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Epigraphs

There is nothing in the world more difficult than candor, and nothing easier than flattery.

—FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY, Crime and Punishment

Jonathan’s view was that Edgar Smith was guilty, but deserved his freedom. Fourteen years constituted a life sentence today, and he had rehabilitated and educated himself in a grisly cell on Death Row.

—MARY HIGGINS CLARK, Where Are the Children?
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Introduction

EDGAR SMITH died on March 20, 2017, just over a month after his eighty-third birthday. He spent almost forty years in California’s state penitentiary system, much of his last decade in health so poor that it was a surprise he survived so long. He was hard of hearing and barely able to walk more than a quarter mile, and even that short distance required a cane. A weak heart necessitating six bypass surgeries didn’t kill him, either.

That Smith lived into his eighties is all the more remarkable because he was supposed to die nearly six decades earlier, executed by the state of New Jersey for the 1957 murder of fifteen-year-old Victoria Zielinski. At one time Smith was perhaps the most famous convict in America, counting William F. Buckley, Jr., founder of National Review and one of the key architects of the neoconservative movement, as his closest friend.

Scoundrel tells the true, almost too bizarre tale of a man saved from death row thanks to the years-long advocacy, through financial and creative means, of a most unlikely source. When police brutality and mass incarceration are perennially under a national microscope, when the lives of countless Black and Brown boys and men are permanently altered by the criminal justice system, the transformation of Edgar Smith into a national cause more than half a century ago raises uncomfortable questions about who merits such a spotlight and who does not. His story, and the involvement of the many people who helped fashion it, complicates the larger narrative of incarcerated people who proclaim their innocence and of prisoners—on death row and elsewhere—exonerated and freed thanks to newly discovered or long-suppressed evidence.

This book is, in effect, a story of a wrongful conviction in reverse.

As a result of Buckley’s advocacy, Edgar Smith vaulted from prison to the country’s highest intellectual echelons as a best-selling author, an expert on prison reform, and a minor celebrity—only to fall, spectacularly, to earth when his murderous impulses prevailed again. Though the relationship between Norman Mailer and the convict and author Jack Henry Abbott is well known, the comparable one between Buckley and Smith has received far less attention despite the resulting heinous fallout.

Buckley at first took up the Edgar Smith case out of righteous indignation on behalf of Smith, a man whom he believed to be wrongfully convicted and whose literary gifts, which transformed him from underachieving blue-collar worker to curious intellectual, made him worth saving. As Buckley came to regard Smith as a genuine friend, he also operated out of loyalty. As the lawyer and former National Review correspondent Donald G. M. Coxe told me, “We were taken in, I suspect, in part by our unwillingness to believe that anyone who loved NR could be a savage killer.”

Even after it was clear that his faith in Edgar was severely misguided, Buckley concluded, “Edgar Smith has done enough damage in his lifetime without underwriting the doctrine that the verdict of a court is infallible.” That unshakable belief exonerated a psychopath, elevating Smith to prominence and some power at the expense of the women he harmed, injured, and murdered. Buckley fell into the trap described in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment: “An honest and sensitive man opens his heart, and the man of business listens and goes on eating—and then he eats you up.”

* * *

IN MARCH 1957, Edgar Smith seemed like a typical young man living in New Jersey’s Bergen County: married, the father of a newborn baby, a veteran of the marines, discharged because of partial deafness in his left ear, in between jobs. Victoria Zielinski, fifteen years old at the time, was murdered in the small town of Mahwah, her head bashed in by a baseball bat and a couple of large rocks. It didn’t take long for authorities to find and arrest Smith: Zielinski’s blood was on a pair of his pants and in the car he’d borrowed that day. He also admitted to the police that he had given her a ride, though he claimed that she was still alive when they had parted.

The trial lasted two weeks and was a standing-room-only sensation. (Mary Higgins Clark, years before writing the novels that immortalized her as “the Queen of Suspense,” attended every day and dated the beginning of her career as a crime writer to the case.) Smith testified in his own defense, and the resulting inconsistencies were noticed even by trial attendees as young as ten years old. It took less than two hours for the jury to convict him and the judge to sentence him to death. Smith kept appealing his execution and avoiding the electric chair. And since he was staying alive, he decided to better himself, enrolling in college classes, reading history books, and keeping up with current affairs through magazines.

Fate played a hand when William F. Buckley learned of a 1962 newspaper story about Smith in which the convict praised National Review as one of his favorite periodicals. Buckley and the National Review’s intellectual stock were rising among conservatives, but he had only just begun to write his syndicated newspaper column, On the Right, and he was still several years away from his quixotic run for New York City mayor and the first broadcast of his interview show, Firing Line.

Buckley would later learn that Smith’s access to National Review had been cut off after the prison official who lent him copies had been transferred away from the Death House. Sensing a story, feeling some pang of sympathy, or both, Buckley wrote Smith to ensure the prisoner would always receive a copy of National Review. Over the next nine years, through an exchange of more than 1,500 pages of correspondence, the two men became friends—and Buckley became convinced that Smith was not Zielinski’s killer.

Buckley wrote about the case, and his belief in Edgar Smith’s innocence, in several columns and in a 1965 story for Esquire; he used the fee he earned for the story to seed the Death House inmate’s defense fund. Smith had been acting as his own jailhouse lawyer; now Buckley found Smith several lawyers to work on his appeals. Buckley also set Smith up with Sophie Wilkins, a dynamic and vivacious editor at the New York–based book-publishing firm Alfred A. Knopf. She worked closely with Smith on his 1968 book, Brief Against Death, which argued that the state of New Jersey’s case against him was riddled with holes and attempted, above all, to persuade the reader that he had not killed Vickie Zielinski.

Wilkins, as I discovered while working in her archives at Columbia University, became more than Smith’s editor. Their correspondence, which she preserved nearly in full, began in strictly professional fashion, with her recommending books to read and offering encouragement on the manuscript that became Brief Against Death. Then it devolved into something more.

They exchanged declarations of love, gifts and artwork, and mutual pornographic fantasies, his smuggled out through third parties to avoid the prying eyes of the Death House censors. He called her “Red”; she called him “Ilya.” Their fights about editorial changes quickly spiraled out of control, and then they made up, lovers’ quarrel style. Wilkins would, in subsequent correspondence with Buckley, express rage and embarrassment at how besotted she had become with Smith and how foolishly she’d behaved.

But that was only after Brief Against Death became a critical and commercial success that prompted many conversations about the necessity of the death penalty, conversations that had been brewing throughout the decade as capital punishment began losing support among the American public. It made Smith a literary star. William F. Buckley promoted his advocacy on The Tonight Show, the Today show, and other major venues in support of the book, and Smith eventually became the first convicted murderer nominated to join PEN America. The book was chosen as an alternate pick of the Literary Guild and was reviewed by every major publication (including a glowing review by the crime novelist Ross Macdonald in the New York Times Book Review). Two years later, in 1970, his novel A Reasonable Doubt garnered similar acclaim, including praise from the hard-boiled writer James M. Cain.

By the end of 1971, the tide had turned fully in Smith’s favor. A federal court of appeals threw out his confession and ordered a new trial. After a seesaw battle between state and federal powers, Smith walked out of court a free man. Officially, he had pleaded guilty to second-degree murder, and he was credited with nearly fifteen years of time served. Immediately after the guilty plea and the final ruling, Smith climbed into a limousine, Buckley took the seat next to him, and they went straight to the television studio to record two riveting hours of Firing Line, which aired on consecutive weeks.

Edgar Smith became a go-to guy on all things prison related. He published book reviews in Playboy and a self-interview in Esquire, appeared on The Mike Douglas Show and many radio programs, and returned home to Bergen County, ignoring and at times openly mocking the cloud of suspicion emanating from his neighbors. He published a thriller, 71 Hours, under the pseudonym Michael Mason and then another book of nonfiction under his own name, Getting Out. He met and married a much younger woman who believed in his innocence and moved with her to California. Then his celebrity status dissipated, and the gigs dried up. His wife became the breadwinner.

In October 1976, an old pattern asserted itself. Having been turned down for a job at the San Diego Union-Tribune, Smith lay in wait in a supermarket parking lot, where he dragged thirty-three-year-old Lefteriya Lisa Ozbun into his car and, while driving with one hand, attempted to stab her to death with the other. He came close to committing his second murder, but Ozbun struggled mightily, kicked a hole in the windshield, and managed to pull the car over, alerting a nearby motorist. Spooked, Smith fled in the damaged car, dumped it for another, and spent the next two weeks as a fugitive, tapping his family for help and money. When those sources dried up, he called Buckley’s office, reaching his secretary. She learned that Smith was in Las Vegas under an assumed name. She told Buckley, who promptly called the FBI and turned Smith in.

The following year at trial, Smith confessed to killing Victoria Zielinski: “I recognized that the devil I had been looking at for the last forty-three years was me,” he told the court. “It was at that time I recognized that my life had reached a point at which I had a choice of doing two things: I could kill myself or I could return to San Diego and face what I was.” He received a life sentence for the attempted murder of Lisa Ozbun and spent the rest of his days behind bars. He died at the California Medical Facility in Vacaville, California, seven years before he was next eligible for parole, in 2024, by which time he would have turned ninety.

* * *

HUMANS ARE HARDWIRED to believe what other humans tell them. Most people merit that belief and, when they breach it, try to atone for their mistakes. Then there are those humans who are able to manipulate, obfuscate, and make a mockery of well-meaning people, causing harm that takes years, if ever, to fully overcome. Writing Scoundrel was a way for me to comprehend what can seem like the incomprehensible: how Edgar Smith was able to fool so many who entered his orbit, be they intimates or strangers, and bend the American criminal justice system to his will. What I came to realize is that this story is a forgotten part of American history at the nexus of justice, prison reform, civil rights, neoconservatism, and literary culture.

William F. Buckley’s attempt to free Edgar Smith resulted in catastrophic collateral damage to women: Smith’s victims. Edgar had already robbed Victoria Zielinski of her chance to grow up before Buckley became involved with him. Lisa Ozbun came close to death, surviving only through happenstance and her own tenacious will to live. Smith’s wives and many of his paramours and female friends suffered psychological damage that lasted the rest of their lives.

The relationship between Smith, the convict, and Buckley, the conservative, was fascinating and complex. But it is the voices of the women, sacrificed on the altar of the literary talent of a murderer, that animate the narrative of this book. The nonfiction crime genre increasingly makes greater room for the stories of women, embodying their full spectrum as human beings rather than flattening them into by-products of seductive killers. I hope Scoundrel adds to this growing body of nuanced, psychologically perceptive work.

On several occasions, Sophie Wilkins likened the Edgar Smith case to a work by Dostoevsky. Her son Adam told me that he found himself thinking the story, had it not been true, “would have made a wonderful novel or a wonderfully trashy one. The three key characters—the celebrity political columnist (rich, Catholic, but culturally upper-class WASP); the brilliant psychopathic jailhouse lawyer, working class, Protestant; and the sparkling bright articulate Jewish woman editor—could hardly have been more different in background and personality, but they came together in a most amazing interaction.”

Edgar Smith’s horrible acts, like so many other horrible acts of atrocious men then and now, were overlooked, explained away, or ignored because of his talent—and because women are expendable. The shared belief in one man’s innocence and his literary acumen forged that unlikely intellectual triangle. It was undone when the totality of his violence against women revealed that his talent was a paper tiger, that brilliant people can be conned, and that the effects of betrayal ripple across generations.
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“Where Is Vickie?”

MARCH 1957

FIRST, VICKIE.

She was the Zielinskis’ second child. Mary Faye was the eldest, given the same first name as her mother and grandmother. Victoria Ann arrived three years after her sister, born on September 6, 1941. Then came Myrna, two years later, and finally, a couple of years after that, Anthony Jr. The Zielinskis met, married, and started their family in Honesdale, Pennsylvania, and had moved to Ramsey, New Jersey—after a short stint in Hoboken—when Vickie was seven or eight. Anthony’s and Mary’s ancestors had come from Poland and Austria, respectively, earlier in the twentieth century.

A nuclear family, yes. A happy one? The record says otherwise. Vickie complained about her father to her friends, usually about his curfew enforcement—always 11:00 p.m., and she had to call home if she was to be late—and sometimes about his constant drinking. Her complaints occasionally carried whispers of familial violence. That more disturbing undertone would prove important later, as would so much about what Vickie did or didn’t do, what she thought or didn’t think, what she wanted or didn’t want.

Strip all those suppositions away, and what’s left is an adolescent girl faring well by 1950s standards. “Just a kid,” insisted her best friend, Barbara Nixon, describing Vickie more than 6 decades later. Which, at age 15, a shade over 5 feet and a little more than 110 pounds, was almost certainly true.

Vickie was an honor roll student in her freshman year at Ramsey High School. She took her studies seriously and was particularly keen on learning German. The summer before her sophomore year, she split her time between Ramsey and her birthplace of Honesdale, staying with her aunt Anna, her mother’s sister.

In tenth grade, Vickie’s marks started to slide. She seemed bored and distracted in class and was often late because she loved to socialize with her friends during the breaks. Vickie’s homeroom teacher, Emily Gloekler, found none of those things too worrying, though. She told the Paterson Evening News that Vickie’s grade drop had been “typical of sophomores, who like to enjoy themselves.” Charles Schanz, the vice principal at Ramsey High, added, “She was the type who—when they say hello . . . really meant it and are happy to say it.”

And Vickie did enjoy herself. Friday nights she spent at the roller rink in Paramus or at the Corral, a hangout for Ramsey teenagers to dance to jukebox tunes. She did not shy away from having fun, though weekend dates with boys and young men never went past her strict curfew. She might flirt with boys she knew, tease them and kid around with them, but she wasn’t known to behave that way with strangers. In early February 1957, Vickie went out with a boy who had a bottle of beer in his car. “I won’t go with you unless you break that thing,” Vickie admonished him. He proceeded to smash the bottle.

One unnamed girlfriend complicated the picture with what she told the Bergen Record after Vickie was killed. The friend said Vickie had changed somewhat since the beginning of the year, suggesting that she was “wilder than she used to be”—not wild enough to get into a car with a stranger, of course, but out of step with her earlier self. The kind of girl who became the subject of lurid rumors that she fooled around with older boys.

One of the last photos of Vickie shows her standing in front of a white door. The camera peers up at her from a low angle. She holds a pair of figure skates in her left hand, the wrist adorned with a white gold Wittnauer watch. Her right hand rests on her hip—a typical pose, evident in other photos taken in Vickie’s teen years—while her left leg is bent slightly at the knee. She is clad in dark penny loafers, white socks that stop halfway up her shins, a white turtleneck sweater and a dark skirt whose flared hem brushes against her thighs; her expression is a Rorschach test for whatever one wishes to read into it.

She could be defiant or playful. Coy or confident. Childlike or dangerously mature. The gap between her front teeth, plainly visible in photos from earlier in her childhood, is harder to see, and so she seems to teeter on the edge between self-conscious and assured. In the photo, at least, she radiates promise of something far larger than whatever future seemed possible within the walls of her yellow-painted home at 496 Wyckoff Avenue.

What kind of life was in store for Victoria Zielinski? Would she have moved away from Bergen County across the Hudson River to Manhattan, that tiny isle bursting with outsize dreams, ready to spit out those who couldn’t hack it? Or would she have fled the East Coast altogether for somewhere more far-flung?

The tragedy of early, violent death is that it strips away the person and leaves only the act, the making of the dead girl, rather than the celebration of the lived life. The killer has the power. The one who dies loses it all. Victoria Zielinski not only lost her future, her power, and her promise on the night of March 4, 1957: she lost her existence, overridden by the needs and wants and desires of the man who murdered her.

* * *

AT 7:30 THAT EVENING, Vickie and her younger sister, Myrna, walked down Wyckoff Avenue to where Ramsey ended and Mahwah began, small towns linked by the same street. Vickie was heading for Barbara Nixon’s house, where she and her best friend were going to do their bookkeeping homework together and then study for a test the following morning. She and Barbara couldn’t have been more different. Vickie was short, dark, fun loving. Barbara was taller, blonder, less inclined toward humorous hijinks. But once their friendship took hold at the beginning of their freshman year, it stuck.

Since the streets were poorly lit and sidewalks were scarce, the Zielinski girls often kept each other company at least partway on any evening walk. When cars zoomed past on the two-lane road, pedestrians barely had time to jump out of the way. The girls felt unsafe walking alone, but what they were afraid of was being hit by a car, a far more common event in Bergen County than being murdered. As on other nights, once Vickie got close to the Nixons’ place, Myrna turned around and walked back home. She arrived before 8:00 p.m., giving her a half hour of homework time before she was due to go back out to meet her older sister.

Vickie wore blue jeans, a coral cardigan sweater, her navy blue Ramsey High jacket, and red gloves, her customary silver heart chain adorning her neck. She arrived at Barbara’s house on the corner of Fardale Road and Chapel Street at around a quarter to eight. The girls did their homework and then listened to the radio and talked for a little while.

At about 8:30, Vickie left the Nixons’ for home. Myrna, still deep in her own homework, needed a nudge from her mother to remember that it was time to go. She left the house ten minutes late, at twenty to nine. She figured she would run into her older sister along the way.

She did not. Myrna kept walking but saw no sign of Vickie. She made it all the way to the Nixons’ by ten of nine, thinking that Vickie might still be there. She was not. Barbara’s family told Myrna that Vickie had left, on schedule, twenty minutes earlier.

Myrna walked back home, confusion and worry mounting. There was still no sign of Vickie or anyone else walking along Wyckoff Avenue. A two-tone green Ford, going well over fifty miles an hour, zoomed past her where Wyckoff met Crescent Avenue, and Myrna recognized the driver: an older boy named Donald Hommell.

Myrna had met Hommell the previous year after he and his family moved to Ramsey from Vero Beach, Florida; Don, nineteen at the time, had just been honorably discharged from the navy and now worked at a local drugstore. Good boyfriend material for her sister, but Myrna was sure that they had never dated, because Vickie’s dates had to come inside the house and meet at least one of her parents. Don hadn’t done that. Even Myrna knew he cared less about girls than playing baseball; he dreamed of a tryout with his favorite baseball team, the St. Louis Cardinals.

“Where is Vickie?” her mother asked when Myrna walked in the door.

Myrna had no answer. They waited an hour, and then another. Her mother didn’t want to wake her husband up quite yet. He’d gone to sleep not long after Vickie had left the house, exhausted from his work as a truck driver for the borough of Ramsey, and had to be up early in the morning.

At midnight, when Vickie was an hour late for her curfew, Mary went upstairs and woke up Anthony.

“She’s not home? Maybe she’s down at the ice cream parlor,” he said. But Mary, Myrna, and eldest daughter Mary Faye, who was staying at the house that night, insisted otherwise. “Daddy, Vickie is missing,” Mary Faye insisted.

Anthony took Mary Faye’s car, parked closest to the road on the driveway.  He drove down Wyckoff Avenue and bumped into a couple of police officers he knew, alerting them that his daughter was missing. From there he drove into downtown Ramsey, in case Vickie was out and about somewhere. When he didn’t see her, he drove to the Nixons’. Anthony decided not to knock on their door “because there was no light.” (Later, Barbara would tell the Passaic Herald-News that she had heard a car horn not long after Vickie left and later heard the sound of a car slowing down near her house.)

When Anthony returned home on the chance that Vickie might have shown up, he was gravely disappointed. Neither he nor Mary could bring themselves to go to sleep. They stayed up all night, worrying, fearing the worst, hoping for the best.

The next morning, just after daybreak, the Zielinskis went out again to find their daughter. Anthony drove his own car this time, his wife beside him in the front seat. They searched in circles, starting small, then making progressively larger circuits of the neighborhood. At the point where Ramsey ended and Mahwah began, they noticed a scarf lying in the mud at the intersection of Fardale Avenue and Chapel Road, near the home of S. C. Kromka, whom Anthony and Mary knew slightly.

Anthony wanted to keep searching, since the scarf wasn’t far from a sand pit, a swath of excavated earth fashioned into a seven-foot quarry. It had become a lovers’ lane because it was just far enough off the road to afford privacy for the amorous. He told Mary to call the police at the Kromkas’ house and stopped the car to let her out. Mary knocked on the Kromkas’ door and asked to use the phone. She also asked if Mrs. Kromka had seen any sign of Vickie, but the woman had not.

When Mary made the call at 9:12 a.m., the responder told her to wait by the car for an officer to arrive. But Anthony had already driven across Chapel Road to the sand pit. He stopped the car when he saw something on the ground. Here was a black loafer. There was one of the red gloves Vickie had been wearing. Then her father found her necklace, the silver chain that should have been around her neck but now lay in a sand pit off Fardale Avenue. Knowing that the police would be on their way to the Kromkas’, Anthony decided to walk back to his wife. He arrived just as Mahwah Police Department captain Edmund Wickham pulled into the driveway at 9:20 a.m.

The police captain told Mary to stand by the Zielinskis’ car and “not to let any traffic go by” lest the crime scene be corrupted. He and Anthony headed back to the sand pit to continue searching. Wickham started walking slowly toward the lane, where he noticed a trail of tire tracks leading to the pit. They followed the tracks toward the pit, which was about 250 feet from the road. Anthony noticed blood and footprints on the ground and then spotted the other black loafer.

They found Vickie’s body at the bottom of the embankment. She was facedown in a jackknifed position, “as if she had been rolled down from one of the stony mounds,” a reporter would later write. Her sweater still covered her arms but had been pulled up to reveal her torso. Her bra was pushed up, the straps broken. There were bite marks on her exposed right breast, but her dungarees were still in place. An autopsy would later confirm that she had not been raped and that her hymen was intact.

It was the damage to her head that revealed the brutality of Vickie’s murder. Her nose and jaw were severely fractured, with several teeth broken, and her skull had been crushed. Two blood-drenched rocks, one of them weighing as much as twenty-five pounds, sat nearby, pieces of brain spattered around them. Raphael Gilady, the Bergen County medical examiner, later characterized what happened to Vickie in a single, awful word: decerebrated.

Her father could hardly comprehend what he was seeing. Fourteen hours earlier, the Zielinskis had been eating dinner and Vickie had been talking about going to her best friend’s house to study. To her father, Vickie had been the “jolliest, nicest, smilingest kid in the world.” Now someone had destroyed her.

When he saw Vickie’s body, he called for Mary. “She came over,” Anthony told the Bergen Evening Record, “and I tried not to cry but I couldn’t help myself.” The paper didn’t report what Vickie’s mother had said—or felt.

It was obvious from the evidence on the ground that Vickie had struggled mightily with her killer. Her dad had taught her judo so she could protect herself if necessary, and it was clear that she had tried. It looked as though she had managed to escape from a car and run to the top of the embankment, where her killer had caught her. Only a couple of heavy rocks had stopped her struggle.

“I’ll find the guy,” Anthony later told reporters. “I found her and I’ll find him and I’ll tear him limb to limb.” Neither he nor the police believed they’d have to look far. Guy W. Calissi, the Bergen County prosecutor, told reporters, “I would say at this point that this vicious slaying was done by someone she knew.” Someone sadistic enough to murder a fifteen-year-old in such a manner. Someone in the grip of incomparable rage.

Less than twenty-four hours later, police would have a suspect.







2

The Mercury

MARCH 1957

JOE GILROY picked up the phone at 3:30 p.m. on Monday, March 4. Eddie Smith was on the line, asking for a ride. His request was typical of their friendship, which began after Eddie was discharged from the marines three or four years earlier. If Eddie needed help, Joe was there to provide it. Never mind that he might have other plans—or that he might want to take it easy, seeing as how he had worked the third shift at Continental Can until eight that morning and was barely out of bed, feeling the effects of a cold.

Eddie had quit or been fired from all kinds of jobs—truck driver, salesman, mechanic—so many that Joe had lost track. Now he was out of work again, let go earlier that day from a gig installing equipment for a Mahwah-based muffler business after skipping work the prior Friday and Saturday. Eddie was supposed to be a smart guy with a high IQ, but somehow he could never stay put at school or at work.

Eddie was twenty-three, a year older than Joe. He’d grown up all around Bergen County: born in Hasbrouck Heights, then moved seventeen miles north to Ramsey in his early teens for reasons he didn’t like to talk about. Joe knew that Eddie’s parents had divorced when he was seven, that his mother, Ann, had remarried a man named Alex Chupak, someone she worked with at the Bendix Aeronautical Corporation, and that she could be extremely protective about her son. Eddie’s older brother, Richard, was also married and lived not far away.

Eddie had lived with his mother and stepfather after leaving the marines. He told people it was because he’d lost hearing in his left ear, but there were whispers of his having gone AWOL or having some kind of nervous breakdown that put him in the hospital for a while. Whispers, too, that in his youth, he’d gotten in the kind of serious trouble that lands you a spot in juvie. (Eddie didn’t talk about any of those things). Then last June, he’d married and moved out. Eddie now lived in a trailer park on Pulis Avenue in Ramsey with his wife, Patricia, and their baby girl named Patti Ann, born two days before Christmas. (Doing the math suggests why Eddie and Patricia married in the first place.)

Joe sometimes wondered why Eddie still ran around Bergen County as if he were a bachelor, but he figured it was better not to pry. Eddie had a temper that flared at expected and unexpected times. He didn’t like it when people told him what to do. One reason why Joe was so obliging was that he’d learned that if he didn’t do what Eddie wanted—and this time, he wanted Gilroy to pick up him up at Paramus Bowling Alleys—he’d be the target of an intense chewing-out that would last for days. Eddie tended to make up his mind quickly about people and didn’t change his attitude much. He liked Joe, and for Joe that was better than the alternative.

Joe got to the bowling alley an hour after Eddie phoned and found his friend spending his last paycheck—all $44.76 of it—by himself. Eddie was drinking beer and watching people bowl, waiting for his pal Charles “Rocky” Rockefeller, one of the alley employees, to get off his shift and bowl with him. Joe bowled four or five games with Eddie and Rocky. At 6:30, all three climbed into Gilroy’s light blue 1950 Mercury convertible and drove down Route 17 back to Ramsey.

Joe stopped at the drugstore to pick up some cold medicine. When he got back into the car, Eddie had another favor to ask: Could he borrow the blue Mercury? He said he needed to go get some kerosene for the heater at the trailer. Joe said sure, so long as Eddie had the car back in time for him to head out later to meet some friends. Eddie said that wouldn’t be a problem and suggested that he’d bring the car back early enough they could go out and get another beer or two before Joe had to meet his friends. Joe agreed.

Eddie and Rocky dropped Joe back at his house around seven. Joe ate his supper, then watched the new episode of I Love Lucy to pass the time. His phone rang sometime around 9:15. It was Eddie, saying he wasn’t feeling well and didn’t feel like going out for beers. He couldn’t get the kerosene heater working, so he and his wife and baby would have to go to his mother-in-law’s house in Ridgewood for the night. Could Joe drop them all off there before taking his car back? Once again, Joe said yes.

Eddie arrived in the blue Mercury around 9:45. He didn’t seem so sick to Joe. He also volunteered that he’d returned to the trailer and changed into a different pair of pants. “I threw up on them and had to toss them away,” Eddie explained. Joe found the whole thing odd. He was concentrating on the task at hand, which was to hop into the car so they could head to the Bogert Trailer Court to pick up Eddie’s wife, a young woman a couple of months shy of twenty, and their baby, then ride with them to Ridgewood to the house of Geraldine Horton Johnson, Eddie’s mother-in-law.

After he dropped off Eddie and his family, Joe got out of the front passenger seat and switched to the driver’s side. Before he sat down, he glanced at the mess of things in the back seat—baseball gloves, cleats, bats—which had been adjusted a little so Eddie’s wife and daughter could fit in. Only later did Joe wonder why one of the bats was so scuffed up. And there was a dark spot on the seat cover that hadn’t been there before and another spot on the floor mat.

* * *

JOE GILROY’S PHONE rang again at 11:30 the next morning. He was still in bed, lazing around after staying out until 1:30 a.m. drinking beer and watching television at a friend’s house. He picked up, and again it was Eddie Smith, yakking into his ear, asking if Joe would come get him and his family from his mother-in-law’s house.

Joe agreed but said it would take him a little while to get there. He ate a quick breakfast and afterward dozed off. At 1:00 p.m., Eddie rang, wondering when Joe was coming to get him. Joe shook off his sleepiness and got in the car. He stopped off at the Amoco gas station, a local hangout in Ramsey, where he ran into Don Hommell, another friend of his and Eddie’s. They spent a few minutes hanging out. Hommell wanted to know if Gilroy wanted to play basketball later that day.

Joe said, “No, I have to go down to Ridgewood and pick up Eddie.”

“I’ll drive you to Ridgewood,” Don offered, which wasn’t as odd as it seemed. Hommell drove a 1954 Ford that ran better than Gilroy’s Mercury. The two men climbed into Don’s car and set off.

It turned out Hommell had another reason for offering to chauffeur Joe; he’d heard about Victoria Zielinski’s murder on the radio earlier that morning and wanted to talk about it with Joe, who had also learned the news. “Eddie had your car last night, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Joe.

“He had your car, and maybe he had something to do with this.”

Joe reacted right away. “No, he couldn’t.” He didn’t get how Don could be so suspicious of their friend.

“Well, when we get to Ridgewood, I am going to tell him that they know it is a Mercury and they found tire tracks and they are going to check all of the Mercurys in Bergen County.”

When they pulled up to the house, Eddie came out to them, holding some blankets. If he was surprised to see Joe in Don Hommell’s car, he didn’t comment.

Eddie got into the back seat. Hommell turned around. “Did you hear about the murder?”

Eddie said he had.

“Well, they know it was a Mercury.” Hommell turned to wink at Joe. He then told Eddie about the tire tracks and about the cops checking all the Mercurys in the county. Smith looked startled by that news. He got back out of the car and went into the house to get his wife and baby.

Once they were all settled in the back seat, Eddie asked Joe, “Where’s your car?”

At the gas station in Ramsey, said Joe. It wasn’t working so good.

A few beats passed before Don said, “Guess what? When I was coming home from work, I seen Vickie’s sister walking up the road, and I blew the horn at her.” Joe could not recall how Smith had responded, but he did remember either Eddie or Patricia picking up a lipstick from the back seat and handing it to Hommell.

“Maybe this is Vickie’s lipstick,” someone joked. Later, Joe realized it had been Hommell, who then said, “No, it’s not,” and threw the tube out of the driver’s side window.

After that, the conversation veered away from murder. When they got to the trailer park, Eddie decided he needed another favor from his friends. He walked Patricia and the baby inside, then came back with an old pair of sneakers he wore to play basketball at Don Bosco Preparatory High School courts, which he put into the back of Hommell’s car. He said he wanted to go downtown to get a cup of coffee.

Yet again, Gilroy and Hommell acquiesced. But Don deliberately drove past the scene of the murder on Chapel Road. As they passed the sand pit, Hommell said, “When they get this guy, they are going to hang him.”

“No,” said Eddie. “He will probably plead insanity.”

Downtown, they parked the car and split up. Eddie went to the coffee shop, and the other two went to Mepeck’s department store so Don could buy a new pair of sneakers.

When they left the store, they saw Eddie walking up the street. “Come on, Ed, let’s go play basketball,” Gilroy called.

“No, I want to go get a haircut.”

So Don and Joe left Eddie downtown. Around 3:30, Hommell dropped Gilroy off at the gas station so Joe could get his car. They found Eddie there, sitting in a car belonging to another of their buddies, Dave Villarosa. Joe left them there. He had some thinking to do.

As he drove home, Joe remembered that once he and Eddie had driven past Vickie and her friend Barbara, walking down a street. They’d pulled over to chat, and Eddie had said something to Vickie that Joe hadn’t heard. All he knew was that it had upset her enough for her to threaten to tell Eddie’s wife if he didn’t leave her alone. He also remembered now how frightened Vickie had looked. Maybe his friend did have something to do with the murder after all.

An hour later, Joe went back to the gas station. He had to know if the dark spots on the seat cover and floor mat of his car were, in fact, blood. He showed the spots to Don Hommell, who was still at the station, and Rocky Rockefeller, along with two other acquaintances, Willie Anderson and Tony Saveriano. The consensus was that the spots were blood.

A little over twenty-four hours after Vickie’s murder, Joe Gilroy gave a statement at the police station in Mahwah.* He told the police the whole story as he knew it. He also showed them the baseball bats in the back of his car. The cops paid closest attention to a Ted Williams bat, the one that Joe had noticed, which was dirtier than it should have been. The markings were not light, the kind that would result from hitting a baseball, but dark.

After the police finished questioning Joe on Tuesday, March 5, and said he was free to go, he saw Eddie one more time. It was near midnight, at the police station.
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“If You’re Looking for a Fall Guy . . .”

MARCH 1957

KILLINGS DID happen every now and again in Bergen County. The day after Victoria Zielinski’s murder, the local papers reported on the latest developments in the case of a fifteen-year-old boy accused of bludgeoning a Paterson woman to death the prior November, the culmination of a violent robbery. Two months after Zielinski’s death, another fifteen-year-old girl, Ruth Starr Zeitler of Fair Lawn, would be strangled to death by a classmate. But the savagery with which Vickie had been killed was something unique—or at least it seemed that way to the cadre of law enforcement officials charged with finding her murderer.

The police spent all of Tuesday afternoon and evening questioning anyone who might be a possible witness or suspect—nearly two dozen Mahwah and Ramsey residents, many of them teenage boys who went to school with or knew Vickie. Almost all of them were immediately ruled out as suspects.

Vickie’s murderer, likely blinded by rage, had left physical evidence behind. The tire tracks leading to the embankment of the pit were consistent with Firestone tires, and other marks at the scene suggested the presence of a light-colored car, such as the 1950 Ford Mercury convertible that belonged to Joe Gilroy. The police had found dark hair clutched in one of the girl’s gloves dropped near the road. Bloody footprints suggested that the man wore a size 9 shoe. And the bite marks on Vickie’s breast showed that her assailant had buckteeth or at least a significant overbite.

When police picked up Edgar Smith for questioning at 11:30 p.m. Tuesday night, the first thing they noticed was his freshly shorn hair. They had quizzed nearly two dozen men and boys about Vickie, and that guy was the only one to have gotten a haircut. Why today, of all days? Eddie didn’t give a reason. At first, he didn’t say much at all, remaining calm through the barrage of questions. He knew Vickie, sure, everyone in town did. He’d given her rides home in his car if he saw her on the street and she’d asked. But he denied killing her.

Smith was questioned at Mahwah police headquarters by Fred Galda, the Bergen County assistant prosecutor, while detectives Gordon Graber and Vahe Garabedian, as well as Captain Carl De Marco, observed. The interrogation continued through the night, in the presence of several newspaper reporters—something that would never be allowed today. One of them, the Paterson Evening News’ Pierce I. Rosenthal, reported that when Galda showed Eddie the two bloody rocks, the murder weapons, Eddie shuddered. “Let me think, let me think,” he said. Then after a beat: “No, I never saw them.”

As the questioning dragged on, Eddie began to tire. He complained he was so cold he was shivering. Eventually he began to tell them things. Like he’d thrown away his shoes in a garbage can on Mechanic Street. Like he’d thrown away his pants because they were covered with vomit. Like he’d worn a jacket on the night Vickie died, “which will not do you much good because I washed it.”

A little later on in the morning, Galda and his detectives took Eddie by the sand pit where Vickie’s crumpled, crushed body had been found. Eddie cringed as they drove past. He refused to even look. He complained again that he was cold. Galda, the assistant prosecutor, lent him an overcoat, which Eddie wore for about forty-five minutes. Several times Eddie asked for coffee with milk and sugar. The police gave it to him each time. They were trying to be cordial so they would not be accused of mistreating their suspect. A different detective, named Sinatra, took Eddie out for breakfast, letting him sit in the front seat of the car to be closer to the heater.

Officers Ulric Fairbanks and Addison Waldeck had found Eddie’s discarded pants at 6:20 in the morning, two and a half miles from the sand pit, closer to the trailer park. There was no sign of vomit on the pants, but there was a single bloodstain present. Later in the day, when the patrol officer brought the pants into the interrogation room, Eddie admitted they were his but couldn’t explain how the blood got there. And later, he couldn’t explain why the blood was type O—Vickie’s blood type—not A, which was his.

“If you’re looking for a fall guy,” Eddie blurted at one point, “why don’t you grab Don Hommell?” Bergen County law enforcement made a note of this. (It would later become a point that haunted the case.)

The police took Eddie to the medical examiner’s office. As officers watched, Smith stripped naked so that Raphael Gilady, the county’s medical examiner for the past twenty-seven years, could conduct a physical examination. Gilady reported finding four lentil-sized dark blue bruises on Eddie’s left knee and kneecap, a bigger bruise with reddish borders and a reddish yellow center on Eddie’s right knee, and still another bruise on his index finger. All the bruises were recent. Smith said he didn’t know how he got them. Gilady also determined that Eddie walked without difficulty, which seemed to contradict his complaint of having hurt his ankle while bowling with Joe Gilroy and Rocky Rockefeller on Monday afternoon.

An officer took pictures of Eddie and got him out of the clothes he was wearing and into coveralls. There was a blood spot on the neckline of his T-shirt. Eddie said he had cut himself shaving. But there were no marks on his face or neck to support that.

By 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday morning, March 6, Eddie was ready to talk. Before he agreed to make a recorded statement, though, he asked to speak with a priest. The prosecutor’s office called in Father Albert Sokol of the Don Bosco Preparatory High School in Ramsey. Eddie had gone to high school there in the late 1940s, and Sokol was someone he trusted. Eddie spent half an hour alone with the priest. After Sokol left, Eddie signaled that he was ready.

At ten minutes before one, Eddie sat in a room with a group of Bergen County men who, by their very jobs, would intimidate most people. They were Assistant Prosecutor Fred Galda; the office’s lead investigator, Walter Spahr; the police chiefs of the Mahwah and Ramsey police departments, Charles Smith and Henry Voss; and Louis Kalstad, a sitting member of the grand jury. (Chief Prosecutor Guy Calissi would show up just before 2:15.) Arthur Ehrenbeck took the notes. Smith asked for another cup of coffee with sugar and cream, and they brought him one. Under oath, over the next three hours, he told them the first version of what had happened to Vickie Zielinski.

It wasn’t a confession, not exactly. Eddie said Vickie got into his car around 8:40 p.m. He said they had a conversation about her cutting school, but “I wasn’t listening too close to what she had to say.” He remembered her saying something about her father—that she would go home and “tell him you are like the rest of the guys.” He said he grabbed Vickie’s arm as she tried to get out of the car, then swung at her with his right hand. He “had a feeling of running somewhere” on soft ground. “I don’t know where I ran or how far or anything.” He remembered his right foot was cold and that after he got back home, he realized he had only one shoe left and that his khaki pants “had blood all over them.” He said he never thought a thing about it. He just took them off “like I had grease on them.”

After Joe Gilroy had shown up with Don Hommell and they’d talked about hearing about a girl murdered on the radio, Eddie said he had asked Don, “Was that Vickie that got killed?” and “I guess I was actually asking as if I didn’t know myself.” When Hommell told him that the police were checking the registration of every Mercury in Bergen County, “that’s when it hit me really hard I must have been the one who really did it.”

When the group took him out to the crime scene again to reenact what he’d just told them, Galda asked Eddie whether he had been mistreated while in the custody of the Mahwah police. It’s as if Galda recognized that the police treatment of Eddie would be scrutinized in later appeals.

“No, sir,” Smith replied.

“Everybody treat you all right?”

“Better than I expected.”

“Very well. It’s nice to hear.”

The prosecutors, Smith, and the police went back to the sand pit one last time after Eddie finished giving his statement that afternoon. Eddie pointed to the spot “where I imagine I struck her with my fist,” another spot where he picked up and threw Vickie’s brown leather pocketbook. Then, later, he showed them the garbage can near the trailer park where he threw out his shoes.

A little over an hour later, the group went to the Mahwah police station so that Edgar Smith could sign his sworn statement and be formally charged. He was charged, but he didn’t sign the statement, which became a point of contention during the trial and beyond. Nevertheless, Guy Calissi went out to the lobby, where scores of reporters and photographers waited. He announced that Edgar Smith had been arrested for the murder of Victoria Zielinski, though “I can’t say he admitted anything.”

* * *

THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF the arrest came early enough for the evening newspapers to get the news onto their front pages. A number of stories fixed upon one detail: that Edgar Smith had once lived on Elm Street with his mother and stepfather, a mere three blocks away from the Zielinski home on Wyckoff Avenue. The Bergen Evening Record proved to be the fastest and most comprehensive with its coverage. One of its reporters tracked down Joe Gilroy (inexplicably called “Patrick” in the story), who spoke of Eddie, his friend-turned-murder-suspect, in contemptuous tones: “I’d tell you the number of jobs he’s had but I don’t have that many fingers to count them.”

Townspeople were quick to note Smith’s penchant for flirting, as well as his “handsome” appearance—a broad-shouldered, slim-waisted, curly-haired blond young man of medium build who played halfback in high school. “He had beautiful eyes,” one woman (presumably among those he’d flirted with) said, “but would never look at you.” At the Bogert Trailer Court one of Eddie’s neighbors noted that Patricia wasn’t seen around much, but then trailer parks were a place where “each family tends to mind their own business.” Another neighboring couple was more critical. They said Eddie “acted like a teen-ager,” was never home, and “did as he pleased” without any reproaches from his wife.

Adding further intrigue to the arrest was the discovery of a car registered to Eddie at a body shop in Fair Lawn, unclaimed for at least a week. There was a surprise in the trunk: a submachine gun with Soviet branding and “Oriental” writing on the breech. The authorities quickly surmised that Eddie had acquired the weapon in Korea during his stint in the marines and that it had not been fired recently. But why would he keep such a gun in the trunk of his car? The question was never answered. Maybe it had something to do with what he’d once told marine psychiatrists: “I’ve always been able to do as I please. No one can tell me what to do and they never will be able to.”

One former employer told the Paterson Morning Call that Eddie was “very irresponsible. He lost many jobs because he would just stand around with his hands in his pockets. When asked why he wouldn’t work, he’d say: ‘I just don’t give a damn.’” And Charles Schanz, the same Ramsey High School principal who spoke so glowingly of Vickie, did not mince words about Eddie, who’d once been a pupil for a mere eight months at Ramsey High, one of three different high schools he’d attended. Schanz described him as “irresponsible” and said that his grades had been poor.*

But another account from Eddie’s high school days painted a more positive picture, even if it stretched the truth. Robert Curley, the PR director of and onetime sportswriter for the Passaic Herald-News, had been Eddie’s high school football coach at St. Luke’s in Ho-Ho-Kus. Eddie had attended that school for only two months before enlisting in the marines, but his love of playing football and fixing cars had made a lasting impression upon Curley—as did something else.

“I’d like to be a sports writer when I’m through with school,” Curley remembered Eddie telling him. Eddie had, apparently, been a weekly correspondent for a local paper while at Ramsey High, allowing him to obtain a press card. He told his coach, “There is magic in a press card. You get to see games and don’t have to pay.”

Smith had visited Curley at the paper’s office in Passaic just a week before the murder. He told Curley that he had a good job, claiming to work for an “automatic pin-spotting company”—making machines that set bowling pins in lanes—that planned to send him out to Ohio, “and what’s more they’re paying me $2 an hour plus expenses.” He said he was going back to school. He professed awe at being married and having a daughter. Curley thought he seemed content.

He didn’t know that Smith was not, in fact, employed by that company. That he wasn’t going to go back to school. And that he was, in fact, perennially unemployed.

* * *

PATRICIA SMITH WAS thunderstruck by Eddie’s arrest. She couldn’t believe that the father of her daughter had been accused of making advances to a teenage girl and killing her when she refused to submit. Patricia did know their marriage was not one for the storybooks, despite telling reporters “it seemed as if we’d never been so happy.” She wished Eddie would stay at home more. She wished he could keep a job. She wished he wouldn’t be so angry all the time, though he never took it out on her and acted only with kindness toward the baby. But murder? Impossible. She simply refused to believe it, and when reporters found her at her mother’s house, she told them so. (Her mother, Geraldine Horton Johnson, refused to speak with reporters, but Patricia felt compelled to.)

Only the month before, Patricia had given Eddie a card for his twenty-third birthday that conveyed how she felt about him: “This brings a birthday wish and a lot of love, you bet/To the wonderful guy I fell for the first time we met./And the longer we are married, the more in love I get.”

Patricia went to visit her husband as soon as she was allowed to. She got to see him for ten minutes on the afternoon of Thursday, March 7. She brought Patti Ann with her, along with her mother. Patricia was taken into an inner room at the County Prosecutor’s Office in Hackensack, which was in the same building as the courthouse and the jail, where Eddie was waiting for them. Geraldine took the baby, leaving the couple alone together.

Eddie kissed his wife. Patricia wept in his arms. She later refused to tell reporters what they had spoken about. “Leave me alone . . . he didn’t know what he was doing.” But it wasn’t difficult to infer that he’d assured Patricia of his innocence. The swagger he displayed in photographs published by the Record and the Herald-News—not to mention all over the country—was bravado, covering up his abject terror at what would happen next. The prosecutor wanted to move to trial quickly. If Eddie was convicted, he’d be sent to the gallows.

Patricia and her mother walked out of the prosecutor’s office to a throng of reporters yelling questions and flashbulbs popping. Patricia held up baby Patti Ann as a shield from the prying cameras, but the reporters persisted. Frantic, Patricia slipped and nearly fell on the floor. Detectives rushed to make sure she was all right and then escorted the trio to a waiting car.

* * *

A COLUMN BY New York Daily Mirror crime reporter Claire Curran captured the mood of so many in Ramsey and Mahwah upon learning of Victoria Zielinski’s death: “After murder, what? The shock. The numbness. The appalling disbelief it happened at all.” Losing Vickie meant losing the sense of communal trust small towns like those prided themselves on.

Girls and women stopped walking down the streets at night and going to the Corral to dance. After the sand pit became the scene of a murder, it lost its appeal as a lovers’ lane, and cars ceased to park along the side of the road on Fardale Avenue. The mask of security had been ripped off to reveal the muck underneath, making people more afraid, more wary, more withdrawn.

For the Zielinskis, the arrest and arraignment of Edgar Smith were a relief, but the “appalling disbelief” Curran called attention to in her column proved excruciatingly accurate for them. Their daughter was gone. No arrest, no arraignment, no trial could ever bring back her back. She was buried on the morning of March 8, four days after her murder. That the culprit was Edgar Smith was a shock, but it wasn’t a total surprise, at least not to Mary Faye, the eldest sister, who, being closer to him in age, had been acquainted with him longer. “Smith was always pestering me to get him dates with Vickie,” she told authorities, according to the Scranton Times-Tribune. “Finally I told him to go home and pay some attention to his wife.” Knowing that the man police believed had killed their daughter was in jail was at least some comfort to the family, grieving their inexplicable, vicious loss.

More than a hundred people attended the midmorning requiem high Mass at St. John the Evangelist Roman Catholic church in Honesdale, the town where Vickie had been born. She lay in a sealed white casket, the color matching the snow blanketing the winding path leading to the church. Flowers sent by Ramsey High and by coworkers of Vickie’s father adorned the coffin.

The casket was carried up the center aisle to the front of the church by Vickie’s uncles Henry and Joseph Zielinski and her cousins John and James Bonham. Anthony held tight to his wife, who could barely stay upright. Their remaining children, Mary Faye, Myrna, and Anthony Jr., walked behind them, also weeping. A much younger cousin whom Vickie had adored, twenty-two-month-old Jolie Zielinski, wailed, “Bickie . . . Bickie . . . Bickie.”

The service was conducted by the Reverend Peter S. Kane, who had baptized Vickie and married her parents. He noted that a eulogy after a Catholic funeral Mass was unusual but in this case, under these circumstances, necessary. “Victoria was a girl who had everything to live for,” he said. “She was beloved by her parents and was a credit to her school. She can be compared to the great women of the church who died rather than give up their honor.”

This was, perhaps, a rather overwrought thing to say about an adolescent girl. But Father Kane’s words were likely an attempt to quiet the town gossips ready to besmirch the dead girl’s reputation. The dead are beyond the reach of slander. But the remaining Zielinskis would have to live with what people thought about Vickie for the rest of their lives. Violent death can bring families closer. Vickie’s death split her family apart.

* * *

EDDIE’S MOTHER, Ann Chupak, believed in his innocence immediately and did not waver. She also knew exactly whom she wanted to handle her son’s defense. Joseph Gaudielle had a reputation for successfully defending more murder suspects than any other lawyer in Bergen County. He agreed to take Eddie on as a client and to put forward a plea of insanity. He brought in expert psychiatrists to examine Smith, and the Prosecutor’s Office hired at least three more to conduct their own separate evaluations. All of them found him fit to stand trial.

Edgar Smith was indicted by a grand jury on Friday, March 8, on the testimony of just two witnesses: chief of county detectives, James Stewart, and Guy Calissi, the prosecutor. He appeared in court again a week later for the formal arraignment, which took all of five minutes. He wore glasses and was dressed in a white shirt, light-colored sports trousers, leather shoes, and a light yellow tie. He stared straight ahead and never moved as Gaudielle entered a not guilty plea. Judge Arthur J. O’Dea eventually set the trial date for April 22, just over six weeks after Victoria Zielinski’s murder. Patricia sat stoically next to Ann, who cried throughout the proceedings.

Both sides objected to the date. Joseph Gaudielle explained that he had “a dozen other matters to handle,” stressing that defending Smith was “a tremendous responsibility.” Judge O’Dea was firm in rejecting that clear attempt at stalling: “This case is more important than your other matters, Mr. Calissi.” But he did allow for an extra week on top of the four weeks already allotted, saying “With your skill and capability as an attorney you should be ready in that time.”

The time crunch became more pressing for the defense when Gaudielle’s associate had to be hospitalized with (and later died from) an unexpected illness. Gaudielle quit representing Eddie on March 22. At Gaudielle’s request, Judge O’Dea appointed John E. Selser, a former Bergen County assistant prosecutor—and onetime colleague of Guy Calissi—who had recently switched to being a criminal defense attorney. Selser, though a veteran lawyer, was less experienced at murder trials than Gaudielle was and would have far less time to prepare. He asked the court to postpone the trial for a month. He got a three-week extension, to May 13—a tight timeline for a death penalty case.

Selser retained a private investigator, Andrew Nicol, to dig through Smith’s statement and past and find something, anything, that could help. Nicol delivered a fifty-page report that was a collection of statements, rumors, and hearsay gleaned from interviews with all sorts of people around town. Selser went so far as to announce in a May 2 hearing that the “wrong man is before the court today on a murder charge.”

Selser told Judge O’Dea that a mental health evaluation would show Smith suffered from “a schizophrenic personality,” which gave him amnesia about the night Vickie Zielinski had died; allowing a psychiatrist to administer the drug sodium amytal—also known as “truth serum”—to counteract the amnesia would reveal both what had really happened and the actual culprit. Edgar, said his lawyer, did not just approve of the sodium amytal proposal, he was “anxious” to take it, along with a lie detector test. Judge O’Dea signed off on both the truth serum and the lie detector, which Smith took the following morning. The results were not revealed for years, but neither helped Smith.

As defense strategies go, it was a gamble. When one has the option simply to poke holes in the police interrogation strategy or a prosecutor’s case, to blame someone else for murder is a high-risk strategy. But Selser decided to go for it. During jury selection, he asked, repeatedly, whether any of the prospective jurors had heard of a man from Ramsey named Donald Hommell. He would, Selser said, explain the question more fully during trial.

Guy Calissi was ready. So, too, were Anthony and Mary Zielinski. They and their children wouldn’t be allowed to watch the first two days of the trial because they would be called as witnesses. But they had put their faith in the Bergen County prosecutor to do what was right and deliver some kind of justice for Vickie.
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Turors Decide Edgar Smith’s

Fate After Murder Trial

appeared cool as Bergen
pronounced the manda-
bludgeon slaying of fif-
teen-year-old Victoria elinski. A week earlier, on
May 28, 1957, a jury of 10 men and 2 women took
less than two hours to find Smi h guilty of first degree
murder. The jurors declined to r ommend mercy.
Smith would spend the next fourtecn and a half years
on Death Row.

fdgar Smith appears on Firing Line with host William F. Buckley,

Pride is an addiction, and the state is not disposed to
take the position that it made a mistake. To do so is
tantamount to admitting that it cost 2 man 14 years
of his life spent a dozen feet from the chamber where
he's slated to die.

Ladies’ Man Smith Left
a Trail of Broken Hearts

” she recalled years

“] was 19 years old and very naive
later. “I was impressed with hiin. He was friends with
Bill Buckley and all these other famous people. And
he'd written three books. In all of them he'd pro-
Claimed his innocence. I believed him ” She regrettec
that belief for the rest of her life.

Victoria Zielinski, 15, was an honor roll student in her
{reshman year at Ramsey High Schoolin Ramsey, NJ.
She took her studies seriously and was particularly
keen on studying German.
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