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Cynthia Sommer

Did Cynthia Sommer poison her husband and watch him die a painful death? That is the question that still plagues many people including prosecutors, investigators, and Cindy’s former in-laws. It is a question that they may never have answered.

Cindy says no. The lab analysis says no. So, why is there still so much doubt?

Todd and Cindy

In 1999, a then 20-year-old Marine Sergeant named Todd Sommers met 25-year-old Cynthia Arlene Peace. The attraction was instant according to Cynthia or Cindy as her friends call her. Neither the five year age difference nor Cindy’s three children from a failing marriage deterred Todd in his attraction. He fell in love with both Cindy and her kids, wanting a family to call his own.

In December of 1999, Todd moved Cindy and her three children into his on-base housing at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. They were married shortly after Cindy's divorce became finalized. Todd would then be reassigned and the new family would move to San Diego where they would live at the Miramar Marine Corps Air Station. 

In 2000, Cindy gave birth to their only child together, a son they named Christian. Money was tight but they were happy. Everyone who knew them at this time thought that Cindy and Todd were very much in love.

“As a child and a young girl, Cindy was always the princess waiting to be rescued by her Knight in Shining Armor," Cindy's mother recalled. "And that’s what she got when she met Todd.”

“They had a good marriage," Chandra Wells, a Subway co-worker of Cindy's said. "He was great with the kids and loved her. And she loved him.” 

But some people closer to the Sommers knew that all was not rosy. Friend Dana Bolton told 20/20 that Cindy approached her and asked if she wanted to join them in a threesome. “She came to me one day and said Todd thought that I was pretty, and wanted to know if I wanted to join in with them,” Benton said. “But I told them that I’m not like that. So I turned it down.”

“I loved my husband," Cindy said. "I did everything that I could for him. He was my life. And our family was my life.” 

On February 8th of 2002, Todd Sommers went to the on-base doctor for stomach cramping that he thought was caused by eating bad egg rolls. 

“Saturday (February 9th) he started vomiting," Cindy recalled. "He had diarrhea, nausea, and some stomach cramping. It sounded like food poisoning.”

The illness seemed to pass, at least enough for Todd to take his family on a fun weekend at an amusement park. They had a great time and returned home late in the afternoon on Sunday, February 17th. 

“We came back home on Sunday, got the kids in bed," Cindy said. "And he said that his heart felt like it had fluttered. I said, ‘Should we go to the hospital?’ He said, ‘No, I’m fine. I’m just gonna go to bed.’”

The Death

On February 18th, 2002 around 1:30 am, Todd Sommer, a healthy 23-year-old marine, got out of bed in the middle of the night and died on the floor of his home. When the paramedics arrived at their Miramar Marine Corps Air Station home, Todd was already dead but they rushed him to the hospital where the official time of death recorded as 2:34 am. 

The official cause of death for Marine Sergeant Todd Sommers was listed as a “cardiac arrhythmia” ... a heart attack. Investigators with the Naval Crime Investigative Service (NCIS) found that suspicious since Marines are subject to vigorous medical testing and strenuous calisthenics routines. Sergeant Sommers had never shown any sign of cardiac problems. Thus, in 2003 the military sent frozen tissue samples for heavy-metals testing at the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology. 

In this testing, the military found something shocking and damning. Todd Sommers had 1,000 times the normal amount of arsenic in his liver and 250 times the expected amount in his kidneys. NCIS logically concluded that Sergeant Sommers was poisoned and murdered. 

At the time, the lab director and other experts all told the prosecutors that those findings “concerned them.” These protests were ignored.

That is when their eyes turned to Cindy. As she looked back now she says she knew that they were going to try and find a way to blame her. “Every time I talked to them I could tell that they didn’t like me. They looked at me like I was a piece of garbage.”

At his funeral, that widow eulogized her husband by saying, “Every night before he went to bed, he gave me a hug and a kiss and he said that 'I love you. I'll see you in the morning. Say your prayers.' And he would always say that to me and I still say that to him every night because I will see him again one day.”

The Prosecution

On November 30th, 2005, Cynthia Arlene Sommers was arrested in her new home in West Palm Beach, Florida where she lived with her new boyfriend. A boyfriend that she had met just weeks after her husband’s sudden death. A boyfriend that she had moved to Florida with just weeks after his autopsy. This fact was not lost on the prosecution. 

In January of 2006, Cindy was extradited back to California to stand trial for her murdering her husband. The charge was first-degree murder for financial gain. A charge that could be eligible for the death penalty.

The prosecution claimed that Cindy grew tired of the financial struggling and wanted a more luxurious lifestyle than she could afford on her young husband’s $1700 monthly salary. She saw his military life insurance policy as a way to “set herself free.” So, she poisoned him with arsenic to cash in on his $250,000 military life insurance policy and the $1900 a month in survivor benefits.

However, the investigators for the prosecution could not find anything that tied Cindy to arsenic. They scoured her telephone, financial, computer, and even library records. Yet, they found nothing. Not one reference to poisoning, how to get arsenic, how to use arsenic, or anything else even remotely referencing arsenic in any way, shape, or form.

“They’ve been investigating me [about the] arsenic and haven’t been able to find anything,” Cindy said at the time. “They’ve looked everywhere that they can think of looking and there isn’t anybody that said that I’ve questioned it, looked into it, and asked about it.”

The prosecution then started examining her behavior after her husband’s death. It appeared to be less than ideal for somebody who was supposed to be grieving the death of the “love of her life.” 

The Trial

The Prosecutor Laura Gunn was in a tight spot. They had opportunity and motive to prove that Cynthia Sommers, now 32 years old, murdered her husband. They had the cause of death. What they do not have is a way to tie the poisoning to Cindy.

Cindy’s attorney presented an emotionally charged opening statement that included what she called the perfect description of Todd. “This was her knight in shining armor. She could not have asked for a more perfect man, a military man, God-fearing, and he says to her ‘Cindy, I want to marry you—three kids and all.’”

Undeterred, the prosecution relied heavily on the defendant’s seeming inability to live within her means and her promiscuous behavior after Todd’s death. Unfortunately for them, the judge barred Gunn from discussing Cynthia’s behavior after her husband’s death. 

The Prosecution presented experts who testified that the lab results showed lethal doses of arsenic in Todd Sommer’s tissues. The defense responds by presenting their own experts who testify that the lab results are “suspect” and that the samples “were likely contaminated.”

In an attempt to draw a link between the poisoning and Cindy Sommer, investigators even scrutinized the television show Melrose Place as it was one that Cindy watched and in which there was the use of poison. Rick Rendon, a military investigator who spent time watching Melrose Place to try and convict a military widow with four children of murder, testified during the trial that, “There (were) six episodes that (involved) poisoning, two of which were with spousal poisoning.”

Cindy's defense attorney, Robert Udell, then did something that put his client’s head on the chopping block.  He opened the door for the prosecution to enter evidence of Cindy’s behavior after Todd’s death when he proposed that she was a grieving widow and he could prove it through witnesses. This move allowed Gunn to bring out all of the damning evidence from the days, weeks, and months after Todd Sommer’s death. 

Gunn started with Cindy’s behavior immediately following Todd’s death. Prosecutor Gunn said that Cindy made “four inquiries about money in the first five hours” after her husband’s death. Before he’d even been pronounced legally dead, Cindy was talking to the paramedics about Todd’s life insurance policy. Moments after reaching the hospital and receiving the official time of death, Cindy asked Todd’s superior if she would have to pay back his re-enlistment bonus. And only five hours later she was seeking advice on taxes from their accountant.

She also pointed out that the night of Todd’s funeral, Cindy got drunk, left the wake, and went to a strip club. Even her friends thought this behavior a little odd but gave her a pass because she was in mourning.

Prosecutor Gunn brought forth a parade of witnesses and a stack of paper evidence detailing just how bereaved the “grieving wife” was. Gunn started her attack by pointing out that in the weeks following her husband’s death Cynthia Sommer spent $5400 on breast implants just 2 weeks after her husband’s death. An operation that she began planning February 8th, the same day Todd first got sick with the mysterious stomach ailment.

“It wasn’t that I wanted, you know, Pamela Anderson boobs," Cindy recalled. "I wanted something that would make me feel like a normal person. Todd was on board with it. It was something we were planning to do.”

Other sources claim that Todd was most assuredly not okay with the breast augmentation. He was very frugal and they were already in debt due to Cindy’s spending.

There was testimony about trips to Tijuana to drink and party. These
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