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introduction

Law & Order is one of the most successful shows in television history. Millions of people watch the hour-long crime drama every week. Viewers identify with TV programs that are true to life, and no crime show does a better job of it than Law & Order. The writers and producers have remained loyal to the original formula—thirty minutes investigating, thirty minutes prosecuting. When it comes down to it, Law & Order is largely about legal and investigative procedure. Who would have thought procedure could be so dramatic?

The show’s creators have remained faithful to another item: the marketing slogan “Ripped from the Headlines.” Each Law & Order story revolves around a single theme—a legal loophole, an outrageous judgment, a creative prosecution tactic, or sometimes a perp we just love to hate. For sixteen years, the show’s writers have found much of this material from the incredible facts of real-life crimes.

That’s where this book comes in. After scrutinizing numerous episodes of Law & Order that suspiciously resemble true crimes, we’ve chosen to take a look at the twenty-five most compelling and varied in theme. Here you’ll learn the details of famous stories—such as the Subway Vigilante (Bernie Goetz) and the Unicorn Killer (Ira Einhorn)—and true-crime stories with which you might not be familiar, like that of Joyce Gilchrist, a forensic chemist who reportedly doctored evidence for the prosecution, and Anthony Riggs, who was welcomed home from the Gulf War by a hit man hired by his wife.

Just like the television show, True Stories of Law & Order reveals crimes that are so brutal they defy imagination; cases so groundbreaking they spurred new legislation; defense attorneys so sleazy you want to throttle them; and exasperating travesties of justice, as well as just deserts. We’ve also included sidebars throughout explaining real investigative and legal procedures, documenting where the show holds true to life and where it takes liberties.

After researching and writing about these twenty-five remarkable cases, we learned that art truly does imitate life. Or, as Detective Briscoe might say, you couldn’t make this stuff up.


one

LAW & ORDER: An eccentric cross-dresser is accused of murdering three people, one of whom was his wife.

TRUE STORY: Acquitted of murdering a neighbor, transvestite billionaire Robert Durst remains a suspect in his wife’s disappearance.

The security guards noticed the man right away. Not only was he acting strangely, skulking about the store, but he looked strange too. He was clearly wearing a wig and as it turned out, a fake mustache. They watched him pocket a single Band-Aid and a sandwich. Before leaving the supermarket, he also swiped a newspaper. Security guards summoned the police. The officers didn’t know it yet, but the odd, haggard, seemingly homeless shoplifter with no eyebrows was actually billionaire and fugitive Robert Durst. His pockets were full, stuffed with the stolen sandwich and $500. Another $37,000 was found in the trunk of his rented car.

It was a story so bizarre, it defied belief. Wanted for the grisly murder of a cranky drifter and suspected in the mob-style execution of a Hollywood writer, the heir to one of Manhattan’s most powerful families was caught shoplifting a six-dollar sandwich—chicken salad—from a Pennsylvania supermarket. He was miles away from the rundown Texas town where he’d been living incognito for the last few months, passing himself off as a mute woman. And if that wasn’t enough, his beautiful blonde wife mysteriously disappeared in 1982 right after filing for divorce. Sometimes truth really is stranger than fiction.

Kathie McCormack had style and grace. She always looked like a million bucks, even when she was just scraping by. The youngest child in a close-knit middle-class Irish Catholic family, Kathie was a pretty, popular girl with hair the color of honey and a big, bright white smile. People noticed her and she liked the attention. As a teenager, Kathie was a sight to behold, tooling around Long Island in her ’67 Chevy, her hair flowing through the open car window. She wasn’t stuck-up, she just exuded a quiet self-confidence.

At nineteen, Kathie McCormack moved to Manhattan, renting a small apartment in one of the many buildings owned by the Durst Organization. A dental hygienist at the time, she met Robert Durst when he came around to collect the rent. The wealthy scion of the Durst family was immediately taken with the elegant blonde woman. And Kathie was smitten with Robert. Nearly a decade older than Kathie, Robert wasn’t great looking, but he was dark and mysterious and well connected. He had been a regular at the legendary Studio 54 disco and he knew many celebrities. A few dates later, the couple decided to move to Vermont where they opened up a health food store. They were happy and things were going well until Seymour Durst pressured his son to return to New York and to the family business. Kathie and Robert moved back to the city. They got married and embarked on a cross-country trek for their honeymoon, taking the dog along with them. Robert was odd and had his quirks but Kathie loved him and she was both patient and accepting of his shortcomings. At first, explained Kathie’s brother, Jim McCormack, “It was as though Cinderella had married Prince Charming. He had the resources to do the things she dreamed of doing.”1 Unfortunately, the happy couple didn’t stay happy very long. Robert was secretive and frequently took off by himself for days at a time. Around Kathie’s friends and family he was laconic to the point of being rude. Kathie realized she needed a career of her own and enrolled in medical school.
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Kathie McCormack moved to New York City at the age of nineteen, where she met and married Robert Durst. Her family and friends soon noticed that the marriage was fraught with problems.

The McCormack Family



On paper, of course, Kathie’s life looked fabulous—a millionaire husband, a house in Westchester, two apartments in New York City, glamorous parties, and just three months away from becoming a doctor. In reality, Kathie was in the midst of a life crisis. Her marriage was falling apart. She loved Robert but his behavior had become increasingly bizarre and he was abusive. To top it off, Durst was carrying on with Prudence Farrow, actress Mia Farrow’s sister, and the inspiration for the Beatles’ song “Dear Prudence.” Prudence was pressuring Durst to leave his wife and was not shy about her relationship with him.

Durst, a man worth billions, was now refusing to pay for Kathie’s medical school tuition. Robert was notoriously stingy and Kathie often had to borrow money from her friends just to pay for gas and tolls. She was broke and depressed. The prospect of becoming a doctor was the one thing that kept Kathie from completely falling apart. She wanted to work in the emergency room. Working in the ER was really the essence of being a doctor, she told her brother Jim. “You get to give people who are truly hurt both emotional and physical care.” Kathie found the experience very rewarding.

In early January, Kathie had an occasion to visit the emergency room, not as a doctor but as a patient. Her face was bruised and she had a minor head injury. She admitted that her husband had been violent with her but refused to press charges against him. The couple began to avoid each other as much as possible, which wasn’t difficult considering they owned homes on Manhattan’s East and West sides, and in Westchester County. When Kathie was in the city, Bob was in the country. A social butterfly who drank and partied occasionally, Kathie began to get high to deal with her problems. She was missing classes and her grades started to plummet. She tried desperately to salvage her marriage but it was clearly too late. Friends advised her to file for divorce. Kathie knew Durst would refuse to pay her alimony, which she felt she deserved. Reluctantly, she consulted a divorce attorney.

On Sunday, January 31, 1982, Gilberte Najamy was hosting a dinner party at her home when Kathie Durst arrived unexpectedly. Najamy was startled to see her normally well-dressed friend wearing sweatpants and looking disheveled. Kathie was distressed and over the next few hours drank a considerable amount of wine. Robert Durst called around 7 p.m. After handing the phone to Kathie, Najamy could hear Robert screaming at his wife on the other end. Kathie hung up the phone and got her coat. “I have to leave,” she said. “Bobby wants me home. He’s really upset.”2 Najamy saw Kathie to the door. The two women made plans to meet for dinner the next day. “If anything happens to me, check out Bobby,” Kathie told Najamy.3

When Kathie failed to show up for their dinner date on Monday, Najamy began to worry. She called Kathie but got no answer. Najamy says she had a “gut feeling” that something terrible had happened to her friend.4 By Thursday, Najamy was convinced Kathie was dead. She went to the police.

Five days after Kathie disappeared, Robert Durst filed his own missing persons report in Manhattan. He sauntered into the police station with his dog and nonchalantly told detectives that he wanted to report his wife, Kathie, missing. He’d last seen her on Sunday. She’d arrived at their South Salem home drunk and angry, he said. The couple argued and then Durst drove her to the Katonah train station in time to catch the 9:15 train to New York City. Police were not able to confirm whether Kathie ever reached Manhattan. When asked why he waited so long to report his wife missing, Durst explained that the couple often spent days apart without any communication. The detectives were struck by how blasé he was about the situation. Durst said he suspected Kathie had a boyfriend, a drug dealer who may have murdered her. He was disparaging, telling them that Kathie was a coke fiend.
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A family photo of Kathie and Robert during happier days. “If anything happens to me, check out Bobby,” she once told a friend after a fight with her husband. She was never seen again.

The McCormack Family
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Robert Durst, arrested in Pennsylvania for the theft of a chicken sandwich and a Band-Aid (pictured here under his nose). When police learned who he was, Durst was put on trial for the murder of Morris Black.

Colonial Regional Police Department



Durst said he had drinks with neighbors after dropping Kathie off at the station. Later, when the neighbors denied seeing him, Durst changed his story. He said he’d stopped and had a meal at a café. He claimed to have called and spoken to Kathie in Manhattan—proof that she had indeed made it into the city. The detectives told him that they could check phone records, and Durst said he was mistaken; he hadn’t called Kathie from the house after all, but from a pay phone. The closest phone booth was across the lake, three miles from the Dursts’ stone cottage.
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Kathie was described by everyone who knew her as sympathetic and always ready to help those in need, so it was no surprise to her family and friends that she wanted to be a doctor. She was about to graduate from medical school when she disappeared.

The McCormack Family



Determined to find out what had happened to Kathie, Gilberte Najamy conducted her own investigation. She rode the train Kathie allegedly took the night she went missing and interviewed the passengers. “The same group of people rode that train every Sunday night,” she told a reporter. “I talked to all of them. Kathie was not on that train.”5 Najamy, not content to wait for police to find Kathie, broke into the Dursts’ South Salem cottage. There, she found the clothes Robert claimed Kathie was wearing when she left for the city Sunday night. She also found Kathie’s unopened mail in a garbage pail.

Robert Durst offered a $100,000 reward for information about his wife’s disappearance. However, he was elusive with detectives and stopped cooperating with their investigation. He also hired a criminal defense attorney. Soon after Kathie went missing, the superintendent of the couple’s Riverside Drive apartment claimed he saw Durst disposing of Kathie’s belongings. Rumor had it that Durst was already looking to sublet the apartment.

The Durst family had money and power and if they had asked for help in finding Kathie, the city would have responded pronto. Mayor Koch had even called Seymour Durst to offer his help. His offer was declined. Robert Durst was more reticent than ever, and the McCormack family was left in the dark. Kathie’s powerful in-laws hadn’t bothered to contact them at all. Jim McCormack, who had assumed the role of patriarch after Kathie’s father died, was beside himself. Finally, out of desperation, he arranged a meeting with Seymour Durst. They wanted his help, answers, anything. Seymour was cold, officious, and offered nothing; no help, no guidance, not even a glass of water. Seymour’s son Tom Durst arrived home and kicked Kathie’s family out. “Meeting’s over, you’ll have to leave,” he said rudely. “Wait a second,” Jim said. “We’re talking to your father. We need his help!” Tom was unmoved. “I said the meeting is over,” he told the McCormacks before unceremoniously ushering them out of the posh apartment.6

Robert Durst cut off all contact with Kathie’s family. His longtime confidante Susan Berman acted as his spokesperson, fielding questions from the press and trying her best to deflect attention away from Robert. Berman, the daughter of mobster Davie Berman, who had been an associate of Bugsy Seigel and Meyer Lansky, did her job well. Despite efforts by her friends and family, Kathie’s disappearance remained a mystery. “We are convinced that Kathie didn’t just walk away. We believe that [Durst] had something to do with her disappearance,” Jim McCormack said.7 If Robert Durst knew where Kathie was, he certainly wasn’t talking.

In 2000, police received a tip that led them to reopen the investigation into Kathie Durst’s disappearance. A Westchester man arrested for exposing himself wanted to barter with the DA—leniency in exchange for information he claimed to have about Kathie Durst. He told police that he had heard from friends that Kathie was dead and buried in Westchester County. The flasher’s tips didn’t pan out but they did reenergize the search for Kathie. “Over the last few months, there have been a few developments that I am not at liberty to disclose,” Westchester District Attorney Jeanine Pirro said.8

Detectives began contacting the key players in the case. On the eve of her scheduled interview with police, Susan Berman was murdered in her Hollywood home, shot in the back of the head. As of this writing, Berman’s murder remains unsolved. Some speculate that Berman, who was down on her luck, had been blackmailing her friend Robert Durst. Berman had reportedly confided to a friend that she had information about Kathie’s disappearance. Shortly before her death, she received $50,000 from him, much more than the $7,000 she had asked to borrow.
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Kathie and Robert Durst’s stone cottage in South Salem. Investigators believe this is where Kathie was murdered. Shortly after she went missing, Robert had the kichen floor ripped up and replaced. The McCormack Family



Unbeknownst to the McCormacks, Robert Durst had divorced Kathie in 1990 and married Debrah Lee Charantan, a wealthy Realtor whom he had been secretly dating for ten years, in 2001. Durst severed ties with his own family after his youngest brother was appointed head of the Durst Organization. He kept a low profile and seemed to have fallen off the radar. In reality, he was living in Galveston, Texas. Durst had lavish homes around the country but for reasons known only to him, he took up residence in a $300-a-month apartment in a neighborhood populated by drifters and people down on their luck. He dressed in drag and lived as Dorothy Ciner, a mute and rather homely woman. Ciner had a frequent visitor, a man who introduced himself to people as Robert Durst. In fact, it was Durst who had rented the apartment for “Ciner.” Tenants thought it odd that they never saw Dorothy and Robert at the same time.

A man named Morris Black lived across the hall from Robert Durst/Dorothy Ciner. A former seaman, the seventy-one-year-old Black was cantankerous and prone to fly off the handle. Black and Durst became friends and they often got together to watch television and get drunk. It’s unclear whether Black knew that Ciner and Durst were one and the same. At some point, the two men had a falling-out. Later, in court Durst claimed that he returned home one day to find Black in his apartment, armed with a gun. They struggled and the gun went off, accidentally shooting Black in the head. Fearing no one would believe his account of the crime, Durst dismembered Black’s body and disposed of the parts in the bay.

A few days later, a human torso was found floating in Galveston Bay. The torso had been stuffed into a trash bag. Matching bags found ashore nearby contained more grisly surprises. The body, or rather, what was left of it, was identified as Morris Black. His head was nowhere in sight.

Robert Durst was arrested after police found a receipt bearing his name in one of the trash bags. Furthermore, a neighbor had witnessed Durst loading trash bags into the trunk of his car—the night he and Morris fought.

Durst was charged with Black’s murder. Not realizing that the suspect was filthy rich, the judge set bail at $300,000, which Durst quickly raised. “We arrested a haggard-looking man who drove an old car and lived in a $300-a-month apartment with no telephone. He didn’t look or act anything like a millionaire,” Galveston police lieutenant Mike Putnal said.9 Durst jumped bail and fled the jurisdiction. For six weeks, he was a fugitive, moving constantly and using aliases to avoid detection. He managed to elude police until he was caught shoplifting at a Wegman’s supermarket in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. In the end, the elusive fugitive was done in by a chicken salad sandwich. Durst had $500 on him. Another $37,000 in cash was found in the trunk of his rented car alongside a handgun, some marijuana, and Morris Black’s driver’s license.

Robert Durst was tried in Texas for the murder of Morris Black. He pleaded not guilty by reason of self-defense or accident. High-powered attorney Dick Guerin headed up Durst’s legal team. The defense contended that Black had attacked Durst and that his death had been an unfortunate accident. Durst took the stand and told jurors that Black had entered his apartment while he was out. He said he came home to find his neighbor watching TV and holding the gun Durst kept hidden in a kitchen cabinet. They fought and then Black began waving the gun at him, he claimed. “I was concerned that Morris was going to shoot the gun, most likely at my face,” he said. According to Durst, Black “died struggling for the gun,” in a tragic accident. Afterward, in a panic, Durst said he cut up Black’s body. “I did not kill my best friend,” he said. “I did dismember him.”

The prosecution argued that Durst had ambushed Black from behind, shooting him in the head. But, since Black’s head had not been recovered, the prosecution was unable to disprove Durst’s version of the event. In a risky move, the prosecution had decided to charge Durst only with murder. The jury was not given the option to convict the defendant on lesser included charges, such as manslaughter in the first or second degrees. It was all or nothing. The gamble paid off—for the defense. Robert Durst was acquitted of Morris Black’s murder. “After three days of poring through all of the physical evidence, including testimony from witnesses, there was nothing to support the prosecution’s claim that it was not self-defense,” juror Chris Lovell told Court TV.10 Kathie McCormack’s friends and family were shocked and dismayed by the not-guilty verdict. Even Durst seemed to be stunned by the jury’s decision.

Durst beat the murder rap but he wasn’t in the clear. Prosecutors charged him with bail jumping and evidence tampering, both felonies. He pleaded guilty and served five months in prison before being released on parole. Five months later, Durst was back in jail for violating his parole. To this day, Westchester DA Jeanine Pirro is anxious to speak with him about his first wife’s disappearance but Durst remains tight-lipped. Pirro vows to “get to the bottom of what happened to Kathie Durst, one way or another.”11

Kathleen McCormack has never been found. She was declared legally dead in 2001. The McCormacks have long since come to terms with the fact that Kathie is most likely dead. Still, they long for closure, and a proper burial. Jim McCormack still remembers the first time he held his baby sister. Kathie was just days old and so full of life and promise. He remains in close contact with the detectives investigating her disappearance and works with the press to keep Kathie from being forgotten. “It’s like leaving the porch light on,” he said of his ongoing efforts. “I’m hoping Kathie will see the light and know that we haven’t stopped searching for her.”


two

LAW & ORDER: The wife of a war veteran hires a hit man to kill her husband.

TRUE STORY: Weeks after returning from combat duty in the Gulf War, Anthony Riggs was killed in a life-insurance scheme hatched by his wife and brother-in-law.

In early March 1991, American troops were mopping up after their outrageously successful drubbing of the Iraq military and looking forward to their victory parade in the States. Saddam Hussein, the Butcher of Baghdad, had rolled over Kuwait, his tiny and powerless neighbor to the south, about seven months before. In response, the United States built an international coalition, mobilized record numbers of troops and weapons in record time, and ran the Iraqi army out of Kuwait, slaughtering hundreds of thousands of them, including the much-vaunted Republican Guard, in mere weeks. A peace treaty was signed, Hussein promised to behave, and the troops started boarding planes home.

Within a couple of weeks, some U.S. newspapers were covering Hussein’s merciless suppression of Kurdish rebels who, hoping in vain for American support, had risen against him in Northern Iraq. But, by and large, the American press was off the war and on to other matters—legislative battles in Congress, school lunch programs, Hollywood gossip. The hottest story of the day was the LAPD’s videotaped beating of a black man named Rodney King, viewed by every American who wasn’t blind, brain-dead, or living on the moon.

A few front pages contained small pieces about a Gulf War veteran, home on leave, who had been murdered on a street in northeast Detroit. Anthony Riggs had been outside the home of a relative when, suddenly, everyone inside the house heard gunshots. They ran out to find the war veteran dead on the street, apparently shot by someone stealing his 1989 Nissan Sentra.

But there was more to the story. Way more.

Specialist Anthony Riggs had manned a Patriot missile battery in Iraq and saw plenty of action. He hated the Middle East and wanted nothing more than to come home, even though his marriage was on the outs; while he was serving overseas, his wife, Toni Cato-Riggs, he learned, had emptied the savings account, crashed the car, and contracted VD—a trifecta guaranteed to strain any marriage. Bad as things were between the couple, Riggs was probably still surprised at his “homecoming.” Toni and her nineteen-year-old brother, Michael Cato, greeted Anthony on the tarmac at his base in Texas with a hello and three requests: Toni wanted a divorce, the Sentra, and alimony. Some homecoming.

Determined to salvage the marriage, Riggs convinced his wife to give it another shot. He traveled with Toni and Michael to Detroit, where Toni had been living at her aunt’s house. There they would retrieve Toni’s belongings and move into an apartment together in Warren, Michigan, about twenty minutes away from Toni’s family home.

At about 2:00 a.m. on March 18, Anthony was packing up a moving van in front of the Cato residence. The morning was misty with rain, and Toni stayed inside. As Toni went to turn the outside lights on for Anthony, she heard five gunshots. She and her relatives ran out of the house screaming. Anthony was lying in the street, shot point-blank in the back of the head. “He was gasping for air. Then he coughed a couple times and that was it,” said a neighbor who had also come outside after hearing the shots and screeching tires.1

In grim irony, one of Anthony’s letters from Saudie Arabia arrived in the States hours after he died. “There’s no way I’m going to die in this rotten country,” Riggs had written to his family. “With the Lord’s grace and his guidance, I’ll walk American soil once again.”

Anthony would be missed by everyone. In an interview with the Detroit Free-Press Toni’s aunt, Marjorie Cato, recalled his great sense of humor. The day before he was killed, she said, he had made her laugh so hard her side hurt. And when he was in the Gulf, he had sent a care package of strangely shaped Arabic chocolate bars for everyone in the family; she still had hers stored in the freezer. In the same article, a member of Anthony’s Army unit said that Anthony had wanted nothing more than to come home and see his wife and stepdaughter.* A family man to the core, he constantly looked at the pictures he kept of them in his wallet and locker.2

Detroit in the early nineties wasn’t exactly Shangri-la. Known for its crack dens and street shootings, it was among the most violent cities in America. But for Riggs, it beat war any day. “I just got back from where they were firing missiles at my head. Those bullets aren’t really going to frighten me now,” the twenty-two-year-old told his mother, Lessie Riggs. Numerically speaking, though, Detroit was more dangerous than the battlefields of Kuwait, especially for a young black male such as Riggs. According to a study conducted by the Heritage Foundation, a fifteen-year-old black male in Detroit stood a 7.2 percent chance of being murdered before the age of forty-five—the third highest rate in the nation.3 Though it’s not a valid direct comparison, the less than one-tenth of one percent combat casualty rate of the Gulf War shows that the inner city of Detroit was extraordinarily dangerous.

The irony of a soldier surviving war only to be murdered for his car two weeks after coming home wasn’t lost on the press. The murder quickly became a cause célèbre for activists. The streets were filled with drug dealers and killers, they said. Why fight a war overseas when a generation of black youths was being gunned down at random in its own neighborhood? The real war was here, not in the Middle East. Jesse Jackson was among the notables to attend Anthony Riggs’s funeral, where Toni Cato, dressed in black and crying, said good-bye to her husband with a kiss to his cheek before he was lowered into the ground.

Though concerns about America’s inner cities were valid—random violence was indeed cause for alarm—Detroit detectives weren’t assuming anything; they quietly went about their business of investigating the Riggs murder, following clues wherever they led. Police soon located the car and found a gun in the garbage near the murder scene. Then they learned about the Riggs’s rocky marriage and Anthony’s “substantial” life insurance policy. The dots were being discovered and connected simultaneously. Police weren’t dealing with criminal masterminds here. A friend of Anthony Riggs, Sgt. Gary Welliver, told newspapers that once he and other friends of Riggs heard about the murder, their antennas went up. “There was a lot of speculation about it,” Welliver said. “For anyone who knew what was actually going on with them, the speculation ran even deeper.”4

“He was set up,” said another. They all knew Toni’s story, and they didn’t like her or trust her. She had once considered joining the army with her husband, but couldn’t pass the physical. Then she moved in with Anthony’s mother in Las Vegas and did nothing but sit around, eat, watch TV, and talk about the expensive clothes and cars she thought she was entitled to.5

Police picked up Michael Cato, and he sang like a bird. Twice he confessed to pulling the trigger, and in one confession he told police that his sister masterminded the whole operation. On March 26, the scheming siblings were charged with first-degree murder. Michael’s attorney James O’Connell told the court that his client talked only after thirteen straight hours of questioning; the confession had clearly been coerced and should be dropped. “My guess is after thirteen hours, he would have implicated Abraham Lincoln,” O’Connell said, adding that police didn’t allow Michael access to a telephone or lawyer.6 Judge Vesta Svenson didn’t agree, and the nineteen-year-old Michael was sent to jail without bond.

Toni, however, was another story. The judge ruled that Michael’s confession couldn’t be used against his sister. With little else to connect Toni to her husband’s slaying, the prosecution had to set her free. Toni gave her brother a hug before she left the courtroom, and began planning her new life: that of a widow with $175,000 in her pocket—life insurance money Anthony had purchased for her in case the worst happened in Kuwait. Toni Cato was single, rich, and off the hook, but, as subsequent events would prove, not a whit smarter.

Michael Cato languished in jail until the following fall, when he stood trial for first-degree murder. Building their case that the Riggs killing was a murder for hire, prosecutors focused largely on Toni and Anthony’s marital problems. It took the jury just over three hours to decide on a guilty verdict. Michael was put away for life.

But everyone involved knew that the story was only half over. Police still had their sights set on Toni, and made no bones about it. Prosecutors and cops publicly stated that eventually they would gather enough evidence to ensure that both Catos would spend their lives behind bars.

One would guess that Toni would maintain a low profile, given the amount of publicity focused on her; and one would certainly think she’d go out of her way to keep her nose clean, at least until the heat died down. But Toni had ants in her pants. Her behavior thus far was that of a woman completely devoid of patience—and a close call with the law wasn’t about to change that. Plus, she desperately needed more cash. As it turned out, her brother wasn’t the only person involved in murdering her husband. Supposedly, a third party involved in the deed was now blackmailing her: “Pay up, or I squawk.” Further, she had blown a good chunk of the insurance money on defense lawyers. So Toni Cato decided to establish herself in the Detroit drug trade—taking one step closer to that sticky web she started weaving in March 1991.

In February 1993, undercover operatives of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) posing as high-level drug dealers sat down with a woman arguing her case that she was an ideal candidate to smuggle drugs over the borders from South America. She offered a plan: she would fill up balloons with narcotics, swallow them, and hop a flight to the United States. Simple as that. The agents heard her out. They were in the middle of a major sting, hitting the big drug-trafficking spots across the entire country.7

The woman in the “job interview” was, of course, Toni Cato, and the agents were more than happy to sit and listen to her pour her criminal intentions out on their laps. The best part was that they never sought her out; she had come to them! It would actually be funny if the circumstances weren’t so tragic.

Toni Cato had unwittingly entered the DEA’s snare through a colleague named Rosita de la Paz, who was attempting to traffic large quantities of cocaine from Texas to Detroit. When de la Paz was caught with over twenty pounds of the drug in her car trunk in April 1992, she complained to police that she wasn’t supposed to have been the one moving the coke; it was that damn Toni Cato who should have been doing it, but she had backed out at the last minute to take a final exam for a class she had enrolled in.8 Toni Cato? The Toni Cato?! Yup. The agents immediately contacted Detroit homicide and went to work.

The DEA agents met with Cato periodically over the next few months—armed with wires and hidden video cameras. It was a turkey shoot; Cato blabbed one incriminating tale after another—all beautifully captured on tape.

First, she told the agents all about how she masterminded her husband’s murder so she could cash in on the insurance money. Perhaps she was trying to prove she had the guts to play with the big boys, or perhaps she was just plain bragging—but she revealed every bloody detail, on multiple occasions. One day her brother had approached her with an offer to kill Anthony and collect on the insurance. “I need some money. You need some money. We can both help each other out,” said Michael, according to Toni. She informed him that if he were serious, there was no getting cold feet. “He ain’t my husband, so it’s no matter to me,” her brother reportedly responded.9

[image: image]

Toni Cato-Riggs, arrested after unwittingly informing undercover agents about how she masterminded the murder of her husband, Gulf War veteran Anthony Riggs.

Detroit Police Department



“So I was like, fine, whatever,” Toni said. Her demeanor was a far cry from the sobbing wife she portrayed at her husband’s funeral; she often laughed as she told the details.10

In another meeting, she talked about the blackmail situation. A friend of her brother named Antonio Shelby had given Michael the gun used to kill Anthony Riggs, she said. Now he was threatening to rat her out if she didn’t pay up.*

In one more incredible misstep, Toni tried to pay the agents to kill Shelby. She said that this bone in her throat wouldn’t go away. The agents asked her what she wanted. “Him eliminated—period,” she was captured on video saying. “No coming back. No nothing.”11

Toni Cato was arrested in November of 1993 on drug charges; she was later arrested for the murder of her husband, after which she provided a confession ten pages long. The confession, though, couldn’t be used against her. Although the police sergeant to whom she confessed testified that he informed Cato of her Miranda rights, and that she signed or initialed her confession in twenty-five places, the judge sided with Cato, who claimed she had been denied counsel. Yet another confession that couldn’t be used against her.

However, the tapes would be admitted because they were made during an unrelated investigation—and they were more than enough for the prosecution. Toni Cato would face four charges: first-degree murder, conspiracy to commit murder, solicitation to commit murder, and use of a firearm while committing a felony.

The trial began in May 1994. Lessie Riggs, Anthony’s mother, was the first to testify. She read a letter Anthony had sent from the Middle East, expressing his desire to work things out with Toni. “I want our marriage to last. I would put my neck through a hot-sauce bottle to please her,” Anthony wrote. Lessie fought back tears while she read, and cried when she finished.

Various other witnesses helped finger Toni, including the insurance agent who sold the couple the life insurance policy. When he met with them, he said, Toni wanted
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