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I’ve
been following true crime for a long time. I seem to get engrossed
in
the cases that don’t add up, the verdicts that don’t fit, and go
down rabbit holes researching people who commit truly heinous acts.
In my other series - called 
  
  

    

      
Victims
and Villains 
    
  
  

    
-
I look at killers the world got wrong. People who were failed so
comprehensively before their crimes took place that you can trace a
direct line from their violence to their youth.
  



 






  

    
The
series you’re reading now is different.
  



 






  

    

      
Femme
Fatales and Black Widows
    
  
  

    

is not about cases with grey areas or misunderstood perpetrators.
It’s about women who killed deliberately, calculatingly, and in
full knowledge of what they were doing. There is no difficult
conversation to be had here about whether they deserved more
empathy.
No systemic failure to excavate. No moment where you want to grab
someone by the collar and ask why nobody intervened earlier.
  



 






  

    
What
these cases have in common is something else entirely: the women at
their centre understood exactly how the world sees women -
specifically certain kinds of women - and they used that
understanding as a weapon.
  



 






  

    
Kouri
Richins is the case I’m starting with, because it illustrates the
central mechanism of this series better than almost any other case
I’ve come across. Kouri didn’t only kill her husband; she built a
performance around his death so convincing that she went on daytime
television to promote it. She wrote a children’s book about his
ghost - or had one written for her - and sat on a morning show
couch
holding it up for the camera while homicide detectives were quietly
pulling her deleted search history from Apple’s servers.
  



 






  

    
She
was a grieving widow. She was a devoted mother. She was a
businesswoman who had been through something terrible and found a
way
to keep going.
  



 






  

    
But
none of it was real.
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It’s
April 2023. Kouri Richins is sitting on a plush couch on the set of
Good Things Utah, a local morning show that broadcasts into
thousands
of living rooms across the Salt Lake City suburbs. She is polished
and composed. She looks approachable and warm. She is holding up a
pastel-coloured children’s book about a father watching over his
sons from heaven, wearing angel wings. If you’ve seen the footage
yourself, you’ll know just how haunting it is looking at it in
hindsight.
  



 






  

    
At
the time of the recording, Kouri’s husband Eric had died just over
a year ago. He was thirty-nine years old. He simply went to bed one
night and didn’t wake up - a medical rarity for such a young man.
Kouri was left alone to raise their three boys, and she has done
what
any devoted mother would do. She channelled her grief into
something
meaningful. She wrote this book for her sons. She wanted other
children who have lost a parent to know they are not alone.
  



 






  

    
The
show hosts are moved. The viewers are likely moved. Kouri is warm
and
steady and says all the right things. You feel for her.
  



 






  

    
I
watched that clip numerous times after her arrest became public. I
was doing what many true crime followers do - playing armchair
detective, trying to figure out if this woman had been wrongly
accused or had done a remarkable job of fooling everyone. I have to
say: she had me. I’ve kept up with true crime for decades. I know
the signs. I know what performative grief looks like versus the
real
thing. I watched that segment and thought: that is a woman who has
been through something terrible and found a way to keep
going.
  



 






  

    
Boy,
was I wrong. It’s sickening to think she was not only able but
beyond willing to appear on television after murdering her husband.
And my goodness, was she convincing.
  



  

    
She
was lying. About all of it.
  



 






  

    
Eric
Richins didn’t die in his sleep from a sudden medical event. He was
poisoned. The toxicology report that came back weeks after his
death
showed fentanyl levels in his system so high they could not have
been
accidental - fifteen nanograms per millilitre of fentanyl in his
blood, five times the minimum level required to kill an adult. Eric
had no history with opioids. There was no prescription. There was
no
innocent explanation for what was in his blood.
  



 






  

    
Summit
County detectives opened a homicide investigation. They did it
covertly, while Kouri finished the children’s book and launched it
and gave interviews and signed copies and talked about healing. The
investigation ran in the background for months. Records were
pulled.
Accounts were examined. Digital forensics teams went to work on her
phone. All of it happening quietly while she put on a remarkable
act
for the cameras.
  



 






  

    
On
May 8th, 2023 - just weeks after that morning show appearance -
Kouri
Richins was arrested at her home in Kamas and charged with the
aggravated murder of her husband.
  



 






  

    
The
clip from Good Things Utah is still available to watch online. I
replayed it prior to sitting down to write this, looking for a sign
-
some subtle tell that she was a woman burdened with guilt. I can’t
find anything. I pride myself on being a decent judge of character.
I
fell short here.
  



 






  

    
Eric
Richins was a straightforward man by every account. He co-owned
C&E
Stone Masonry with a business partner - a company he had built
carefully and run honestly. He was the father of three boys:
Carter,
Ashton and Weston, aged nine, seven and five when he died. His
obituary described him as a family man who always strove to be the
absolute best father and husband, who did absolutely everything in
his power to provide his family with every possible opportunity to
learn, grow and have fun.
  



 






  

    
He
was also, in the weeks before he died, frightened. He had told
people
close to him that something was wrong. That his wife wanted him
dead.
He was so sure of this that he had taken legal steps to protect
himself and his sons. He documented, he restructured, he warned
people. He did everything a sensible and responsible person does
when
they sense danger.
  



  

    
And
still he ended up dead in his own home at thirty-nine years old
while
his wife lay in their son’s room and waited for the fentanyl to
finish the job.
  



 






  

    
Nobody
called the police when Eric raised his concerns. Not because they
didn’t believe him - they did. But we have a deep collective
reaction towards abusive husbands. We have almost no framework at
all
for dealing with the wealthy, photogenic, school-run mother who is
methodically working toward her husband’s death. The brain files it
under paranoia, under domestic drama, under something that will
probably sort itself out. 
  
  

    

      
Surely
this well put together woman isn’t capable of murder
    
  
  

    
?
  



 






  

    
Perhaps
Kouri understood that people felt that way. Maybe in knowing that,
it
became the foundation of her entire plan.
  



 






  

    
To
understand how this case got to a murder charge - to understand
what
Eric knew, what Kouri did, and how she kept it hidden for as long
as
she did - you have to go back further than the night he died. You
have to go back to the Home Depot where they met, and the marriage
that looked from the outside like it had everything.
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Kouri
met Eric Richins while she was working at Home Depot. They married
in
June 2013. By the accounts of people who knew them, they looked
like
a success story - attractive couple, nice house in Kamas, three
healthy boys, a masonry business and a real estate venture between
them. The kind of family that shows up in your social media feed
and
makes you feel a twang of wanting to keep up with the
Joneses.
  




  

    
Eric
built C&E Stone Masonry carefully, to ensure its longevity. It
was to be the foundation of giving his sons a good, comfortable
life.
He was methodical and financially conservative in the way that
comes
from actually having to make something work. He kept his books
clean.
He understood margins and profit and loss. He believed in
stability.
He was a legitimate businessman.
  




  

    
It
seems his wife operated differently.
  





  
Kouri
  ran a real estate business in one of the most aggressively
  inflated
  property markets in the country. Park City, Utah is ski resort
  territory - second homes, luxury flips, buyers from California
  arriving with cash and looking for somewhere to put it. In a
  booming
  market it looks like easy money: Buy a property, gut it, renovate
  it
  to a high specification, sell it for a significant profit to
  someone
  who doesn’t blink at the price. Kouri was good on the surface of
  it. 





  

    
She
had the eye for staging, the social fluency to move in those
circles,
and an appetite for the lifestyle that came with being seen as a
player in that world. The luxury cars. The beautiful house. The
image
of a woman who was crushing it. What she wasn’t good at was the
important bit: the math.
  




  

    
Traditional
lenders won’t touch you when your debt-to-asset ratio is a mess and
your income is inconsistent. Kouri turned to hard money lenders -
private lenders who move fast and ask fewer questions, but charge
interest rates that can hit ten, twelve, sometimes fifteen percent.
That kind of financing works if your flip sells quickly and at the
right price. When the market doesn’t cooperate, when timelines
stretch and buyers disappear, the interest compounds relentlessly
and
the balloon payments come due regardless. You end up servicing debt
with more debt, robbing Peter to pay Paul while pretending to
everyone around you that the business is fine.
  




  

    
By
2019, Kouri had already borrowed $250,000 without Eric’s knowledge.
According to a later lawsuit filed by his sister, she never repaid
it. By early 2022, she owed lenders more than $1.8 million. Her
real
estate projects had stalled. Properties weren’t moving. She was
taking out new toxic loans to service old toxic loans, and the
whole
structure was on the verge of collapse. She had been very careful
to
keep Eric from understanding the full scale of it, because the
moment
he knew, everything would unravel.
  




  

    
That
carefulness had required active, sustained deception. Kouri had
forged Eric’s signature on a $250,000 home equity line of credit
taken out against the family home in Kamas. She had been quietly
withdrawing money from his personal accounts. She had been
siphoning
funds from C&E Stone Masonry - his business, the thing he had
built from nothing - to plug the holes in hers. Eric was working
hard, keeping his books clean, building something real, while his
wife systematically drained it.
  




  

    
When
he started noticing, things became dangerous.
  




  

    
Eric
wasn’t a man who ignored numbers. He began asking questions. He
pulled back, refusing to fund more of her projects. He had also,
without Kouri’s knowledge, gone to see an estate planning attorney.
He rewrote his will, removed Kouri as the beneficiary of his life
insurance policies, and placed his assets into the Eric Richins
Living Trust, with his sister Katie Richins-Benson named as
trustee.
The purpose was clear - if he died, Kouri would not have access to
his estate. His sons would be protected. He told his business
partner
he was afraid of his wife. He told friends. He said it numerous
times
to more than one person.
  



  

    
None
of it would protect him from what his wife had already decided to
do.
  




  

    
What
Eric didn’t fully account for was the prenuptial agreement they had
signed when they married in 2013. That agreement stipulated that if
they divorced, significant assets would remain Eric’s. But it also
contained a clause working the other way - if Eric died while they
were still legally married, Kouri’s claim on those assets was
considerably more substantial. The prenup included his fifty
percent
interest in C&E Stone Masonry, vehicles, equipment. The
document
designed to protect him in a divorce was, in the event of his
death,
a financial benefit to his wife.
  



  

    
She
had also taken out multiple life insurance policies on Eric between
2015 and 2017, some without his knowledge, at least one obtained by
fraudulent means. By 2022 his life was insured for more than two
million dollars. Combined with the business assets, the property
equity, and the prenuptial clause, Eric’s death was worth somewhere
in the region of four million dollars to Kouri.
  




  

    
Four
million dollars, with no forensic audit, no divorce proceedings, no
exposure of the forged signatures and drained accounts. Just clean,
unencumbered cash.
  




  

    
There
was also the question of what a divorce would actually look like.
Kouri couldn’t file for one - not cleanly, not without catastrophic
consequences. The moment Eric’s lawyers demanded a forensic audit
of their shared finances, the forgeries would surface. The drained
accounts would surface. Everything would come out at once, in a
legal
context where it would be treated as fraud. Divorce wasn’t an exit.
It was an exposure that would likely end with her in a federal
penitentiary.
  




  

    
She
was trapped. And she had a boyfriend - Robert Josh Grossman - to
whom
she had been texting that she wanted to leave Eric and marry him
one
day. She had a life she





                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    










