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Rather like our adolescence, we look back on the 1980s with a mixture of affection and embarrassment.  Yes, we were cooky then, wore our greed on our sleeves and dabbled in the high life if we were in a position to do so.

Yet rather like our adolescent selves, those Reagan years could be pretty horrible, somewhat selfish and at times unthinking.  This is certainly a description that fits the lifestyle of Joyce Cohen and her husband Stanley during that decade.

They lived a lavish lifestyle in the upmarket Miami region of Coconut Grove.  The greenest part of the city, luxury houses mix with verdant trees and shopping malls.  Private schools abound almost as frequently as the wildlife scattering among the Jaguars and Porsches.  Restaurants and nightclubs burst with big spenders and high livers.  And back in the late 1970s and early to mid-1980s those party-goers included, on a regular basis, the Cohens.

Their own house, really Stanley’s, was a monster of extravagance and excess.  Set high a bluff, the many roomed mansion was in the wealthiest part of the most expensive zip code in the city.  Built from coral, with handmade tiled floors, nothing could have stated ‘success’ as much as this status symbol home.

For Joyce Lemay (as she was back then), meeting Stanley represented a significant change in lifestyle.  Her childhood had been deeply troubled.  Sent from relative to relative, fostered by twenty-seven families and a victim of childhood sexual abuse as well as, it has to be said, emotional mistreatment, her Illinois upbringing had been one to forget.  As much as she could, at least.

Moving into adulthood, things got no better.  A failed marriage followed, and Joyce decided to look for a new start further south in Miami.  She took a job undertaking secretarial duties for a property developer – a big one – during the boom building period of the mid-1970s.  High rises, houses, flats and hotels were springing up in Florida’s tourist city like spots on the innocent face of a measle ridden baby.

Joyce noticed an older man hanging around the office, one who seemed to command the respect of other employees.  Not a customer, co-worker or even manager, this man was in fact the top dog, Stanley Cohen himself.  This self-made man held a passion for construction and a fine reputation in the industry.  The construction company for whom Joyce worked as a secretary bore his initials, SAC, and the very young but life worn lady had clearly caught his eye.  Stanley had, like many of the very richest of people in the industry, happened to set off in the construction business at just the right time.  Moving south from Long Island, he caught the building bubble as it was growing at its fastest and reaped the rewards. 

It was a whirl wind romance.  For Joyce, there was a triple attraction.  Not only was she won over by Stanley’s charm and sophistication, not only was she astonished by the glamorous life he lived, but finally she had found somebody who wanted her.  For probably the first time in her life, there was a person who welcomed her and saw her as something more than an inconvenience to be endured. A person who saw her as flesh and blood to be loved.  That Stanley could offer himself as both role model and father figure – two needs she desperately desired to be satisfied -  was a further bonus.

But things were not perfect.  Like many people in power, Stanley had some insatiable appetites.  He lived for his work; he played hard and had already lumbered his way through three marriages.  From one of these, he had two children.  They were by then of an age where they would be better placed as siblings than step children to his new wife.  

The relationship between children and wife was unstable from the start.  Gerri, the daughter and Gary (her brother) resented the twenty-four-year-old; they thought that she was after their father’s money and disliked the attention he gave to her.  Gerri, who would later become an anchor on local TV, found it particularly hard to get her head around the relationship.  Her father was forty and was sleeping with a woman barely older than herself.

But if matters were not perfect for the much in love couple, then they were pretty good.  Stanley even adopted Joyce’s five-year-old son, making the family complete.  Faced with opulence and a virtually unlimited spending capability Joyce set about making up for lost time.  The house was decorated and furnished in the most extravagant manner; the very best shops in Miami became her second home.  After all, she had to occupy her time while Stanley was working and traveling.

That particular part of Miami, Coconut Grove, is famous for the wealth of its residence but it holds one potentially less salubrious reputation.  Among the excellent restaurants are many night clubs.  These bright and noisy palaces were home to numerous vices, and attracted what can best be described as a very mixed clientele.  The music was loud, the alcohol flowed, the dancing vibrated, and the drugs were openly available.

Joyce lapped it up, as too did Stanley.  Life became, for her at least, a cycle of drunkenness and drug induced highs.  Night-time became days, and days were for sleeping.  It began not to matter too much whether Stanley was with her or not, the girl from the wrong side of the tracks had made an impression and found a place to belong.

But in the early days their relationship was mostly good.  They discovered a shared passion for the snow, and trips to ski became a regular winter past-time.  Stanley used his vast wealth to build a ranch, a large wooden monolith in the mountains, and the two had a regular weekend retreat.  Wolf Run Ranch ran to six hundred acres in the countryside around Steamboat Springs, Colorado.  A week in the heat of Miami would be relieved by a couple of days on the slopes.  From the outside, their life must have seemed perfect.  But, of course, the most beautiful panorama can cover turmoil underneath.  That was the position here, especially for Stanley.

He was worried about his young wife’s spending, her drinking and her excessive use of cocaine.  He did not buy into his children’s theory that Joyce was taking him for what she could get, using him as an abundant money tree, but the doubts must have crept in.

Still, he was making money much more quickly than even Joyce could spend, and the property boom showed no signs of abating.  What, he decided, Joyce needed was a focus.  Something that she could call her own.  Maybe if her own self-esteem was built up through a successful venture of her own, her need to do everything in excess might be controlled.  He had no doubt that Joyce, as much as he loved her, had been damaged by her childhood, but it was not too late to address this.  Not quite. Surely?

So, Stanley bought her a restaurant.  Not a small, twenty cover little bistro down a Miami side alley, but a huge, well established and highly regarded palace to food.  There, Joyce would act as front of house, greeting diners and making use of her easy going social skills.  Dressed and made up to kill, for a while the job provided her with a purpose, but really it was only ever going to be a loosely made stitch sealing the tear in their relationship.  Stanley had his work, and his reputation for women.  Joyce had her high living.  

Spending even more time at nightspots such as the Champagne Bar, she became friendly with Country and Western star Tanya Tucker, who she met at one of the numerous parties she attended.  Tanya would tell later of one evening, when the blinds were lifted on Joyce’s world, and her unhappiness with life was revealed.

‘Bottom line, she was extremely unhappy.  Not just sad.  It didn’t seem like something that was going to go away.’

Joyce believed that Stanley was having an affair, and that his girlfriend was pregnant.  He had expressed himself strongly about her spending, and the excesses of her partying and warned that he would divorce her and leave her with nothing.  The unlikely liaison was, after a dozen years, falling apart.

The prospect filled Joyce with dread.  After more than a decade of the high life, she faced being forced to give it up.  Dead end jobs and hand to mouth living beckoned once more.  Gone would be the shining Jaguar, the expensive clothes, the trips to every hotspot across the world reached in Stanley’s private jet.

And this is where an already intricate story becomes even more complicated.  As Miami had expanded and the money flowed in, detritus had been caught in its current.  A criminal underworld had grown up, and life for the very rich had its down side.  Break ins, and consequent murders, were becoming too common place to be ignored.  For Stanley and Joyce, the threat had led them to take steps.  Stanley had installed a complex security system at the house and owned his own revolver.  They had also bought a dog, a large and aggressive looking Doberman Pinscher they, with gentle understatement, called Mischief.  Mischief was fine with people she knew and would greet them with friendliness before drifting back to her own part of the house.  But strangers would be put off by the giant black and brown beast lurching towards them, teeth glistening and more than ready to bite.  For the all the electronic defences, a dog such as Mischief reached into the gut of human kind and elicited a fear that even hardened criminals would not face down.

But in the early hours of March 7th 1986 Mischief was locked away inside the house, not roaming the grounds as would often be the case.  And the electronic security system was turned off.  By now, the relationship between Stanley and Joyce had dissolved entirely.  They mostly slept apart and  he spent much of his time at work or travelling between various interests.  Perhaps inevitably, for a man leading construction and real estate development, Stanley dealt with all kinds of people.  Politicians, civil leaders and fellow businessmen.  Not all of these were from the nicest stock, especially by the mid-eighties, and mixing with the underworld brought its own dangers.

Stanley had been in his room in the mid evening when Joyce heard a noise on the drive.  She told Stanley, and he grabbed his revolver and went to investigate.  But he found nothing.  Why Mischief was not released, nor the security system turned on, following this potential intrusion is a question that would remain forever unanswered.

Rarely now did Joyce sleep with her husband; in fact, she rarely slept at all.  While he slept upstairs, she set about clearing some clothes for a sale.  It was against the background of this odd arrangement that, in the early hours of the following morning, Joyce heard gunshots.

Reaching her husband’s room and she discovered him face down in the bloodied bed.  She fled to the phone, dialled 911 and her panicked voice can be heard on the recording.

The operator tells her to calm down, but Joyce cries ‘I can’t.’  She is either a fine actress, or she knew nothing of the planned attack.  The police arrived and found that Stanley had been shot four times in the back of the head.  He was quite definitely dead.  But, it did not look like the kind of robbery against which the Cohens had organised security.  A window pane was smashed, but there was nothing taken.  It looked as though whoever had broken in had just one purpose in mind, to kill Stanley Cohen.

Police searched the house and grounds and took Joyce downtown for questioning.  Although distressed she managed to tell officers that she had heard breaking glass at around 5.30am, or just before.  She had headed for the bedroom to get Stanley but saw the back of an invader’s head.  ‘Let’s get the f*** out of here,’ he shouted and left, according to Joyce’s account.  Panic stricken, she told how she was rooted to the spot, but finally found the strength to move to Stanley.  She told the horror of finding him. Face down. Dead.

Meanwhile, police back at the Coconut Grove mansion were searching for clues.  They soon found a revolver, wiped clean of finger prints, thrown away in the grounds.  It had not been hidden, just discarded.

The interrogation of Joyce Cohen started gently enough, but soon inconsistencies were beginning to emerge.  Investigators suspected that the marriage had been on the rocks.  They started to question Joyce about their sex life, which was by then effectively non-existent.  Suddenly, she realised that she was not just there to provide information but was a suspect in the murder.  She called an attorney and left immediately, returning to her house and pushing the investigating officers out.  Even Stanley’s body would remain for the eight hours it took to get an official search warrant.  But Joyce did not know that the police had discovered a piece of evidence that cast her in a highly suspicious light.  

In a bin they had found a used tissue, on which was Joyce’s mucus.  But also, on the tissue could be traced a touch of gunpowder.  It appeared as though she had fired a weapon.  More evidence began to emerge.  A neighbour reported hearing gun shots at around 3.00 am but it was not until more than two hours later that Joyce had phoned emergency services to tell of the break in.  Police were unable to determine Stanley’s time of death.

Circumstantial evidence was growing, but the police had nothing concrete that definitively linked her to the crime. Then they got a break.  In a completely unrelated investigation, they arrested the head of a gang of home invaders called Frank Zuccarello.  While the guilt or otherwise of Joyce Cohen was very much in doubt, irrespective of the gut instinct of Miami’s finest, Zuccarello was a crook, plain and simple.  He knew that he was facing most of the rest of his life behind bars and was keen to find a way to avoid this.  

The murder of Stanley Cohen was a good one to call upon.  Unlike some of the larger criminal gangs who might take revenge on he and his family if he revealed their crimes, Joyce lacked the means to do this.  Zuccarello started to talk.  And talk.  He had met Joyce Cohen, he claimed, at one of the nightclubs she loved to attend.  He had quickly discovered that her marriage was unhappy, and that divorce was on the cards.  Joyce wanted something done about that and was prepared to go to any lengths.  Zuccarello teamed up with another couple of hard nosed thugs and Joyce told them all about the house.  She warned them of Stanley’s gun, promised to lock up the dog and turn off the security system.  She gave them a detailed outline of the house, so that they could find their way round. Their task?  To kill her husband.  Payment for the crime would be made in cocaine – about $150000 worth.

While Zuccarello was keen to tell the story, the other two men involved were less content.  Thomas Joslin and Anthony Caracciolo were arrested for other home invasions and police soon put the pressure on to get them charged with second degree murder for the assassination of Stanley.  But they would not play ball.  Each maintained their innocence.  They had never met Joyce Cohen, they claimed, and she had certainly not been a part of any plan to kill her husband, not for either cash or cocaine.  

But the pressure increased, and the two knew that they were facing lengthy spells behind bars for the burglaries in which they had taken part.  They decided not to contest the murder charges, feeling that to do so would only make their situation even bleaker. That they were threatened with the electric chair if they did not play ball with the police no doubt also played its part.  Caracciolo received a forty-year sentence, having been accused of firing the deadly shots, and Joslin was put away for thirty.  Despite the sentences, the two continued to state their innocence of the alleged acts.

Some time needs to be taken to consider matters here.  Joyce has been questioned but not charged.  Suspicions are aroused, but in part at least these have emerged from the sense held by the police that she was a gold digger who was seeing the vein of ore begin to run out.  That notion was reinforced by Stanley’s children, who had secured an injunction to prevent her getting any hands on the money while the crime was being investigated.  In fact, no doubt in part due to Joyce’s spending and their lavish lifestyle, while there was money, it was a much smaller figure than might be expected.  In the end, Stanley Cohen’s estate would realise just $2 million.

The only hard evidence that Joyce was behind the murder was, in fact, not that hard at all.  Zuccarello ended up with a substantially reduced sentence for his home invasions.  The five years he was given was much less than he might have expected without his deal with the police.  He claimed at Joyce’s trial that he had witnessed the trigger being pulled on Stanley Cohen and gave a detailed account of meetings with the potentially estranged wife.  But he was a crook, under pressure to get a reduced sentence and, claimed the website ‘Copblock’ in years to come, gently ‘persuaded about what might have happened on that fateful night.

Certainly, the trial would see other alleged friends and associates on both sides come out of the woodwork to tell of the unhappy marriage Joyce was experiencing and Stanley was enduring.  But there is a considerable difference between being locked in an unhappy marriage, planning a murder and getting it carried out.

Yet when it came to trial the jury were happy to accept the evidence of a confirmed thief and the allegations of others.  That trial took a long time to come to fruition.  Firstly, police travelled to Chesapeake where Joyce was living in order to arrest her.  Life had tumbled out of control for the former socialite.  With no access to her former husband’s cash, and cast out by his family, she had remarried and was living on a trailer park.  Not until two and half years after the murder had taken place did her case actually make it to trial.  That lasted six weeks, and the jury found her guilty.  Prosecutor John Kastrenakes made a powerful final plea to the twelve men and women charged with deciding on her guilt, and it worked.  ‘She’s a killer, do not feel sorry for her,’ he declared.  ‘She’s a cold, calculating murderess who put on a good show for everyone.’

However, while the jury were convinced of her guilt, they were split with regards to the death penalty.  With the arbitrators unable to reach a conclusion on this, the judge stepped in and sentenced her to twenty-five years to life for the murder.

Of course, depending on where you stand, the death penalty is either a risky and cruel punishment against which there can be no redress if it turns out that a wrongful conviction is made, or it is a just reward for the most serious of crimes.  In Joyce’s case, had she faced the ultimate sanction then a serious miscarriage of justice would have been on the cards.  In fact, such doubts about her guilt would surface over the following period that any death penalty must almost certainly have been quashed.

In 1993, just four years after her conviction, serious doubts began to emerge as to her guilt.  An attorney, Carol Soret Cope, published a book which cast serious doubt on the evidence of the star witness, Frank Zuccarello.  It emerged that during his questioning about the murder, he had been subject to three separate lie detector tests and had failed them all.  But because the polygraph was not considered as reliable and admissible evidence in Florida courts, the jury had never heard of these failures.  It also came out that he had frequently changed his story, sometimes claiming to have been inside the room as Stanley was executed, sometimes on watch outside of it.  Next, a local reporter – Gail Bright – discovered previously unrevealed testimony from a leading detective on the case, John Spear.  He harboured doubts regarding the involvement of both Caracciolo and Joslin.  They too had faced polygraph tests regarding their participation in the crime, and those results were inconclusive.  However, Spear’s musings suggested that police were confident in Joyce’s guilt, and just lacked the evidence to prove their case.  The words of Frank Zuccarello provided that confirmation, even if their truthfulness was suspect.  A case, it might be argued of justice prevailing over process.

Those suspicions regarding the fabrication of evidence were enhanced following a Miami New Times investigation in 1998.  Then, detailed interviews with Joslin and Caracciolo, as well as John Spear, had led them to the conclusion that police might have helped to steer the story along, feeling that truth would be best served in that case.

Of course, the justice system cannot work if police are both investigators and jury; they would be trying their own case. But even more doubt now exists regarding the safety of the conviction.  As understanding of forensic evidence has increased over time, one of the key pillars upon which her guilt was pronounced has begun to crack.  A criminologist from Dade County, Gopinath Rao, offered an alternative view on the gunpowder infiltrated tissue found discarded in a bin.  According to Rao, the small amount of residue could well be evidence of simply being close to a gun being fired, and not specifically firing it herself.  

The most recent twist in the tale of Joyce Cohen came in 2013, when her time for parole came up for review.  Alan Ross had been her attorney for many years, and he felt that there was no chance that parole would not be granted.  The forensic evidence was now open to question; the evidence of Frank Zuccarello had been discredited.  Joslin and Caracciolo were continuing to deny ever having met Joyce, let alone carrying our her instructions for murder.

The parole commission chair, Tena Pate, was unconvinced.  Turning down the plea for release at the beginning of the following year, she cited Joyce’s attempts to cover up the murder.  Initially, the commission planned to set a following review date of 2023.  But at the last minute, an impassioned appeal from Stanley’s children turned the hearing further against their father’s widow.  In the end, a release date of 2048 was chosen, by which time Joyce, if still alive, will be 97 years old.  However, perhaps with a nod to the growing uncertainty around the safety of the original conviction, the commission left themselves with the option of revisiting the case in 2020.  

The board listed as a part of the reason for refusing parole the fact that their role was not to examine the evidence once again – that is the job of a re-trial – but to decide whether retribution had been served.  ‘We’re not here to retry the case, she stands convicted of the crime,’ said Pate with firmness and resolve.

Alan Ross finds it hard to accept that the testimony of Frank Zuccarello is still allowed to carry any weight.  ‘You would have to be deaf, dumb, blind and stupid to believe what he had to say,’ he argued.

Ross continued with even harder words: ‘Are prosecutors turning a blind eye to the obvious perjury?  Are police officers turning a blind eye to obvious perjury, even worse, are they supporting it, are they encouraging it?  You know, I don’t know where the line falls.’

But Joyce Cohen herself is more phlegmatic about her position.  Whether she is guilty of murdering her husband through hiring three assassins is something that only she definitively knows.  The fact is that the troubled child sought something more from her life, found it and, on her own admission, exploited the position she was in.  But she still insists that she did not kill her husband, and what she has been through since that night in 1986 has made her wish that the home invaders had killed her as well as Stanley.  

As for the police actions, she has become resigned to the course their investigation followed.  ‘They had to make it fit.  You know, it’s like putting this square peg in a round hole.  They didn’t care what they had to do to get it to fit so that they could get a conviction.  Even though I didn’t do this, these people know I didn’t do this.  The prosecutors know that this was not true.  The detectives know that this is not true.  They know that these people lied, and they used them anyway.’

And now she faces spending the rest of
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