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Copyright & Reader Note
Copyright © 2026 Alden M. Corvale. All rights reserved.

This book is an educational work of true-crime history. It discusses murder, poisoning, child deaths, 
healthcare homicide and criminal investigation in non-graphic language. It does not provide operational 
instructions for committing or concealing crimes.

Historical victim totals are often uncertain. This edition distinguishes convictions and strong official findings 
from confession claims, suspicions and later legends.

The purpose is to examine evidence, opportunity, investigation and mythmaking without glamorizing 
offenders. Victims are treated as people rather than entries in a body-count ranking.

Introduction - Beyond the Black Widow Myth
Serial murder has long been imagined as overwhelmingly male, and in raw numbers that picture is broadly 
correct. Yet the rarity of female serial homicide has often produced a second mistake: assuming that women 
who kill repeatedly must share one special profile. Research does not support such a simple story. Female 
serial murderers are heterogeneous. Some kill relatives, spouses or dependents for money. Some exploit 
professional or caregiving access. Some work with partners. A smaller number target strangers. Methods, 
motives and victim relationships vary across time, culture and opportunity.

The FBI's working definition of serial murder focuses on repeated unlawful killings in separate events rather 
than on a particular motive, personality or weapon. That matters here. Labels such as 'black widow,' 'angel of 
death' and 'baby farmer' may be memorable, but they can distort as much as they clarify. A poisoner who 
kills husbands for financial gain, a nurse who murders patients, and a stranger-killer such as Aileen Wuornos 
can all fit under the broad serial-murder umbrella while sharing very little else.

This book combines historical cases with modern behavioral research. It distinguishes convictions from 
confessions, suspects from proven victims, and archival fact from folklore. Several famous cases have 
accumulated exaggerated body counts or lurid legends over generations. Where the record is uncertain, 
uncertainty is part of the story. The goal is not to turn offenders into gothic characters. It is to understand 
access, motive, method, investigative blind spots and the evidence that finally made repeated homicide 
visible.
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PART I - PATTERNS, METHODS AND OPPORTUNITY

Chapter 1 - What Counts as a Female Serial Killer?
Serial murder is a behavioral category, not a diagnosis. Modern law-enforcement definitions generally 
emphasize two or more victims killed by the same offender or offenders in separate events. The older 
popular image of a long 'cooling-off period' is not necessary in every professional definition. Neither is 
sexual motivation. A person can commit serial murder for money, anger, perceived mission, attention, 
control, convenience or a combination of motives.

That distinction is essential when studying women. If researchers only look for the sexually motivated 
stranger predator most associated with male offenders, many female serial cases disappear from view. A 
caregiver who kills vulnerable patients, a spouse who repeatedly uses poison inside the family, or a boarding-
house operator who targets residents may leave a pattern that is less dramatic but equally serial.

The category also has limits. Historical records can be incomplete, confessions can be unreliable, and 
suspected victim totals are often repeated as fact. This book therefore uses 'serial killer' most confidently 
where repeated killings are supported by convictions, strong official findings, or substantial corroboration, 
and uses more cautious language when the evidence is contested.

That definition also prevents a common publishing error: treating every woman suspected in several deaths 
as a confirmed serial murderer. Classification should follow evidence. A repeated-offense label becomes 
stronger when separate events can be tied to the same offender through conviction, forensic linkage, credible 
admission or a well-documented investigative finding. The category is useful only when it increases 
precision rather than sensationalism.

CASE NOTE  The label is only a starting point; convictions, victim-specific evidence and corroboration 
matter more than stereotype.


