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On July 26, 2011, 45 year old Tracey Ann Richter was arrested for the murder of 20 year old Dustin Wehde – a crime she is alleged to have committed nearly ten years earlier.

Initially, Richter was hailed as a hero. Her story was shared nation-wide in 2002, when she appeared on “The Montel Williams Show.” With her husband at the time of the shooting holding onto her hand, she tearfully shared the story of how she bravely defended her family during a home invasion.

“I did what I had to do to protect my family,” she proclaimed calmly, as Williams and his audience applauded.

The story she told on the show was the same one she told law enforcement in December 2001 – that Wehde and another, unknown man broke into her home and attacked her. She managed to secure a handgun, which she used to shoot Wehde multiple times. The other attacker fled before the police showed up, she claimed. But in killing Wehde, she said she had managed to save herself and her three children.

However, as the investigation into the case continued over the course of the next ten years, evidence was uncovered by law enforcement that indicated that Wehde’s death was no accident – in fact, the slaying appeared to have been specifically planned and executed by Richter herself in a plot to frame her ex-husband.

The perfect couple

Richter grew up in Chicago, the daughter of a homicide detective. When she was just a 19 year old radiology student, Richter met a handsome young doctor named John Pittman at University of Northwestern. Their wedding two years later was beautiful, and they were the couple everyone wanted to be – attractive, educated, and professional, with promising lives and careers ahead of them. Just two years after they were married, their family grew to include a beautiful baby boy.

However, raising Bert fell mainly on Richter’s shoulders. Pittman was still training to become a surgeon and wasn’t around enough to take on more fatherly responsibilities, which frustrated and angered Richter. As a young, ambitious surgeon, Pittman was working up to 120 hours each week – leaving Richter at home with Bert, complaining that she was lonely. To fill her days, and to give herself a break from her demanding life as a new mother, Richter started seeking out younger lovers. 

Still, it wasn’t enough for her – and Pittman soon began noticing his new wife’s somewhat erratic behavior. Her temper was unpredictable, and she tended to use manipulation as a means of getting whatever she wanted. Things came to a head when Pittman noticed $15,000 worth of unaccounted charges on his father’s credit card bill.

Richter was determined to find out who was responsible for the fraudulent charges, but as the family looked deeper into the situation, it became increasingly clear that the culprit was either the Pittman’s decorator or Richter herself. While Pittman publicly declared Richter couldn’t be responsible, he was becoming suspicious that it had, in fact, been her charges.

He was also fairly certain that she’d been seeing other men, and decided to hire a private detective to find out what was going on behind his back. The report he received back not only confirmed his suspicions, but the investigator revealed that Richter may have hired someone to kill Pittman. He convinced Pittman that his life was in danger, and told him to leave town quickly. Pittman took the private eye’s advice, but when he attempted to leave, Richter shot him in the arm – her first brush with law enforcement.

She pleaded no contest to having unlawfully discharged a firearm while arguing with Pittman, and in exchange for her plea, Richter was given a probated sentence. She wasn’t done with Pittman, though – she wouldn’t let him reject her. After Pittman divorced her, Richter filed for sole custody of Bert, but a judge ruled that the parents would need to share access.

Shortly after that determination was made, however, Richter accused Pittman of sexually abusing their now three year old son. In 1996, a judge determined there was insufficient evidence to support Richter’s claims. Finally, Richter moved with Bert back to her hometown of Chicago.

Moving on

In 1997, Richter started dating another doctor – an oral surgeon named Dr. Joseph LaSpisa. According to LaSpisa, she seduced and drugged him before accusing him of sexual assault in a presumed attempt to extort $150,000. While LaSpisa was later exonerated, the scandal was enough to cost him his private practice and the temporary suspension of his dental license.

While she was busy ruining LaSpisa’s life in Chicago, Richter was also spending time online, building a relationship with an Australian entrepreneur named Michael Roberts. They’d met on an online dating site, and Roberts found Richter to be charming – despite her blatantly carnal overtures of seduction.

After telling her he was looking for a more Christian partner, the tone of her messages changed, Roberts said – and they continued an electronic courtship. Roberts supported her through the ongoing litigation she faced with Pittman as well as the supposed sexual assault she’d undergone during dental surgery.

Richter flew to Brisbane to meet her new love in person after only a few months of online flirting. Just 18 days later, the happy couple were married. Roberts accompanied Richter back the United States, and they had two more children – siblings for Bert, Richter’s son from her previous marriage to John Pittman.

Meanwhile, Richter was still trying to prevent Pittman from seeing their son, Bert. In response, Pittman pursued sole custody, which elicited a venomous response from Richter. She told Roberts that Pittman would “regret” his actions, to which Roberts simply shrugged. 

He was learning quickly that his new wife had an erratic temper, and didn’t want to set her off. He’d also started suspecting that his promiscuous wife was sleeping with other men – she’d dress up, tell him lies in order to leave the house without him, and return home in the middle of the night. Despite Roberts’ efforts to address the issues in the relationship, Richter’s hot-headedness and violent rage made this impossible.

Still, after the “home invasion” occurred on December 13, 2001, Roberts fell into the role of supportive husband.

While away on a business trip in Minneapolis, more than 400 kilometres away, Roberts received a call from a neighbour who relayed the tragic tale. Frantic, he rushed home to his wife, finding her with minor bruises in the hospital. On the way home, though, mere hours after shooting a young man nine times with two different handguns, Roberts said Richter insisted they make love in the car. The event was startling, he admitted, but at the time he assumed his wife was simply suffering from trauma.

The act of self-defense, police determined at the time, was justifiably lethal.

Another failed marriage

Despite Roberts’ initial support of his wife’s story, in 2004, Richter accused him of being a part of the supposed home invasion. She also accused him of breaking into her car and planting a photo of Wehde, which law enforcement quickly learned was completely fabricated. 

Their marriage hadn’t been the same since the incident, Roberts said, and Richter’s penchant for violent behaviour was becoming increasingly worrisome. As their relationship began to crumble, Richter made repeated attempts on her husband’s life.

He recalled an incident he “foolishly consented” to, where Richter coerced him into what she referred to as a “trust exercise.” Roberts was rolled up in a sheet before Richter attached his clothing to it by using safety pins she’d bought at Walmart the day before. When he was secured in the sheet, she drugged him with a schizophrenia drug called olanzapine and a sleeping pill called zolpidem, and used a plastic bag to partially suffocate him.

Another time, Richter had prepared a powerful cocktail for Roberts, sitting him in his car with the engine running and the garage door closed. She left while Roberts was barely semi-conscious in the front seat.

They separated in 2004, and the children lived with Richter and Bert. Although Roberts had been awarded joint legal custody, he decided to spare his children the drama of Richter’s aggression toward him. His visits began occurring less and less frequently, and he eventually moved to Finland to marry another woman he’d fallen in love with online.

Seeds of doubt

According to the diary police discovered in Wehde’s vehicle, he’d been hired by John Pittman to kill his ex-wife, Tracey Ann Richter. Although Pittman denied knowing who Wehde was and police were unable to produce any phone records to connect the men, Richter was enjoying the media attention – showing off the bruises on her neck from the attempted rape.

Police investigator Trent Valetta, however, was skeptical of Richter’s tale. The bruising on her neck, she’d claimed, was a result of being pulled down the hallway with panty hose wrapped around her neck – but she wasn’t bruised or wounded anywhere else on her body. Without sufficient evidence to pursue his suspicions, though, Valetta watched as the case turned cold.

Ten years later, Ben Smith won the position of Sac County Attorney – and Valetta immediately began pushing the Richter case. Smith remembered hearing about the murder when it had happened, when he was a football star at Wall Lake View-Auburn High School.

“Stupid kids. That’s what happens when you break into somebody’s house,” he said he thought at the time, “you get shot.”

Finally, after seeing several photos of the crime scene and spending a weekend reviewing the file, Smith started working nights and weekends to put together what he referred to as “ten years of motive for the shooting and ten years of twists and turns ever since.”

Disturbing files had been discovered on Richter’s computer – images of women who had been raped and murdered during home invasions. Richter had also spilled details about Wehde’s notebook, where she said he had been keeping a record of his contract with Richter’s ex-husband, to a friend named Mary Higgins – but information about this diary had never been made public by police. According to Higgins’ testimony, Richter later told her to “forget” what she’d said about the notebook.

This compelling new evidence was finally enough to make an arrest, and in July 2011, Richter was charged with first-degree murder in the death of her young neighbour, Dustin Wehde.

A very dangerous woman

On December 6, 2011, a jury in Webster County District Court rejected Richter’s claim that she’d resisted a home invasion to protect herself and her children – and instead, determined that she was guilty of first-degree murder.

“You killed his hopes and dreams,” said Wehde’s 24 year old sister, Ashley Pingree, at the hearing. “He missed everything, all because of you.”

According to prosecutors, the supposed home invasion had never even occurred. Instead, they told the jury that Richter had lured Wehde into her home in Early, Iowa, where she had him write out a sordid story in a notebook that was planted in his car after she shot him to keep him quiet. 

The notebook detailed how Richter’s ex-husband – a “mysterious fellow” named John Pittman – had hired Wehde to kill her and her son – but court records and witness testimony revealed that Wehde was really just a “depressed loner” who lived with his parents in their basement.

In fact, the prosecution revealed, Wehde was just one of many people Richter had manipulated over the past twenty years.

During the investigation, law enforcement uncovered additional criminal activity that Richter had been involved with. She faced a 2009 welfare fraud conviction in Nebraska and a vehicle licensing perjury conviction from 2010 in Iowa, as well as pending federal charges of passport fraud. 

Apparently, she’d altered her divorce decree in an attempt to assume a fake identity – Sophie Edwards. She used the altered decree to obtain a driver’s license, Social Security number, and passport under the fabricated name.

While Sac County Attorney Ben Smith admitted he was unable to find evidence to prove that Richter had indeed attempted to drug and suffocate Roberts in 2004, he discovered that she had taken out life insurance policies on her husband – in the amount of several million dollars.

“I think there are some things that caught up with her,” said Sac County Attorney Ben Smith, who filed the charge of first-degree murder against Richter just months after he took office. “Everywhere she goes, she leaves a path of destruction.”

He added that Richter is “by far the most evil person I’ve ever encountered. Once I started looking into what she’d done, I couldn’t keep up with her.”

Richter had even attempted to frame Pittman’s divorce lawyer, Chicago attorney Stephen Komie in the murder for hire scheme she’d invented for the Wehde case – listing Komie as Wehde’s primary contact for the hit in the notebook she’d planted in Wehde’s car.

“She’s a very dangerous woman,” Komie said.

According to the prosecution, Richter was using Wehde as a way to gain an advantage over her ex-husband in the ugly custody battle – where Richter was facing the possibility of losing her son and the $1,000 per month child support payments she received from her son’s father.

Bert Pittman, 20 years old at the time his mother was arrested, defended her at the trial – but the jury maintained that his testimony was never













































d2d_images/cover.jpg
Iracey
Richter : Killer

or Hero”?

Stories of True Crime

JESS| GILMORE

TS






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





