint her as a remorseless serial

killer. Despite being surrounded by sympathetic female jurors, Anna's cold

demeanor fails to sway the verdict, demonstrating the courtroom’s need for

justice.
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That Woman Tortured Me with Tortures of the Damned!  

During the trial, the prosecution solidifies their case with damning evidence

and emotional appeals about the number of victims, culminating in a

powerful closing argument that starkly contrasts Anna’s poised exterior with

the horror of her actions. Although her defense attempts to humanize her as a

mother, the jury is convinced of her guilt, leading to a death sentence that

Anna accepts with surprising calm.

The True Anna  

As Anna is transferred to solitary confinement, her charm wanes under the

weight of her impending execution. In her isolation, she writes delusional

confessions blaming external circumstances for her actions. Desperate pleas

for her son resonate emotionally with the public, revealing a complex inner

life rife with dependency on her son while juxtaposing her monstrous

behavior. Her final moments with Oscar are haunting, showcasing the

emotional disconnect anew—between a façade of maternal love and her

chilling history as a predator.

Beneath the Mask  

Facing execution, Anna's true self is revealed in her breakdown, illustrating

a stark departure from the composed, manipulative woman the public
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encountered before. As she pleads for mercy and resists her fate, the stark

contrast between her earlier pride and her final vulnerability poses questions

about her humanity and the facade she maintained successfully for so long.

On the day of her execution, the transformation from a cruel perpetrator to a

terrified woman demonstrates the psychological complexity bound to her

narrative, emphasizing the tragedy of her life—both as a mother and as a

murderer.
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Chapter 10 Summary: The Nightingale: Oum-El-Hassen

Summary of Chapters on Oum-El-Hassen (Moulay) and Her Downfall

Background and Early Life:

Oum-El-Hassen, known as Moulay, was a notorious figure born in 1890 in

Algiers, Algeria. Beginning her life as a cabaret dancer, she fell into

prostitution at the tender age of twelve. Amidst the backdrop of colonialism,

where Algeria was a part of French North Africa, Moulay adeptly navigated

her vulnerable position by aligning herself with French soldiers, seeking

their loyalty in a society where women often faced abandonment and

violence. Though praised for her beauty and charisma, her relationship with

the French army was complex—marked by both affection and betrayal.

Rise to Power:

By her twenties, Moulay had established a flourishing brothel in Fez,

drawing influential French officers and city officials. Described in

dehumanizing terms by contemporary journalists, she crafted a vibrant

enterprise that transformed her into a celebrated figure. Her life took a

tumultuous turn following the signing of the Treaty of Fez in 1912, which

imposed French rule over Morocco. When uprisings erupted against French
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authorities, Moulay notably chose to protect French officers by hiding them,

even risking her life in the process. Despite her courageous actions,

recognition from the French authorities eluded her, accentuating her tragic

quest for acceptance.

Downfall and Emergence of Violence:

With her fortunes waning, Moulay's life spiraled into darkness. Supposedly

involved in dubious activities, she relocated to Meknès, where her

once-respected brothel devolved into a grim establishment notorious for its

violence and squalor. Aging and embittered, she began abusing the girls who

worked under her, implementing a regime of cruelty fueled by paranoia and

the remnants of her former glory. The tragic discovery of a dismembered

body—a former dancer named Cherifa—unleashed a chain of events that

would expose Moulay's horrific reign.

Trial and Media Spectacle:

The gruesome murder trial garnered sensational media attention, drawing

infamous figures like the renowned writer Colette. In court, Moulay's

transformation from celebrated madam to suspect was scrutinized, with

vivid evidence, including the basket that contained Cherifa's remains.

Despite wealthy testimonies about her past, her former connections to the

French elite abandoned her when it mattered most, deepening her isolation.
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As accusations mounted, so did the horrific tales of other girls who

disappeared from her brothel.

Societal Reflection and Mourning:

Colette's observations painted a complex portrait of Moulay—not merely as

a villain but as a product of a brutal society where the exploitation of women

was normalized. The courtroom became a theater of cruelty, highlighting the

darkest contours of both Moulay’s psyche and the colonial framework that

shaped her worldview. Despite testimonies from surviving children, many of

whom displayed severe trauma, justice remained elusive. With empathy and

pity, Colette reflected on the cycle of abuse, pushing readers to contemplate

the societal structures that perpetuated such horrors.

Conclusion & Legacy:

Ultimately, Moulay was sentenced to fifteen years in prison, a fate many

perceived as lenient for the egregious crimes attributed to her. Her notoriety

only grew post-trial, as myth and speculation colored journalistic accounts of

her life. The media frenzy cultivated an enduring mystique around her,

echoing centuries-old narratives of exoticism and moral decay in colonial

societies. By the end of her sentence, she vanished into obscurity once more,

leaving behind a legacy steeped in tragedy and moral complexity,

emblematic of the fraught, intersecting histories of colonizer and colonized.
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Through Moulay's story, simmering questions remain about power, loyalty,

and the hidden stories of women within colonial regimes, prompting a

continued reflection on the nature of complicity and survival amidst

systemic violence.
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Chapter 11 Summary: High Priestess of the Bluebeard
Clique: Tillie Klimek

### High Priestess of the Bluebeard Clique: The Story of Tillie Klimek

In the Chicago of the 1920s, a woman could murder her husband and

potentially walk free, provided she conformed to a certain beauty standard.

For the beautiful murderesses who had preceded her, such as “Stylish Belva”

Gaertner and “Beautiful Beulah” Annan, the courtroom was a place to

display their charms. However, Tillie Klimek, then aged 45, lacked the

desired allure. Having endured multiple marriages that ended suspiciously,

Tillie's unremarkable life belied a dark propensity for violence, particularly

as she had a storied history in the art of husband-killing without

understanding the rules of the game. 

Tillie was born in Poland and immigrated to Chicago as a child, part of the

za chlebem movement—Poles seeking a better life. Struggling with the

English language, she grew up in the milieu of the city's turbulent history,

where violence was common. When her first husband died in 1914, and the

second one shortly after remarrying, no one raised an eyebrow amid the

chaos. Content to live in the shadows, Tillie remained a widow, seemingly

able to attract unmarried men with her eyes—her only charm.
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However, romance with her third partner, Joseph Guskowski, soured as he

failed to propose after a trip meant to unearth a commitment. Frustrated,

Tillie resorted to intimidation, disclosing that she had poisoned her previous

husbands. Guskowski’s fear led to his untimely death just days later. With

his sudden demise, she maneuvered into her next marriage with Frank

Kupezyk, a union marred by insufficient affection. As he fell ill, Tillie

eagerly purchased a coffin, stating he had "two inches to live," hinting that

she was methodically poisoning him, which with the passing of time,

ultimately led to his death in 1921.

Despite neighbors whispering concerns about her unusual demeanor, many

were inclined to believe her unsettling charm indicated a kind of psychic

ability. However, whispers turned to outright accusations when Tillie's next

husband, Joseph Klimek, fell ill due to suspicious circumstances. After

discreet concerns from family led to a doctor being called, the police

intervened; they discovered Tillie’s use of poison. 

The investigation revealed that Tillie was a serial killer who methodically

eliminated her husbands and even made attempts at poisoning others,

including her pets and relatives. Her cousin, Nellie Koulik, later found

herself embroiled in the case for supplying Tillie with a specific

arsenic-laden poison known as “Rough on Rats” and faced charges herself.

As the hunt for the truth deepened, Tillie's dark past unraveled, revealing

vague narratives of revenge and hostility for minor grievances.
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The brewing storm reached its peak with the exhumation of several

relatives’ corpses, all bearing traces of arsenic, compelling the public to

view Tillie as a modern-day witch or a high priestess of poison.

Simultaneously, Klimek's hospitalizations had heightened public curiosity

about Tillie's psychic reputation, misleading the community to believe she

possessed an otherworldly gift.

During the trial, contrasting personalities emerged: Tillie remained stoic and

defiant, declaring her innocence, while Nellie's erratic behavior sowed doubt

regarding her culpability. The prosecution, led by the fervent William

McLaughlin, painted a sordid picture of Tillie's murderous capabilities,

fueling sensational journalism portraying her as the ringleader of a

“Bluebeard clique.” The narratives of beauty played a pivotal role in the

trial: where more attractive women had often escaped conviction, Tillie’s

perceived lack of beauty worked against her.

As the trial progressed, the judge's attention diverted to the criminalization

of familial mental health, pointing to the women’s inherited behavioral

issues and the historical context of eugenics, revealing a societal bias against

their class background. Tillie received a life sentence—harsh, even amidst

the undeniable evidence of her crimes—while Nellie walked free.

When public fascination faded from Tillie, she found a level of peace in
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prison, spending years sewing and befriending journalists. Her demise in

November 1936 marked an unceremonious end to her notoriety, eclipsed by

newer criminal narratives. Even in death, the grim details of her life eclipsed

any fleeting sympathy; for society, Tillie Klimek remained an ugly

murderer, never fully grasped as a complex individual haunted by demons of

her own making.
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Chapter 12: Sorceress of Kilkenny: Alice Kyteler

Sorceress of Kilkenny: A Summary of Alice Kyteler's Story

In the backdrop of pre-Enlightenment Europe, the story of Dame Alice

Kyteler unfolds—a woman at the center of Europe’s first witch trial, yet also

a figure possibly known as the first documented female serial killer. The

narrative highlights a grim reality: accusations of witchcraft, often steeped in

sexual misconduct and other sensational claims, served as tools in a

patriarchal society’s fight against powerful women. While Kyteler's name

may now be remembered for mystical lore—riding broomsticks and

consorting with demons—her true life reveals a calculated survivor who

navigated the male-dominated world through marriages that left an

unsettling trail of deceased husbands.

Set in the late 13th century, Kilkenny is depicted as a prosperous city where

Alice, a descendant of wealthy merchants, capitalizes on her advantages.

After marrying William Outlawe, a wealthy banker, she gains status and

wealth, only for her husband to die conveniently, ultimately enriching her

and his son, William Jr. This pattern continues as Alice remarries, each

husband bringing her further wealth and connections until jealousy and

suspicion bubble within the community.
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Alice's subsequent marriages to men like Adam le Blond and Richard de

Valle further highlight her controversial ascent. Each husband's untimely

demise prompts whispers of maleficia—an accusation against women

believed to harm through witchcraft. Suspicion intensifies when John le

Poer, her fourth husband, suffers mysterious ailments leading to further

allegations against Alice, particularly from the disgruntled heirs of her

deceased partners.

At the heart of these escalating suspicions is Bishop Richard de Ledrede, an

Englishman whose fervent zeal against heresy aligns with the witch-hunting

hysteria sweeping Europe. De Ledrede sees Alice as an embodiment of

heretical conduct, claiming she leads a coven and participates in heinous acts

that defy church teachings. His accusations become increasingly elaborate,

transforming Alice's perceived crimes into an offense against the Church

itself.

The rivalry between Alice and Ledrede comes to a head as her powerful

connections offer her protection, allowing her to initially evade arrest.

Despite her wealth and clever maneuvering, she ultimately flees to England,

leaving behind her accused accomplices. Those accused, like Petronilla, are

subjected to torture, confessing under duress that they were in league with

Alice—a narrative heavily colored by the fears of a society grappling with

the threat of a powerful woman.
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In a twist of fate, Ledrede’s attempts to accuse Alice of witchcraft ultimately

fail, leading to his own isolation and downfall. His rigid adherence to dogma

blinds him to the political realities he faces, exacerbating tensions within his

diocese. Meanwhile, Alice remains in hiding, almost mythologized by her

escape from the clutches of her accuser.

In the end, Alice Kyteler's legacy is a complex intertwining of fear, hatred,

and resilience in a patriarchal framework. While she is branded a witch, the

reality of her life—wealth accrued through seemingly suspicious

means—invokes the enduring archetype of the black widow, a term echoing

with the implications of female ambition and guilt by association. Although

Alice's story dissects themes of power dynamics and gender roles, it also

reflects the perverse human tendency to scapegoat the 'other'—in this case, a

woman who wielded the very power society found alarmingly unsettling.

Today, Kyteler stands as a figure of intrigue in Kilkenny, her history steeped

in both tragedy and enduring mythos, serving as a somber reminder of the

dire consequences borne of societal fear and the manipulation of truth.
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Chapter 13 Summary: Beautiful Throat Cutter: Kate
Bender

Summary of "Beautiful Throat Cutter: Kate Bender"

In the late 1870s, a family known as the Benders arrived in southeastern

Kansas, comprised of two men named John, two women named Kate, and

their enigmatic backstory. Settling seven miles northeast of Cherryvale, the

Benders opened a humble inn beside a main road that saw many travelers

seeking refuge. Kansas, a nascent state, was a realm of reinvention and

mystery, where varied origins and tales emanated from the sprawling

prairies.

They operated their inn under a facade of neighborliness—central to frontier

life—with modest offerings: groceries and home-cooked meals. However,

beneath this veneer lurked sinister intentions. The family, of German descent

and with questionable personal relationships, drew both intrigue and

suspicion from locals. Most notably, the allure of the youngest Bender, Kate,

heightened their interest. Kate was portrayed as a captivating beauty,

intelligent, and socially adept, using her charms to entice travelers, all while

engaging in questionable practices such as Spiritualism.

As the Benders became familiar faces, tales of missing men began to

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


surface—a norm in a land where solitude could lead to disappearance. Those

who passed through the Bender Inn often noticed peculiarities, from Kate's

flirtations to unsettling noises, but few connected these dots until it was too

late. Behind the canvas curtain serving as a makeshift dining area, the

Benders operated a horrific scheme: using Kate as bait, they would lure

travelers to a trap, where John or Pa would brutally kill them, and their

bodies would be disposed of in a nearby orchard, with freshly plowed soil

masking the graves.

The operation continued until they miscalculated and targeted Dr. William

York, a man of influence with two powerful siblings. His disappearance

stirred concern within the community, prompting an investigation that

ultimately implicated the Benders when they fled, leaving chaos and rumors

in their wake. The discovery of numerous bodies in their orchard, linked to

shared graves, horrified the townspeople, leading to national attention and a

manhunt.

Despite the opportunities for capture and the tumult surrounding their

escape, the Benders vanished from history, sparked a wave of myths and

unconfirmed sightings across the United States. Many speculated on their

fate, including supposed deaths and further criminal exploits. Notably,

Kate’s legacy morphed into one of a mythological femme fatale, with

narratives later depicting her as a fiercely defiant figure who met violent

ends at the hands of vigilantes. 
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With the Benders representing the dark side of the American frontier—a

metaphor for both the literal and moral dangers of the time—their tale

captures the contradiction of hope and horror, ambition and bloodshed. Kate

Bender, in particular, emerged as a haunting symbol of peril, forever

entwined with the lore of the Wild West and the inherent dangers lurking

beneath its surface.
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Chapter 14 Summary: The Angel Makers of Nagyrév

The Angel Makers of Nagyrév

In June 1929, a letter surfaced in the Hungarian newspaper Szolnoki Újság,

exposing a chilling secret in the small town of Nagyrév: a long history of

unpunished murder. This provoked a police investigation that unraveled a

web of suspicion, chaos, and intrigue. The letter claimed that authorities had

ignored decades of poisonings, and its shocking revelations thrust the village

into the national and then international spotlight.

Life in Nagyrév was harsh and oppressive. An isolated agricultural

community, the town had been deeply affected by the social upheavals of the

early twentieth century, including the trauma of World War I and the

economic despair of the Great Depression. The men who returned from the

war were scarred, struggling with PTSD and alcoholism, while peasant

women faced a grim existence filled with domestic abuse and societal

limitations. With no doctor in town and limited resources, desperate women

resorted to primitive and often dangerous contraceptive methods, leading to

widespread infanticide. The stigma surrounding these issues prevented

women from seeking help, reinforcing a culture of silence and desperation.

By the early 1910s, this despair manifested itself in a shocking way: over a
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period of two decades, women began poisoning their husbands and other

oppressive figures in their lives. The turning point came with Julianna

Lipka, a woman who learned from older peers how to use flypaper to create

a potent and undetectable poison. Encouraged by networks of other women,

the murders escalated. The local midwife, Zsuzsanna Fazekas, became a

central figure, dispensing poison and offering guidance on how to eliminate

troublesome men. Her clandestine activities turned her into a sort of

maternal figure for the women seeking liberation from their oppressors.

As more women joined this deadly sisterhood, the murders became

systematic. Many victims included abusive husbands and unsupportive

family members, sparking an internal justification among the women. While

some murders were motivated by vengeance, others were financially driven

or attempted to ease the burden of caring for sick relatives. This web of

complicity created environments where women felt more empowered to act

against patriarchal oppression.

The situation unraveled when the anonymous letter infiltrated public

consciousness, prompting officials in nearby Szolnok to take action. As

investigations intensified, police initiated a wave of exhumations and

interrogations filled with intimidation tactics. The fear and hysteria gripped

the town, turning neighbors against each other amid suspicions of murder.

As the web closed in on Zsuzsanna—a woman who had been both a

confidante and a conspirator—she found herself utterly abandoned by those
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she had helped.

While the media sensationalized the story, casting these women as

witch-like figures, the truth was far more complex. The systemic issues of

poverty, gender roles, and societal neglect pushed these women toward

desperate measures. They did not see themselves as murderers in the

traditional sense, but rather as agents of change in a harsh reality that offered

them little hope.

The trials that followed were a spectacle of their own, as societal prejudices

against the poor were on full display. Many of the accused, including the

infamous Mária Kardos, turned against one another as they navigated their

desperate circumstances. As the trial progressed, their stories revealed the

depths of human emotion behind their crimes—desperation, lust, and a

longing for agency in a world that offered almost none.

Despite their pleas and attempts to frame their actions as necessary under the

circumstances, the women were met with condemnation. The judicial

process was embroiled in its own form of societal bias, skewed against them

due to their class and gender. Stranger still was the reaction of the audience,

who expected to witness witch-like villains but instead were confronted with

broken women deeply scarred by life.

In the end, while some women received the harshest sentences, including
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Mária’s execution, many only endured incarceration or lighter punishments

due to the Supreme Court's later interventions. The case left a lasting impact

on the perception of women in society, turning the narrative from the

sensationalized idea of witchcraft to a broader examination of social

conditions that led to such tragedies. As the Szolnok Gazette noted, life had

dealt these accused women little joy, yet their actions revealed

uncomfortable truths about desperation, agency, and the lengths one might

go to reclaim fragmented lives.

Key Point Description

Incident Origin A letter to Szolnoki Újság revealed a history of unpunished murders
in Nagyrév, triggering a police investigation.

Social Context
Life in Nagyrév was harsh, impacted by World War I trauma and the
Great Depression, leading to pervasive domestic abuse and limited
resources.

Women's
Desperation

Women faced oppressive conditions, leading to a rise in infanticide
and a culture of silence regarding their dire situations.

Poisoning
Crimes

Beginning in the early 1910s, women started systematically poisoning
husbands and abusive figures, with Julianna Lipka pioneering the use
of flypaper poison.

Role of Midwife Zsuzsanna Fazekas, the local midwife, became a key figure
supplying poison and guidance to women seeking liberation.

Justification for
Actions

Motives for murder included vengeance, financial relief, and
alleviation of caregiving burdens, creating a sense of agency among
the women.

Investigation
Response

The investigation prompted exhumations and intense police
interrogations, leading to paranoia and neighborly distrust.
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Key Point Description

Media
Sensationalism

The media portrayed the women as witch-like figures, overshadowing
the systemic issues that drove their actions.

Trial Outcomes
The trials highlighted societal biases, with accused women receiving
harsh sentences despite attempting to justify their actions as
necessary.

Legacy
The case transformed perceptions of women, shifting the narrative
from witchcraft to a critical examination of the socio-economic
conditions leading to such crimes.
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Chapter 15 Summary: Queen of Poisoners:
Marie-Madeleine, the Marquise de Brinvilliers

### Queen of Poisoners: Marie-Madeleine, the Marquise de Brinvilliers

#### Overview of Poison in Seventeenth-Century Paris

During the latter half of the seventeenth century, Paris became a breeding

ground for paranoia surrounding poison and, by extension, women who

wielded it. Poison proved to be a subtle and covert means of murder, easily

integrated into the daily lives of women who were often left to prepare meals

and serve drinks. The atmosphere at the court of Louis XIV, often referred to

as the Sun King, was rife with suspicion; even minor illnesses caused panic

over potential poisoning. This paranoia gave rise to the Affair of the

Poisons, a witch hunt that disproportionately targeted women, accused of

using potions and poisons as tools for vengeance and ambition. The

confusion and fear surrounding these incidents led to the stigmatization of

noblewomen, described in a contemporary lament as “monsters.”

#### The Early Life of Marie-Madeleine d'Aubray

Marie-Madeleine d'Aubray, born in 1630 into a well-to-do family in Paris,

grew up surrounded by privilege and status. The daughter of a high-ranking
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civil servant, she was intelligent, attractive, and spirited, entering Parisian

high society at a young age. Marie's personality was vibrant, characterized

by a mixture of pride, sensitivity, and a fierce temperament. Her beauty and

charm were noted by many, as was her penchant for scandal, which became

a significant aspect of her later life.

At the age of twenty-one, she married Antoine Gobelin, a wealthy dyer,

forming a socially advantageous union. However, the marriage lacked

genuine affection, as both partners engaged in affairs, a common practice

among the nobility. Marie soon fell deeply in love with Godin de

Sainte-Croix, a charismatic and troubling army officer who would become a

central figure in her downfall.

#### A Toxic Love Affair and A Descent into Murder

Marie’s affair with Sainte-Croix scandalized her family, especially her father

and brothers, who found her behavior humiliating. Archly resentful and

furious over her father’s attempts to control her life, she vowed vengeance.

Following their public disgrace, Sainte-Croix was imprisoned through a

lettres de cachet, which heightened Marie’s anger and drove her to consider

the unthinkable.

While Sainte-Croix was imprisoned, he reportedly learned about poisons

from prisoners, including the renowned Italian expert Edigio Exili. This
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knowledge ignited a twisted ambition in Marie and Sainte-Croix, as they

turned to poisoning as a means to eliminate their problems. Marie began

testing poisons from the local apothecary, targeting the patients at a nearby

hospital.

Their first significant crime occurred in 1666 when they attempted to poison

Marie’s ailing father, meticulously administering arsenic until he succumbed

to what was declared gout. Following this, the couple's financial troubles led

to a series of calculated murders, beginning with Marie's father and

eventually extending to her brothers.

#### The Systematic Elimination of Family

With her father dead, Marie set her sights on her brothers, who lived under a

common roof. They too were poisoned slowly and agonizingly, suffering

from excruciating symptoms that resulted in their demise some months later.

Their deaths went unnoticed as the authorities struggled to connect the dots,

courtesy of her cunning manipulation of servants like La Chausée, whom

she enlisted to do her bidding.

Marie’s ambitions did not end with her brothers; she plotted to eliminate her

sister, who stood to inherit wealth, and even threatened her husband,

Gobelin. However, Sainte-Croix’s attentions waned, leading to tensions

between the two lovers.
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#### Betrayals and Revelations

Marie then embarked on another affair with Jean-Baptiste Briancourt, a tutor

in her household. This relationship introduced new complications; unlike

Sainte-Croix, Briancourt was more moral and wary, which heightened

Marie's paranoia about both losing him and being exposed for her past

crimes. The infidelity reached a climax when Briancourt caught her hiding

Sainte-Croix in her room.

Meanwhile, Sainte-Croix inadvertently sealed his fate with reckless handling

of poisonous materials, dying under mysterious circumstances in 1672. This

event triggered an investigation into his affairs, which eventually linked

back to Marie.

While in hiding, Marie exhibited erratic behavior and even attempted to take

her own life. Authorities began to close in following revelations of well-kept

secrets and poisons found in Sainte-Croix's possession. After a series of

twists and near escapes, she was eventually captured.

#### The Trial of Marie de Brinvilliers

Upon her arrest, a damning confession penned by Marie was discovered,

outlining her heinous acts entwined with justifications of love and revenge.
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Her trial became a media spectacle, drawing in public fascination. Marie

feigned insanity in court, but as evidence mounted, including testimonies

from Briancourt and others, her sinister side was laid bare. Despite her

attempts to deny involvement, the testimony led to her conviction.

On July 16, 1676, she was found guilty and sentenced to torture followed by

execution. During her grim trial, Marie demonstrated a mix of calm and

defiance, capturing public attention and sympathy, albeit tinged with horror.

#### The Execution and Legacy

Marie’s death by guillotine marked the end of her violent saga, but her

infamy lived on. Her life and crimes became fodder for the Parisian gossip

mill, with observers contorting her story into narratives of love gone awry.

The aftermath of her execution incited fear throughout Paris, transforming

the perception of women in power and the potential for poison as a tool of

ambition and retribution.

Through her saga, Marie de Brinvilliers embodied the eerie mix of nobility

and monstrosity—the feminine archetype of toxicity that flourished in a

society bound by privilege but woven with dark secrets. Her legacy serves as

a cautionary tale about the intersection of power, desire, and the deadly

allure of revenge.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The consequences of unchecked ambition and revenge

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the crossroads of desire

and consequence, where the pursuit of ambition ignites a thirst for

power. In the haunting tale of Marie-Madeleine, the Marquise de

Brinvilliers, you see how a spiraling ambition warped into vengeance

can lead to a path of destruction. Let her story remind you that the

pursuit of personal goals must be tempered with integrity and

empathy; every decision, especially those taken in anger or jealousy,

can lead to irreversible consequences. Reflect on the lengths you are

willing to go to achieve your aims and prioritize a journey paved with

moral choices, ensuring that your ambitions uplift rather than

undermine your values.
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Chapter 16: Conclusion

### Conclusion Summary

In the final chapter, the author reflects on the intriguing and complex nature

of female serial killers, encapsulating the gray areas of morality, empathy,

and societal fascination with evil. The text begins by posing a series of

questions about our obsession with serial killers, highlighting the dual

reactions people often have: humor or horror. This polarization indicates a

deeper societal struggle to comprehend the monstrous aspects of humanity.

Citing the Russian author Aleksandr Solženicyn, the author emphasizes the

notion that evil is not an external force but exists within all individuals; thus,

understanding this darkness is essential to our humanity.

The narrative acknowledges the often overshadowed presence of female

serial killers in historical discourse. While anecdotes suggest that they

remain unnoticed, this chapter argues that such claims can be exaggerated.

Nonetheless, male and female serial killers share a common identity—most

are white—and the absence of documented cases, especially among women

of color, raises questions about societal biases and historical narratives. The

chapter mentions notable figures, such as Clementine Barnabet and Miyuki

Ishikawa, but admits to the limitations of existing research, which has not

thoroughly documented these individuals.
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Moving into the emotional landscape of the murderers, the author posits that

female serial killers live in profound loneliness, rarely forming meaningful

relationships, even within family structures. The term "mise en abyme,"

symbolizing an unending cycle of despair, is invoked to illustrate the

repetitive and isolating nature of their lives. This metaphor connects these

women to a broader tragic narrative, where their stories reflect societal

themes of motherhood, ambition, and unattainable ideals.

Despite acknowledging society's obsession with serial killers as a

manifestation of "wound culture," the author stresses that this fixation

should not trivialize the horror of the acts committed. The author grapples

with the moral responsibility of narrating these stories, aiming to illuminate

rather than glamorize the lives of these women. The emotional weight of the

book culminates in a poignant moment concerning Anna Marie Hahn, whose

cold-hearted reign of terror transforms into vulnerability at the prospect of

facing death—a powerful reminder of the intrinsic human instinct to cling to

life, even when consumed by evil.

Ultimately, the conclusion serves as an exploration of human nature, inviting

readers to confront their understanding of good and evil, and reminding us

that beneath the facade of monstrous acts lies a shared humanity. By

fostering conversations around these dark subjects, the author illustrates that

examining the disturbing aspects of our nature can lead to greater acceptance

Listen It

Scan to Download

http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/lady-killers?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


and understanding of our complex selves.
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