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1.A WOMAN SCORNED

Sex, jealousy, murder and revenge—the staples of classic drama. Shakespeare fashioned a masterpiece from such stuff and called it Othello. Three and a half centuries later, in 1966, nothing much had changed except that, on this occasion, the drama was played out in two courtrooms, the press screamed “Love Triangle Slaying!” and the leading player was not a Moorish general but a thirty-four-year-old, darkly handsome doctor with an angular smile. He did have a stagey ring to his name, though—Carl Anthony Coppolino.
He grew up the son of a barber in Brooklyn, New York. The Coppolinos were typical of the neighborhood they lived in—never quite enough money at the end of the week for extras, but no great shortages either. Just an average, everyday family. Except that Carl was far from being the average kid. In the first place he was bright, very bright; secondly, his ambition was ruthless and knew no bounds. He worked hard at school, saved up his allowance and secured a place at Fordham University where he studied medicine. On campus he kept himself to himself, even though his lean features drew plenty of admiring glances from the coeds. He seemed preoccupied with his work and, anyway, he was already dating seriously.
Carmela Musetto first met Coppolino in 1952 when she was a pre-med student at Trinity College in Washington DC. She was as cute as a button and the two hit it off right away, despite big differences in their backgrounds. Whereas Coppolino constantly had to struggle to meet costly tuition fees, Carmela’s father, a successful physician, was always on call whenever his daughter needed a helping financial hand. In 1956 Carmela joined Coppolino at the Downstate Medical Center. That same year she also became his bride.
The arrival of a baby daughter, Monica, sent Coppolino’s perpetual money problems into a serious tailspin. Only a bailout from Carmela’s father enabled him to finish his studies and qualify as an MD. After graduation both he and his wife did their internships at the Methodist Hospital in Brooklyn. From there, Carmela decided against regular practice and took a position as a research physician with a large pharmaceutical firm, while Coppolino became staff anesthesiologist at Riverview Hospital in Red Bank, New Jersey.
It was around this time that Coppolino first became interested in hypnosis. In the fifties hypnosis was just beginning to gain credibility as a useful medical tool. Coppolino was quick to realize its possibilities and soon became a skilled practitioner. He would induce patients to relax before surgery and also assist them in dealing with postoperative discomfort. Aside from the obvious medical benefits, Coppolino also saw hypnosis as a handy means of substantially boosting his income. He began treating patients at home, helping to rid them of undesirable habits or to alleviate pain. He prospered, but still the extra money wasn’t enough; he kept pushing for more. At Riverview his reputation was that of a whiner, forever carping about the paltry salary paid to anesthesiologists. As his greed worsened, so did his temper. Inexorably, the darker side of Carl Coppolino’s nature began to surface.
He became obsessive about one of the staff nurses, constantly bitching to his colleagues that she was receiving money which rightfully should have gone to them. It was an extraordinary accusation to make, entirely without foundation, but Coppolino was unrelenting. Soon the nurse was on the receiving end of a barrage of abusive letters and anonymous phone calls, all telling her to quit the hospital—or else. At first she shrugged off the threats but, as their intensity grew so did her apprehension and she contacted the authorities. An FBI agent visited the hospital. He speedily concluded that the virulent campaign had its origins inside the hospital. His suspicions were aroused by a room which housed several typewriters. Forensic tests proved that at least some of the threatening letters had been written on these very machines. Next, he checked out who used the room most often. The name of Dr. Carl Coppolino kept cropping up. Coppolino’s animosity toward the nurse was remembered and led to a confrontation. He made no great pretense of denying anything, and the hospital, anxious to avoid scandal, allowed him to resign quietly without pressing any charges.
Coppolino explained away the resignation to acquaintances as medically caused, the result of a persistent heart condition. As if to prove the point he filed a claim with his insurance company for disability benefits. It was later learned that he had dosed himself with digitalis which produces abnormal patterns in electrocardiograms, irregularities easily mistaken for heart disease. Grudgingly, the insurance company began paying him $1,500 a month. Added to this, his wife’s annual salary of $15,000 was enough for Dr. Carl Coppolino to retire on. Best of all, he was still only thirty years old.
 
Coppolino stayed in his split-level home in the fashionable Fox Run district of Middletown, New Jersey, and settled down to the life of an aspiring writer. Success came soon. He published a book entitled The Practice of Hypnosis in Anesthesiology, quickly followed by Freedom from Fat. At this point Carl Coppolino might have faded into relative obscurity as a mildly successful author and unsuspected insurance fraud. That he did not is due entirely to the fact that, one afternoon, Carmela threw a party for her newborn daughter, Lisa. She invited several of the neighbors. Among those present was a glamorous forty-eight-year-old housewife, Marjorie Farber.
Marjorie and her husband, Colonel William Farber, recently retired after a long and distinguished military career, were prominent local socialites. Together they took the Coppolinos under their wing. During the day Marge would ferry the ailing Carl to libraries and other places of interest to a writer intent on research. In the course of these excursions Coppolino enlarged upon his heart complaint, telling Marge that the doctors had only given him another five years to live. Marge’s sympathy was aroused. She and her husband resolved to do what they could.
On the surface the two families seemed unlikely companions—the Coppolinos were almost two decades younger—but Marjorie Farber more than made up for any disparity in their ages by demonstrating the verve and vivacity of a woman half her years. She was uncommonly attractive. With her voluptuous figure, she could still fill out a bikini and she could still turn heads. Unfortunately, just about the only thing Marge couldn’t do was stop smoking. At Carmela’s prompting she turned to Carl. He listened sympathetically and explained how a course of hypnotic suggestion might help. On February 4, 1963, he went to the Farber home and began treatment. It worked. Marge didn’t touch another cigarette for two years. But, as one vice disappeared, so another took its place.
With their respective spouses out at work—ironically, William had taken employment with an insurance firm—days at Fox Run for the couple were long and blessedly free from interruption. As the hypnosis sessions developed that first week, Marge felt her resistance dwindle. She later described an atmosphere heavily charged with carnal expectation. It was hardly surprising; both she and Carl were highly sexed. Perhaps fearful of Coppolino’s alleged heart condition, Marge held off as best she could. But she soon succumbed to his persistent advances. From that moment on, Carl and Marge made love at every available opportunity.
If Carmela suspected anything she never said, not even when ailing Carl announced a forthcoming holiday in Florida. The warmer weather, he felt, would improve his health. Unable to go herself, Carmela expressed delight when Marge volunteered to go along to “take care of him.”
William Farber’s attitude was less conciliatory. Already suspicious, he argued bitterly that it would make him look foolish in the community if his wife were to fly off with another woman’s husband. But Marge was nothing if not persuasive and wore down his objections, one by one, until finally she gained his approval.
With the gossipy tongues of Fox Run rattling in their ears, patient and nurse headed for Florida.
If Marjorie Farber’s later claims are to be believed then there was very little evidence of Carl Coppolino’s “coronary insufficiency” during this ten-day jaunt to Miami Beach. “We had intercourse at least three times a day; I don’t know how he did it.” But William Farber clearly did, and when these trips began almost to stumble over each other in their frequency, his suspicions became more vocal and virulent.
This suited Marge; marital unrest was just the ticket for what she and Coppolino had in mind. While in Miami Beach, Coppolino had drawn up a “love plan,” which laid down explicit guidelines for the future conduct of their affair. First and foremost was his jealous insistence that Marge not sleep with her husband. Coppolino wanted them to live as “brother and sister.” Failing that, he told Marge, “either get an annulment or a divorce.”
It took her a month, but Marge was able to dislodge William Farber from her bedroom. Their rows became increasingly bitter. Coppolino didn’t mind. The initial stage of his “love plan” had worked. Now it was time for stage two.
 
On the evening of July 30, 1963, the Coppolinos were at home when the telephone rang. It was Marge, on the verge of panic. Apparently one of her daughters had entered their bedroom and found William Farber unconscious. Unable to waken him, the girl ran to her mother, crying, “Daddy looks awful funny.” Marge pleaded for Carl to come over right away.
Coppolino did some quick thinking. If the insurance company caught him practicing medicine it would mean the end of his disability benefit; better for Carmela to go over alone. He did mention, though, that Farber had suffered convulsions the day previously, the kind that often precede a heart attack.
Carmela found William Farber dead in the bedroom. Apart from being “all blue down one side,” there was no outward sign of distress to the body. At Carl’s urging, she dutifully signed the death certificate, citing “coronary thrombosis” as the cause. Farber’s body was transferred to the National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia, where he was buried with full military honours. Marge attended the funeral with Carmela. Carl decided to stay at home. The following weekend he and Marge went to Atlantic City, alone.
Things soon quieted down in Fox Run. Carl resumed his writing and published two more books. Carmela went back to the high-paying pharmaceutical firm. Both remained on the best of terms with Marjorie Farber. Especially Carl. Their affair bubbled along for another eighteen months, then abruptly cooled as Carl began to tire of the amorous widow’s attentions. She was getting too pushy. Respite came in April 1965 when Carmela took six months’ severance pay from her pharmaceutical job. She and Carl sold their New Jersey home and moved to Florida, where they bought a house on ritzy Longboat Key, an exclusive island retreat just across the bay from Sarasota. At last Coppolino had the monkey off his back.
It should have been the best of times for the young married couple and their two daughters, but calamity was just around the corner. Carmela failed the Florida medical examination. This meant that she could not practice in the state. Worse, it meant that Carl would no longer have her income to rely on. Adding to Coppolino’s distress, his insurance company was beginning to question the veracity of his alleged disability, putting his monthly benefit check in grave jeopardy. With Carmela’s severance pay almost gone, and staring financial disaster right in the face, Coppolino’s response was predictable. He met a wealthy divorcée named Mary Gibson at the Maxwell Bridge Studio and began dating her with an eye to future marriage.
But he had reckoned without the tenacity of his erstwhile lover, Marjorie Farber.
She had also moved to Longboat Key, bought some land near the Coppolinos, and had a house built. Furthermore, she was fully expecting to take up where she and Carl had left off. It did not work out that way. Instead, she caught the romantic doctor and his new “bridge partner” together in a parked car, and they didn’t appear to be discussing slams and bids. Furious, Marge stormed off to Carmela and told her just what was going on. Coppolino owned up to the affair and requested a divorce. Carmela, a devout Catholic, turned him down cold. Coppolino decided that something had to be done.
 
At 6 AM August 28, 1965, the Coppolino family physician, Dr. Juliette Karow, was aroused from her bed by a phone call. Short, fortyish and very precise in her manner, Dr. Karow listened to an obviously distraught Carl Coppolino explain how he had just found his wife dead, ostensibly the victim of a heart attack. Karow was puzzled—young women in their thirties rarely suffer coronary failure and Carmela had always seemed in the best of health—but she had no reason to disbelieve Coppolino, especially when he said that Carmela had been complaining of chest pains the night before but pooh-poohed his suggestion that they call a doctor.
Twenty minutes later Karow arrived at the imposing house in Bowsprit Lane. Coppolino met her at the door and showed her into the bedroom. Carmela Coppolino was clearly dead. Karow found no vital signs at all. But she was also deeply troubled. The position of the body seemed unnatural. Carmela lay on her right side, with her right arm tucked beneath her. Karow would have expected to find the hand swollen. It was not. Also, lividity—the tendency of blood to drain to the lowest reaches of the body—did not seem consistent. Neither was the bedding rumpled. On the contrary, it seemed remarkably in place. Everything had the appearance of having been staged.
Karow kept her suspicions to herself and carried on with the examination. Coppolino hovered nearby. At one point Karow saw him clutching at his chest. She also saw him taking some white pills. He shrugged off her caution to be careful, saying that he knew what he was doing. Dr. Karow continued. Ultimately she signed a death certificate, citing “coronary occlusion,” and passed her findings to the Sarasota County Medical Examiner who decided that there were no grounds for a postmortem.
Carmela’s body was shipped back to her family in New Jersey for burial. Heartbroken, Carl couldn’t bring himself to attend to any of the funeral arrangements. He left everything in the hands of relatives. Too upset, he said. Just forty-one days later the grieving widower put his misery behind him and married Mary Gibson. One of his neighbors, George Thomson, was surprised that Coppolino had waited that long. Thomson later testified that, on August 29, just one day after Carmela’s death, Coppolino had told him “that he thought it best if he married right away.”
Marjorie Farber took the news of Coppolino’s marriage badly. With no one to share her bed at night she had plenty of time to brood. In her eyes, she had been duped by Coppolino. He had strung her along and then ditched her for another, younger woman. Such humiliation was unbearable. Resentment and rage festered in her breast but there was something else as well, a dreadful, overwhelming sense of guilt. After weeks of indecision Marjorie Farber decided to come clean. She went to Dr. Juliette Karow and unburdened her soul.
It was a sensational tale, one that would fill front pages across America for months—how she had been hypnotized into attempting murder and, when that had failed, stood by, a helpless onlooker, as her husband was smothered to death by Dr. Carl Coppolino.
According to Marjorie’s subsequent trial testimony, she told an incredulous Karow that she had been under Coppolino’s spell ever since he had first hypnotized her to get rid of her smoking habit. She was powerless to deny him anything, especially when he told her repeatedly, “that bastard has got to go,” meaning William Farber. Marge went on to explain how Coppolino had given her a syringe filled with some deadly solution and instructions to inject Farber when he was asleep. At the last moment her nerve failed but not before she had injected a minute amount of the fluid into Farber’s leg. When he became ill she summoned Coppolino to the house. He first administered a sedative, then attempted to resolve the dangerous situation by wrapping a plastic bag around Farber’s head. As the two men struggled, Marge begged Coppolino to stop. He did so. As Farber recovered, he groggily ordered Coppolino from the house. The homicidal doctor retaliated by stuffing a pillow into Farber’s face. And this time Coppolino did not stop; he pressed with all his might. Added insurance came in the form of manual strangulation when Marge wasn’t watching. In a matter of seconds, William Farber lay dead on the bed.
Not unnaturally, Dr. Karow was stunned by these revelations and insisted that Marjorie repeat her story to a local clergyman. He, in turn, advised them to contact the FBI, which passed the enquiry to the Sarasota County Sheriff’s department. Ordinarily, jilted lovers receive a skeptical hearing from any arm of the law but, in this instance, there was corroborating suspicion. Carmela’s father, Carmelo Musetto, had moved to Sarasota to be near his grandchildren. But there was something troubling him. He recalled a telephone conversation with Coppolino in which the bereaved husband stated that Dr. Karow’s diagnosis of “coronary occlusion” had been confirmed by autopsy. Mr. Musetto, however, knew that no autopsy had taken place; he had been told as much by the funeral director. When questioned by the police as to why he had not come forward sooner, the poor man confessed to being scared that Coppolino would prevent him from seeing his grandchildren. He later testified: “I was lost. I was a lost man.”
A discreet investigation began. It spread to New Jersey where authorities uncovered the disturbing fact that Carmela had not attended William Farber during his illness, as she claimed, but was instead at work. Further inquiries revealed that Coppolino had increased the life insurance on Carmela shortly before her death to a sum of $65,000. He had already received $40,000, but one of the insurance companies was refusing to pay up, claiming that Coppolino had misrepresented the state of Carmela’s health at the time of the proposal. Coppolino, nothing if not confident, began legal proceedings.
But the net was drawing in. Details of that ugly incident with the nurse at Riverview Hospital all those years before came to light. Investigators thought it clearly demonstrated the vicious side of Carl Coppolino. Authorities in Florida and New Jersey felt they had sufficient grounds to order the exhumation of both bodies. The autopsies were carried out by Dr. Milton Helpern, New York’s celebrated chief medical examiner. He found nothing wrong with William Farber’s heart but a whole lot wrong with his neck. The cricoid cartilage was fractured in two places. In plain language, the colonel had been strangled.
Next, Helpern switched his attention to the body of Carmela Coppolino. Here, his task proved more difficult. Once again he ruled out any coronary disease; Carmela’s heart was in fine shape. Unfortunately for Helpern, so was everything else. Even when he discovered an almost invisible hypodermic puncture mark on Carmela’s left buttock it did not help. A battery of forensic tests revealed nothing. It was beginning to look very much as if the perfect murder had taken place.
Helpern, veteran of over 20,000 autopsies, was baffled. At this point frustration set in and speculation took over. Helpern considered Coppolino’s former profession and asked himself the question—what type of drug would an anesthesiologist have access to in his work that might cause untraceable death? He was irresistibly drawn to an artificial form of curare called succinylcholine chloride.
The scenario that Helpern worked up was horrific. Succinylcholine chloride causes complete muscular paralysis but does not induce unconsciousness: this meant that, as Carmela’s lungs shut down and refused to function, she would have been fully aware of what was happening to her and totally incapable of doing anything about it. A crueler form of suffocation is beyond imagination. Every textbook said that the drug was undetectable. Experts knew that it broke down into other chemicals in the body, but what those chemicals were no one had been able to establish. It was time to call in the poison specialists.
Dr. Charles Umberger, chief of the medical examiner’s toxicological department, listened to Helpern’s problem and promised to work on it. What followed was truly bizarre. In order to replicate as closely as possible the condition of Carmela Coppolino’s body at the time of autopsy, Umberger injected rabbits and frogs with a solution of succinylcholine chloride, then buried the carcasses and waited to see what would happen. It took six months of painstaking experimentation, but eventually he was able positively to identify the chemicals (and their quantities) that succinylcholine chloride degrades to in the body.
The outcome of this forensic wizardry was the discovery of an excessive amount of succinic acid in Carmela’s brain—definite proof that she had received an intravenous injection of succinylcholine chloride sometime before her death. When police pursued this lead they learned that, before Carmela’s death, Coppolino had obtained considerable amounts of succinylcholine chloride from a pharmaceutical colleague, explaining that he wished to conduct some experiments on cats. Armed with this knowledge, the Florida State attorney, Frank Schaub, felt confident enough to put his case to a grand jury. They immediately returned an indictment against Coppolino, charging him with the murder of his wife.
Coppolino was at his home on Longboat Key when the police showed up to arrest him. As they led him away he seemed in a state of shock. An already bleak situation worsened considerably when New Jersey announced that Coppolino would also be charged for the death of William Farber. The doctor vociferously protested his innocence, claiming that Marjorie Farber was a compulsive liar out to frame him. But with the evidence stacking up against him, Coppolino did the smartest thing possible: he hired the top criminal defense lawyer in America.
F. Lee Bailey was then at the peak of his celebrity. Only a month before, the newspapers had been full of his exploits in securing a retrial for Sam Sheppard, another physician accused of wife-murder. Flamboyant and bullnecked, Bailey knew all the tricks: when to wheedle, when to bully, when to throw feints, when to quit—the consummate courtroom performer. He moved promptly for a dismissal of both indictments. When this motion was denied he tried another tack—playing one state off against the other.
Because of all the political brownie points that would accrue to whichever prosecutor’s office nailed Coppolino, a bitter rivalry had broken out between New Jersey and Florida for the right to try him. As things stood, Florida was the hot favorite since it already had Coppolino under lock and key. Schaub clearly thought so and confidently began preparing his prosecution. Then Florida Governor Hayden Burns inexplicably ordered the extradition of Coppolino to New Jersey.
It was an extraordinary decision, one that Bailey exploited unmercifully, trumpeting that the volte-face clearly demonstrated the weakness of the Florida case. But deep down Bailey was worried. Beneath the brash exterior ticked a shrewd legal brain. He would have preferred to face the Florida charge first; the evidence there was all circumstantial. In New Jersey he had to contend with an eyewitness and evidence of manual strangulation. Even so, Bailey boasted to a couple newsmen: “If I can’t win this one, I’ll pull down my shingle.”
After much legal fencing, the trial began on December 5, 1966. A swarm of journalists descended on the Monmouth County courthouse from all across the nation and even abroad; interest was at a fever pitch. No one came away disappointed.
From the prosecution’s opening address, it was evident that their entire case hinged on the testimony of two key witnesses, Marjorie Farber and Dr. Milton Helpern. What they had to say could send Coppolino to the electric chair. Prosecutor Vincent Keuper concluded by loftily declaring that Coppolino had broken not only the commandment “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife,” but also “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s life.” Unwittingly, with this heavy-handed remark, Keuper set the tone for the whole trial. Morals as much as facts would decide the issue and, in some cases, overshadow them.
Bailey, in his opening statement, came out firing. His only hope lay in totally discrediting Marjorie Farber’s character. Break her testimony and Helpern’s words would fall on deaf ears; he was certain of that. Bailey unleashed a ringing indictment. “This woman,” he told the jury, “drips with venom on the inside, and I hope before we are through you will see it drip on the outside. She wants this man so badly that she would sit on his lap in the electric chair while somebody pulled the switch, just to make sure that he dies. This is not a murder case at all. This is monumental and shameful proof that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”
When Bailey sat down, the battle lines had been drawn. The watching reporters eagerly sharpened their pencils. For once they had a case that showed every sign of living up to its pretrial publicity. They did not have long to wait. The prosecution called its first witness.
Marjorie Farber.
A buzz filled the courtroom. Everyone craned for a better glimpse of this siren who had ensnared a man eighteen years her junior. But anyone expecting a hip-swinging sex bomb was in for a bitter disappointment. Under guidance from counsel, Marge came dressed in a demure navy-blue outfit, with matching shoes and bag. Completing the unlikely ensemble was a pair of crisp white gloves. One journalist muttered that she must have gotten the days mixed up; she looked ready for Sunday church.
Marge took the stand and primly began her testimony. She repeated her version of the grisly murder scene and her own role in it, a helpless pawn in the evil doctor’s clutches. All her free will was destroyed, said Marge; just being in the same room as Coppolino reduced her to weak-kneed compliance. Glancing across at the defendant, Marge added a little verisimilitude to her claim by suddenly swooning in the witness box. Someone rushed forward with smelling salts to revive her. Old courtroom hands thought the scene a touch overdone and nodded sagely. What the implacable Coppolino thought is anybody’s guess. By the conclusion of her testimony Marjorie Farber had painted such a black case against the defendant that she must have felt confident of her ability to face even F. Lee Bailey. If so, her confidence was gravely misplaced. What followed was brutal and at times belligerent; it also remains a classic of legal cross-examination.
Bailey, a pugnacious, stocky man, bulled into her. There had been no murder at all; everything she said had been a lie, a figment of Marjorie Farber’s malicious imagination, instigated by an evil desire for revenge on the man who had ditched her. Wasn’t that right? Against a torrent of prosecution objections Bailey went for the kill: “This whole story is a cock-and-bull story, isn’t it?”
Sustained.
“Didn’t you make this all up, Mrs. Farber?”
Sustained.
“Did you fabricate this story?”
Sustained.
Shifting tactics, Bailey went on to ridicule Marge’s claim of having been an unwilling but helpless participant in the murder, saying he would produce medical testimony to prove such obeisance impossible. Another thing, said Bailey: what possible motive could Coppolino have in killing her husband? He was already taking Marge to his bed. They had a nice cozy arrangement. Why should Coppolino jeopardize all that? In pursuing this line of attack, Bailey went out on a limb. Many might have considered an attractive, malleable widow with a $50,000 house sufficient motive for an out-of-work doctor to kill for, but the prosecution let this opportunity slide.
Marjorie Farber persisted in her claims but Bailey kept hacking away, constantly reminding the jury of her adulterous and jealous behavior and, most of all, of her age. “This fifty-two-year-old woman” was a repeated theme to the jury, as if this were reason enough to explain Marge’s vitriolic accusations. It was crude and it was cruel but it was also effective. Imperceptibly, the mood of the court swung against Marge. For two days her ordeal lasted. At the end of it all Marjorie Farber limped from the stand, her credibility in tatters.
She was replaced by Dr. Milton Helpern, a witness made of much sterner stuff. His evidence was professionally given but even this seasoned courtroom veteran reeled under the Bailey bludgeon. The major points of contention were whether William Farber had suffered from heart disease, and if the cricoid fracture had occurred before or after death. Helpern was emphatic on both issues, although Bailey drew from him the grudging admission that there was no bruising about the neck as would normally have been present if strangulation had taken place. Warming to his theme, Bailey went on to suggest that rough handling of the body during disinterment, in particular a clumsy grave digger’s shovel, had caused the cricoid fracture. Helpern scoffed at such an idea. But Bailey had his own expert witnesses and they thought otherwise.
Doctors Joseph Spelman and Richard Ford, both experienced medical examiners, expressed the view that not only was the cricoid fracture caused after death but that Farber’s heart showed clear signs of advanced coronary disease, certainly enough to have killed him.
With the verdict still very much up in the air Bailey called his star witness—Carl Anthony Coppolino.
Always the highpoint of any murder trial is that moment when the defendant takes the stand. He or she is not obliged to do so by law, and most would be better off if they didn’t, but Carl Coppolino was no ordinary defendant. Slim and sleekly groomed, the doctor answered his accusers well and he answered them with no noticeable guile. Not once was the prosecution able to shake him from his assertion of having attended William Farber the day before his death for chest pains, and recommending that he should go immediately into the hospital for treatment. Coppolino came across as confident without seeming cocky, helpful but not obsequious. All things considered, it was a very strong showing.
Trial Judge Elvin R. Simmill, in his final summing up, commented on the vast array of conflicting medical evidence and reminded the jury that they must be satisfied of Coppolino’s guilt “beyond a reasonable doubt.” It was an admonition that the jury took to heart. After deliberating for less than five hours they returned a verdict of not guilty.
Among the spectators a strange groan greeted the verdict, half shock, half dismay. The jury had chosen to disbelieve Marjorie Farber’s story. Before the trial she had been warned by Judge Simmill that her testimony might render her liable to prosecution. She acknowledged the risk but said that she wanted to testify anyway. In the event, so complete was the rout of the prosecution’s case against Coppolino that the State of New Jersey declined to proceed against her. Unless Marjorie Farber chose to incriminate herself again, there wasn’t a hope of proving that a murder had taken place.
Round one had clearly gone to Carl Coppolino.
 
The next day, still in custody, Coppolino flew down to Tampa, Florida. During the flight he appeared relaxed and confident, joking with reporters. His head was full of grandiose schemes. Drink in hand, he talked of writing a syndicated newspaper column on medicine and public health. “I’ll have to get a public relations man,” he bragged. “You know as well as I do that every damned TV show and radio program is going to be after me.”
He left behind him a jubilant defense team. They had won the tough trial. Bailey announced to the press that he now expected Florida to withdraw the charge pending against Coppolino. His optimism proved groundless. When Florida reaffirmed its intention of proceeding, Bailey petulantly demanded a change of venue. He didn’t want to tackle any redneck Sarasota jury; far better to take his chances in a big city like Miami. Bailey received his change of venue all right—Naples, a sleepy Gulf Coast town with attitudes so deeply entrenched in the nineteenth century that most of its inhabitants viewed Sarasota as a modern-day likeness of Sodom and Gomorrah. Glumly, the defense team prepared itself for the worst.
This time the prosecution left nothing in the bag. They opened their case before Justice Lynn Silvertooth in early April 1967 and State Attorney Frank Schaub had done his homework well. He was a tenacious prosecutor with a fine record. Eighty-five times Schaub had fought capital cases and had won convictions in eighty-two. This was the biggest case of his career, and he was in no mood to lose it.
Recognizing that there was no direct evidence to link Carl Coppolino with the death of his wife, Schaub stacked up a mountain of inconsistencies and a motive for murder that the defense could not answer. High on the list was money. Schaub leaned heavily on the fact that Coppolino had been running short of cash. A couple real estate deals had gone sour and he no longer had Carmela’s income to support him. Combine that with the very real possibility that his insurance benefit might be suspended at any time, and it wasn’t hard to paint a picture of a desperate man at the end of his financial tether.
Schaub piled it on, characterizing Coppolino as a heartless philanderer, hell-bent on marrying Mary Gibson for her sizable fortune. But Carmela’s refusal to grant him a divorce blew that idea sky-high. Instead, Coppolino began eyeing the insurance money, all $65,000. With that, and Mary’s bank account, he would be set up for life. There’s your motive, Schaub told the jury; could anything be clearer?
Persuasive as Schaub’s case was, other, perhaps more significant, forces were at work on his behalf. There persisted in the Naples courtroom an undeniable attitude of “Well, Coppolino might have gotten away with it up north, but he sure as hell ain’t gonna make fools of us down here.” Nothing was said, of course, but this particular jury gave Milton Helpern a more favorable hearing than its New Jersey counterpart. Helpern’s task was much the same as before, to explain the presence of succinylcholine chloride in Carmela’s body, and this he did in lucid terms that anyone could understand. The jury also took kindly to toxicology expert Charles Umberger, a former farm boy from Oklahoma with a fondness for chewing tobacco and untidy suits. Before entering the dock, Umberger threw the jury a broad wink. They hung on his every word.
But the final nail in Coppolino’s coffin was hammered in by his old nemesis, Marjorie Farber. She testified to overhearing Coppolino on the phone after Carmela’s death, saying, “They have started the arterial work and that won’t show anything.” Further questioning clarified that this referred to the fluid used by embalmers to replace the blood. Marge went on to describe a conversation she had had with Coppolino just after Carmela’s death. In it Coppolino admitted telling Carmela that their marriage was over and he wanted a divorce. Carmela had reiterated her stance that a divorce was out of the question. It was damning evidence.
Once again Bailey fought like an alley cat but all the witnesses stood firm. And this time he received no assistance from the defendant. Unaccountably, Coppolino refused to testify on his own behalf. Bailey was stunned, later calling it “a terrible mistake.” The ace defender found himself in the position of a poker player who has run his final bluff.
Certainly the jury thought so. After a lengthy deliberation they found Carl Coppolino guilty of second degree murder, a curious verdict that has never been fully explained since, under Florida law, murder in the second degree indicates a lack of premeditation on the part of the killer, and anything more premeditated than willful poisoning is hard to imagine. Whatever the reasoning, their decision saved Coppolino from death row. Instead, ashen faced, the slender ex-doctor who thought he had carried out the perfect murder was led from the court to begin a life sentence at Raiford State Prison.
 
The two Coppolino trials are fascinating for several reasons, but primarily for the insight they give us into the workings of a jury’s mind. In New Jersey the jury was presented with direct evidence from someone who claimed to have participated in murder. They heard a woman risk the electric chair in order to tell her story. A more vivid exposition of guilt is hard to imagine. But they chose to acquit. In Florida, where the evidence was purely circumstantial—and pretty skimpy at that—the jury brought in a verdict of guilty. Had the order of the trials been reversed, it is highly likely that Coppolino would have walked, a free man, from the courthouse. That he did not is due almost entirely to the notoriety attached to his name.
These contrasting trials also highlight the attention that juries pay to the human element when weighing their decision. To see a defiant witness slowly crumble beneath a devastating cross-examination and then slink from the witness box is powerfully compelling. Arcane facts and forensic opinions assailed in a similar fashion have a habit of holding up much better. Most of us are prepared to believe the worst of any person, but we just can’t bring ourselves to find fault with a juicy set of incriminating circumstances.
After the second trial, Bailey went on the TV talk-show circuit, campaigning against the verdict’s absurdity. His criticism of the Florida legal system went a long way to ensuring that Coppolino’s appeals withered on the vine and, ultimately, lawyer and client had an acrimonious parting of the ways.
Carl Coppolino served twelve and a half years of his life sentence until gaining parole in 1979. Prison life obviously proved beneficial as it brought about a miraculous reversal of the heart ailment that had so disabled him two decades earlier. Defying all known medical precedent, Coppolino’s much discussed heart condition actually improved with age. On his release he moved back to the Tampa area to be with his wife, Mary. Shortly thereafter he published an account of his years in jail. He called the book The Crime That Never Was. Not surprisingly, rancour was evident on every page.
So were the protestations of innocence.


2.THE BROTHERHOOD OF SILENCE

American doctors learn early, in medical school, the folly of exposing malpractice or ethical neglect among their colleagues. The reason is simple: no one wants to jeopardize a promising career by being branded as a troublemaker. After all, the reasoning goes, next time it might be your name under the microscope. As a consequence, many otherwise honorable physicians willfully overlook practices that they know are wrong, all in the interests of self-preservation.
Hospitals, too, keep a tight lid on any wrongdoing. Doctors guilty of grave misconduct can fear censure and immediate dismissal, but little else. The official blanket of secrecy will, in all probability, protect them. References might be terse but any mention of the offense is omitted. This tight-lipped unwillingness on the part of the medical community to share its knowledge has created a haven for the incompetent and the criminal. There is always another job somewhere. At best this shabby system is a disgrace to America. At worst it can lead to disasters like the shameful and wholly preventable career of Dr. Charles Edward Friedgood.
Many coworkers were aware of this Brooklyn physician’s checkered job history—botched and unnecessary surgeries, multiple firings from half a dozen hospitals. Still others knew about his financial shenanigans. Some even heard the rumors suggesting far worse. But the unwritten code of silence ensured his survival. Not once did a colleague or hospital ever report him to the American Medical Association. Friedgood continued to butcher and rob patients with absolute impunity, leading a seemingly charmed existence. Dubious business deals, accusations of tax evasion, court trials, love affairs conducted in the full glare of family and friends, illegitimate children—Friedgood breezed through them all, unaffected and unconcerned. Each incident merely reinforced his perception of his own invincibility. Given this track record it was perhaps inevitable that such a man would fancy his chances of getting away with murder.
He very nearly did…
 
August 5, 1975. British Airways’ flight 510 from Kennedy Airport in New York to London was leaving on time. At 10 PM it taxied away from the terminal gate into a sultry summer night. The big jet was half empty. Grateful passengers began staking out claims to the vacant seats. The more conscientious among them heeded the attendants’ preflight safety routine. But most were readying themselves for the long transatlantic flight. Four rows from the front, a middleaged man with crinkly gray hair and hornrimmed spectacles sat expressionless. Every so often he glanced down at the black bag lying between his legs, as if reassuring himself that it was still there. Then he would give another nervous glimpse through the window at the fading terminal lights. Not long now. In London he would transfer to another plane, this time bound for Denmark, where his mistress and their two children awaited him.
Just another few hours.
Flight 510 gathered speed, rumbling out toward the main runway. Behind it a scene was evolving that might have come straight from the last reel of a Hollywood movie.
Amid a clamor of sirens and flashing lights, the police patrol car swerved and slewed in through the airport gate, then raced across the tarmac. Inside, two detectives scanned the airfield. One of them pointed. Directly ahead they could see the big British Airways jet. Gut feeling told them that this was the one. Had to be. But they were too late. Helplessly they watched the plane slot into the takeoff rotation. Frustration ran their nerves ragged. Both cops felt like punching big holes in the dashboard. The person they had come to arrest was about to disappear before their eyes.
In one last-ditch effort, they raised Port Authority HQ on the car radio. Officers there immediately contacted the air traffic control tower. The message was straightforward and uncompromising. “Get ahold of flight 510. There is a murder suspect on board.”
At the far end of the airfield the cumbersome jet lumbered awkwardly through 90 degrees onto the main runway. Attendants bustled through the aisles, checking that everyone was safely strapped in. The bespectacled passenger gave one last look out of the window. Far off, the megawatt brightness of Manhattan lit up the nighttime sky. He wondered if he would ever see it again. In his pocket was a ticket for British Airways’ earlier flight at eight o’clock, the one he had meant to catch but missed. The delay could have cost him dearly. Still, no problem. He was in the clear now. Sighing, he sank back in his seat and listened to the sweet music of the engines as they howled in readiness for takeoff.
The detectives watched from gate two, unable to believe their eyes. Instead of bolting down the runway, flight 510 had meekly turned and headed back toward them at the terminal.
They had him!
A British Airways security officer came up, demanding to know what was going on. They told him. He went off and returned with details of the seating arrangements. Together, all three men boarded the plane.
The bespectacled passenger watched them approach. A sudden furriness turned his mouth to cotton. The three men stopped beside him. In a discreet voice one of the officers asked him for identification. The passenger produced his passport.
After examining it briefly the officer said, “Would you come with me, please?”
“Is this the thing in Nassau?” asked the passenger, as polite as ever.
“Yes, it is.”
“All right.”
Charles Edward Friedgood stood up. A tall man. Late fifties. Handsome in a rumpled sort of way. The other passengers must have wondered why he merited such attention. Under their curious gaze, Friedgood left the plane in custody. In his hand was the black overnight bag. He seemed reluctant to part with it…understandably, as it contained stolen property worth $600,000.
So very close…
 
From the very start, people felt edgy in his company. Classmates at Central High in Detroit recalled blond, good-looking Charles Friedgood as always being different, not quite one of the guys. Despite the glib personality and a nearly permanent smile, they regarded him as sly. At exam time he cheated blatantly. And he didn’t give a damn who knew it. Complaints or inquiries all received his unvarying, enigmatic smile. He was indifferent to the norms of everyday life. In years to come, psychiatry would term the response as sociopathic. For the time being Charlie Friedgood’s acquaintances had to make do with old-fashioned words like ruthless and aloof. Others simply described him as a bastard.
In 1940 he began attending medical school at the University of Michigan. All went well until his final year when it became apparent that a previous history of tuberculosis would seriously hamper his future employment prospects. At that time any suggestion of TB was enough to preclude someone from practicing medicine. Friedgood sent out his job applications and saw them all returned. He decided to set the record straight. He stole some stationery from the dean’s office and forged a reference for himself, omitting any mention of the illness. But he went too far, touting himself in such glowing terms that one prospective employer contacted the dean to inquire about this remarkable young man. Friedgood was asked to explain himself, came up short and got kicked out of medical school. Just the first of a hatful of similar expulsions he would suffer in his career.
What happened next is something of a mystery. With America fighting on two fronts in the Second World War, any college student failing to graduate was obliged to enter wartime service as a private. Friedgood later claimed to have done so, but army records do not bear him out; they had no record of a Charles Edward Friedgood at all. Less mysterious is the way that Friedgood was able to wrangle himself into Wayne University for his senior year. He simply cranked up his legendary charm. Dean Nelson knew all about Friedgood’s peccadilloes at Michigan but chose to overlook them, feeling that the young man had paid his debt and deserved a second chance.
Once his education was back on track, Friedgood cast around for ways to improve his financial lot. Tuition was expensive and he had no independent source of income. A couple of his fellow students came from well-off families and through them he began to get invitations to weekend house parties. At one of these he met Geraldine Davidson. Angular and somewhat rawboned, Geraldine was a long way from being the usual Charlie Friedgood date; she did, however, have the advantage of being born into one of Detroit’s wealthiest families. Charlie stalked her like a rabbit. It was a lightning courtship. The couple married in December 1945, a glamorous, champagne-filled affair.
Gone were the days of hitching a ride to school for the impoverished student. Now it was chauffeur-driven limousines and dashing convertibles. Friedgood basked in his newfound affluence. Expensive suits, a new wardrobe for his mother. He was always ready to show off in front of his friends, gloating over his great good fortune. He declared himself set for life. But the marriage soon foundered and received its death knell when, in a quite remarkable display of reckless audacity, Friedgood gatecrashed a family board meeting and blithely announced, “I’m here because I want to know where I fit in.”
One of Geraldine’s uncles leapt to his feet and snarled, “I’ll tell you where you fit in.” Seconds later the upstart son-in-law was thrown out of the room. Divorce was inevitable and came in 1947. Friedgood went back to medicine.
He graduated from Wayne, did his internship at the Detroit Receiving Hospital, and found a job immediately. Not just any job, either. It was typical of Friedgood’s uncanny ability to shrug off setbacks that he landed a residency at the University of Pennsylvania, under Isidor Ravdin, one of the nation’s top surgeons. After studying for a year, however, the residency was abruptly canceled. Like so much in Friedgood’s career, details surrounding this particular incident are shrouded in mystery. No reasons were ever made public. But, as usual, he was able to turn disaster into advantage. He secured a position at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City, then at the peak of its celebrity.
This was the big time. Mount Sinai had a reputation for brilliance and overblown egos. In this rarefied atmosphere the surgeons sliced up their rivals with the same deftness they employed on their patients. If ever Charles Friedgood was to be exposed and expelled permanently from the medical profession it was here. Ironically, exactly the opposite happened. Trading heavily on his relationship with Ravdin, Friedgood wheedled himself into a position of influence out of all proportion to his experience. He had a way of ingratiating himself with the hospital hierarchy that made fellow doctors shake their heads in amazement. They were at a loss to explain it. Friedgood’s success extended to his private life—he married again.
Like her predecessor, Sophie Davidowitz came from a wealthy family. She was pretty and vivacious and completely bowled over by Friedgood’s charm. Her role, as she saw it, was to be the traditional Jewish mother. To that end she remained in a state of perpetual pregnancy—six children in as many years. Friends questioned the effect on her health. But Sophie wouldn’t have it any other way. It was what her Charlie wanted.
By 1950 they were living in Brooklyn to be near Maimonides Hospital, Friedgood’s latest place of employment. It did not take him long to run afoul of the hospital’s ethics and standards. He began by conning other doctors out of their patients. Colleagues soon learned to keep a wary eye on Friedgood, who wasn’t above sneaking their patients’ medical records and penciling his own name in as attending physician. And then there was the money. Always, there was trouble with the money. Maimonides prided itself on a reputation for free medical attention—most of the patients
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