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“The Mafia made one hell of
a mistake when they killed that man’s wife and son.”

—Senator Thomas Cotton,
Jr.

 


Robert Briganti is the Assassin.
Ruthless, indifferent to his own survival, he lives only to
destroy the Mafia.
With a handpicked arsenal of superweapons he stalks his enemy,
kills without mercy and moves on to his next target. He knows the
Mafia will get him sooner or later. He hopes it will be much
later—there is always more killing to be done.
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Prologue

 


THESE ARE THE minutes, steno
and tape, of a secret meeting held in the Senate Building office of
Senator J. Murdock McKinley, senior senator from Nebraska. The
meeting was held early on Sunday morning, September 17,
1972, and was
attended by the following persons:

 


MARTIN L. LONGO:
junior senator from
Massachusetts.

CARTER HIMES:
liaison between the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the U.S. Subcommittee on
Organized Crime, otherwise known as the McKinley
Committee.

JOHN DETWEILER:
Acting Assistant
Director, Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).

THOMAS (TOM) COTTON, JR.: junior senator from
Kentucky.

CHARLES T. ZIMMERMAN:
President, National
Association of Police Chiefs.

The meeting was opened by J.
Murdock McKinley.

 


CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
Well, you all know
why we’re here. You want to lead off, Senator Longo? This meeting
was your idea.

SENATOR LONGO:
I’ll get right to
it. I want to know why something hasn’t been done about this killer
Briganti? During the past three months this maniac has murdered
eleven prominent Italian-American businessmen and is still walking
around scot-free. Does the representative of the FBI dispute what I
say?

DETWEILER (FBI): The figure is correct
...

SENATOR COTTON
(INTERRUPTING): Italian-American businessmen, my ass! Briganti killed
eleven Mafia hoods, and right or wrong they’re dead and the country
is better off. Less stink all ‘round.

SENATOR LONGO
(LOUDLY): I resent that. I take that as a personal insult. You’re
no better than your father, Senator Cotton. He never had any use
for Italians, for foreigners of any kind.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY
(RAPPING):
Gentlemen, please!
Let’s not get into personalities. Don’t waste my time—I mean
it.

SENATOR LONGO:
All right. But why
hasn’t this killer been stopped? We just about had this Mafia
nonsense buried when this murderer came along.

DETWEILER (FBI): The Bureau is doing
everything possible.

SENATOR COTTON:
So
is
the
Mafia.

DETWEILER (FBI): Every available agent
has been assigned to break the Briganti case. A special telephone
number has been set up through which informants can contact the
Bureau night or day. Every lead is being tracked down, no matter
how slim. Believe me, Senator Longo, it’s only a matter of time
before we get Briganti.

SENATOR LONGO
(ANGRILY):
That’s not good
enough, Mr. Detweiler, not half good enough. You know what I think?
I think maybe you don’t want to get him. I think maybe he’s working
for you, or at least operating with your knowledge and
consent.

DETWEILER (FBI): I have no comment to make on that,
except to say that I did not come here to hear the Bureau insulted.
I categorically deny all your charges, Senator Longo.

HIMES (CIA): May I say something? Senator
Longo has made similar charges against my agency. Charges to the
effect that the United States Government, in its so-called
obsession with organized crime, has turned loose a professional
assassin whose mission is to seek and destroy targets of
opportunity. Senator Longo has suggested that there may be more
than one so-called CIA assassin. Perhaps as many as five or six,
all operating under the name Robert Briganti. Let me state here and
now that the CIA has no knowledge of this man Briganti.
Furthermore, if the CIA wanted to wage an extra-legal war against
organized crime, there are more efficient ways of doing
it.

SENATOR LONGO:
Not in a free
society, Mr. Himes. Not even the CIA could get away with mass
murder, not in this country. But what if the government—Justice
Department, CIA, whoever—decided to create a martyr? A man whose
family had been wiped out by this so-called Mafia? Picture it, Mr.
Himes, a simple man vowing death and destruction to the Mafia over
the dead bodies of his wife and child. The American public would
eat it up, excuse anything this man did ...

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
Come to the point,
Senator.

SENATOR LONGO:
I’m saying the
entire thing could have been rigged.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY
(IRRITABLY):
What are you
talking about? Rigged how? It seems to me you’re all over the lot,
Senator. One wild charge leading to another.

SENATOR LONGO:
Did you see the
bodies, Mr. Chairman?

DETWEILER (FBI): Special Agent William
Trask of our Hartford office saw the bodies of Briganti’s wife and
son less than two hours after the shooting. Mrs. Briganti died as
the result of multiple wounds inflicted by a semiautomatic 12-gauge
Remington shotgun. The boy, Michael Briganti, age nine, suffered
death from a gunshot wound in the head, inflicted by a U.S. Army
.45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. The boy’s head was completely
shattered. Both weapons were dropped from the car the killers used
to commit the murders, and in which they made their
escape.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY
(DRILY):
It would seem that
a woman and child were murdered. Does the Senator have any
comment?

SENATOR LONGO:
Let’s get on with
the meeting.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
The best way to do
that is start at the beginning, or at least as far back as we can
go. Chief Zimmerman, former police commissioner of New Orleans,
Briganti’s hometown, is here to help us do that. A great deal has
been said about Robert Briganti. To some people he is a homicidal
maniac, to others a man with a desperate mission. Briganti was born
in your city, Chief Zimmerman. Suppose you tell us what you
know.

CHIEF ZIMMERMAN:
Briganti—Robert
Briganti—was born in New Orleans in 1935. His father was John
Briganti, a stonemason of Italian descent. Originally—and this is
from the Orleans Parish records—the first Briganti, Tommaso, came
to this country from Naples in 1892. Briganti’s father worked for a
monument company in New Orleans, was crushed to death in a shop
accident in 1945, when the subject of this meeting was ten.
Briganti’s widowed mother moved the family to Metairie, a run-down
district across the river from New Orleans. Later she married a
salesman, one Millard Stockton, a native of Baton Rouge. Stockton,
an alcoholic with three assault convictions, died in 1948. Young
Briganti and his stepfather did not get along, and the boy seldom
came home. Instead, he supported himself doing odd jobs for an
amusement arcade operator on Canal Street. Mostly he worked the
rifle range, and became a crack shot through constant practice when
business was slow. I would say he became a very tough kid, although
there was no serious trouble with the police. At sixteen he joined
a carnival owned by William P. Brady, known professionally as Wild
Bill Brady. When the Brady carnival left New Orleans to go on the
circuit, Briganti went with it ...

DETWEILER (FBI): Brady had been champion
trick-shooter on the old carnival circuit, but that was years
before, and now he was getting old. Always on the lookout for new
talent, he took Briganti out of the amusement arcade and taught him
everything he knew about guns and shooting. Apparently there wasn’t
much he could teach the boy. Some people have an instinct, a
potential to develop what gun experts call “perfect aim,” and young
Briganti was a natural. Within a year he became the best
sharpshooter in the business, and from then until he left the
carnival he toured just about every city and town in the country.
Every town of any size, that is. Briganti knows this country the
way other people know their neighborhoods. And not from a tourist’s
viewpoint, I might add.

SENATOR LONGO
(INTERRUPTING): That’s why you haven’t been able to catch him?
Because he knows the country so well?

DETWEILER (FBI): It hasn’t made it any
easier, Senator. Briganti’s personal history is unique. After Brady
suffered a stroke and the carnival broke up in Raleigh, North
Carolina, Briganti went to work for the T. C. Marston Arms Company.
Marston is a surplus military weapons dealer based in Raleigh, with
warehouses in Brooklyn and San Diego. At twenty Briganti became top
weapons demonstrator for the Marston Company. I’m no psychologist,
but it would seem that Briganti has a powerful drive to excel at
whatever he does, to do it better than anyone else. Marston
sold—still sells—surplus weapons to a dozen countries. Briganti
began by demonstrating bolt-action and semiautomatic rifles,
revolvers, autoloading pistols, sniper rifles. Later he became
expert with light and heavy machine guns, assault rifles,
submachine guns, grenade launchers, mortars. He has had
considerable experience with silencer-equipped semiautomatic
pistols, rifles—even with British-made Sten guns, which, if you are
not familiar with the various makes of guns, is a very light but
highly efficient submachine gun that has worked well for the
Special Forces and other groups in Vietnam ...

SENATOR LONGO:
A real killer, Mr.
Detweiler?

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY
(QUICKLY): Please go on, Mr. Detweiler.

DETWEILER (FBI): Briganti traveled
extensively for the Marston Company, mostly to South America. The
Passport Office and the records of the Marston Company show many
trips to South America. And although Briganti was in fine physical
condition—Marston policy requires semiannual checkups—he received a
special exempt classification from Selective Service.

SENATOR LONGO:
Just working for an
arms dealer couldn’t get him that, Mr. Detweiler. He would have to
be working for the government, or have some official connection.
What is your answer to that?

DETWEILER (EVENLY): I must decline to comment
directly on the question, Senator Longo, but a preliminary
investigation indicates that Briganti has, or had at that time,
some connection with Mr. Himes’s agency. The CIA.

HIMES (CIA): I think Mr. Detweiler is
misinformed.

DETWEILER (FBI): I didn’t say Briganti
was an agent of the CIA. What I meant was—

HIMES (CIA): I think what you’re trying to
do, Mr. Detweiler, is to saddle the CIA with the responsibility for
these killings. You haven’t been able to catch this man, so you
think smearing my agency makes you look better. You may have your
instructions, Mr. Detweiler, but I tell you it won’t work. Lately
the CIA has been made the whipping boy for all kinds of
sinister—

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY
(RAPPING):
Gentlemen!
Gentlemen! Enough of this interservice bickering. I could be at
church, or at least playing golf. This is Sunday, isn’t
it?

SENATOR COTTON
(LAUGHING):
Don’t let the home
folks catch you golfing on Sunday, Murdock. A man could lose votes
that way. You know how these Baptists are.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
I’m
a
good Baptist
myself, Tom, and I can beat you any day of the week.

SENATOR LONGO (SARCASTICALLY): Do you mind if we continue, Mr.
Chairman?

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
When I say so,
Senator Longo. All right, we’ll go on. Continue, Mr. Detweiler, for
the moment, anyway. I think, however, that you need not mention the
Central Intelligence Agency again.

DETWEILER (FBI): Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
In March of 1961 Robert Briganti, then in the employ of the T. C.
Marston Company, was in the vicinity of Ciudad del Campo, Bolivia,
demonstrating weapons to Bolivian Army anti-insurgent forces, when
there was an attack, a surprise attack by communist guerrillas, and
most of the unit was wiped out. Briganti was badly wounded but
still managed to escape. Bolivian Army regulars found him in a
dying condition and took him by military helicopter to their
regional headquarters, from where he was flown back to the States
on a U.S. Army transport ...

SENATOR LONGO:
That would seem to
establish his official connection, Mr. Detweiler.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
No need to answer
that, Mr. Detweiler. Please go on.

DETWEILER (FBI): Briganti was flown back to, or at
least he ended up at an army hospital near Silver Springs,
Maryland. The two chest wounds he had received healed quickly. The
therapy prescribed for a bullet-stiffened left arm lasted for more
than two months. His therapist was a young Connecticut woman, Nancy
Gillespie. They were married exactly ten days after he was
discharged from the hospital, at which time Briganti quit the
Marston Company and bought a sporting goods store in Mrs.
Briganti’s hometown, Cherry Hill, Connecticut. Once again, as I
have said previously, I don’t claim to be any kind of psychologist.
However, it would appear that Mrs. Briganti—and I think it’s
important to consider that she had a strong Quaker background—was
able to convince her new husband that it was time to give up guns
for good. They had one child, a son, Michael, born in 1963. Now, as
you know, gentlemen, mother and child are dead. They were killed by
the means and in the manner described in Special Agent William
Trask’s report.

SENATOR LONGO:
A most dramatic
ending, Mr. Detweiler. Is that all? There has to be a great deal
more.

DETWEILER (FBI): There is, Senator, but
you won’t hear it from me, not just yet. Robert Briganti will tell
you the rest ...

SENATOR LONGO
(SHOUTING):
What the hell is
this? Mr. Chairman, I object.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
To
what, Senator
Longo?

SENATOR LONGO:
To
the attitude of Mr.
Detweiler.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
I don’t detect any
attitude, as you call it.

SENATOR COTTON:
I don’t have any
attitude, Murdock. What I have is a strong opinion. Which is that
the Mafia made one hell of a mistake when they killed that man’s
wife and son.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
That’s enough,
Tom.

SENATOR LONGO:
You
call him
Tom,
but it’s
always Senator with me.

CHAIRMAN MCKINLEY:
I’ll call
you Martin when I get to know you better, Senator. Go on, Mr. Detweiler.

DETWEILER (FBI): As I was about to
explain to Senator Longo, Robert Briganti sends us tapes. He uses a
tape recorder to tell us everything, not what he’s about to do, but
what he’s done. We have no reason to doubt the tapes are genuine.
Everything matches to the last detail. This is the first tape we
received at our New York office, delivered by a messenger service
exactly nineteen days after Briganti’s family was wiped out—and
after he caught up with the men who did it. Later you can hear all
of it, if you wish; for now I’ll just play part of it.

 


A click is heard as the tape
recorder is switched on. A man’s voice, somewhat rough-edged but completely
without emotion, begins to speak with a slight Southern
accent.

 


BRIGANTI: It was about half an hour to
closing time when the two hoods came into my store. I was leaning
into the window to straighten a display of camping gear when the
car, a black Cadillac with New York plates, pulled up in front. The
driver stayed in the car, with the parking lights on, and the two
men came in. I know hoods when I see them, but with that car I knew
they hadn’t come all the way to northern Connecticut to pull a
nickel-and-dime stick-up. Just the same I took the old Colt
Woodsman from under the counter near the cash register and stuck it
into my belt so it lay flat against my side under my jacket
...

I mention the make of gun, a
Colt Woodsman, because I want to get all the facts straight. As I said
earlier in the tape, the Mafia is going to get me sooner or later,
so I want to get it all down. After I’m gone I want people to know
exactly how it was, and how it felt for me that night. I want
people to know how Mafia hoods look and talk and smell—and how they
kill. How they kill when and where they feel like it. For nothing
at all ...

I put the .22 caliber, 10-shot autoloader under my
coat. I wasn’t looking for trouble, but it found me and my family
just the same. For me it was easy to spot the two men for what they
were—boss and bodyguard. The places and the accents may change, but
Mafia hoods are all cut from the same dirty cloth ...

The bodyguard came in first,
trying to look like bodyguards usually are, but in fact his boss was bigger and
bulkier than he was. They walked in like they already owned the
place, and I got a hard stare from the bodyguard, a tight nod from
his boss. A tight grin went with the nod, and you didn’t have to be
a regular reader of the New York tabloids to recognize Crazy Joe
Coraldi ...

Except for the few mavericks
like Coraldi, most Mafia hoods work hard to keep their faces and
their names out of the papers. Not Crazy Joe Coraldi. Maybe they
called him Mojo or Crazy Joe either because he was a heavy,
twenty-tokes-a-day bush smoker and too much dark grass had driven
him crazy, or he was crazy to begin with. Ever since his early
duck’s-ass/pegged pants days in the fifties, Coraldi had been hot
copy for the tabloids. He had spent a lot of his youth in the
slammer and he had never let the newspapers down. The lying feature
writers who buddied up to Crazy Joe always played him up big as a
ladies’ man, but I remembered other reports that Joe Coraldi had
two convictions for sodomy, both in his teens before he was written
up as the Errol Flynn on the spaghetti scene—both before he landed
in the slam, where dicking up your fellow man is as natural to cons
as price fixing is to hundred-grand-a-year executives.

Coraldi knew I made him. He wanted me
to make him, to know who he was, because Crazy Joe Coraldi worked
as hard as some whoring starlet to make the newspapers at least
once a month ...

Coraldi called me by name
before he said who he was. I guess that’s how it was with Errol Flynn: the
whole world knew who he was, so he didn’t have to give his name.
Errol was a star. Right! So was Crazy Joe Coraldi and he knew it
...

“You made me right away,
storekeeper. That’s good, storekeeper. Proves you know the score,
which means we dance together right from the first bar. You know
who Joe Coraldi is, you know he’s a guy doesn’t fuck around. You
know about Joe Coraldi, you know he can be one mean guy. But Joe
Coraldi deals fair and square, so you’ll do all right, dig
...?”

That’s how he talked about himself, in
the third person, and they say people with split personalities do
that. One half talks about the other half. Coraldi liked himself a
lot. He said his security people, and that’s how he said it, had
been checking on me. “We got better ways of checking than the FBI,”
he said. “So there’s nothing about you I don’t know, storekeeper.”
I didn’t say anything at that point, but Coraldi told me to listen,
not to talk. “I do things the simple way. It saves time. Only one
thing you got to remember: say No to Joe Coraldi and you’re wasted.
Right?”

He told the bodyguard to lock
the door, to turn the cardboard sign around so it said CLOSED instead of
OPEN. That’s how these Mafia hoodlums do it: they walk into a man’s
store—a man’s house or a man’s life—and take over like they own the
world. Coraldi stopped admiring the hunting rifles in the locked
glass case against the back wall and walked back to the center of
the store ...

“Nice guns,” he said. “I need
good guns and you’re going to get them for me, right? You’ll
deliver the guns because you want to stay alive. I mean you’re
smart, you been around, you know how guys like me operate. Now if
you were a square citizen—which you’re not with your background—you
might think, Hey, I’ll get on the horn to the FBI soon as this
mother steps out the fucking door. That ain’t you, storekeeper.
Face it, man, the fucking business you been in has killed more
people than there is in Brooklyn. So don’t give me any bad
conscience shit. The guns I buy I use to knock off people I don’t
like. That makes me better than you, paisan. So you sold guns for money, so you’ll do
it again. I’m saying all this because I want you to know how it is.
Chew on this: I could make you deliver for nothing. A fact: I could
make you want to deliver for nothing. Fact Number Two: I could make you
clean my shoes with your tongue. You think I could make you do
that?”

I said No.

Coraldi spoke to the
bodyguard. “You think I could, Frank?”

“Fucking right. You want he
should do it now?” As the bodyguard spoke his right hand came up
and patted the shoulder-holstered gun under his arm. The gun was
rigged well and the jacket was tailored so there was hardly any
bulge.

“The guy is just talking, thinks
he’s tough,” Coraldi said. His mood changed abruptly. “I guess
you’re tough enough, storekeeper. Just don’t push it the first time
around. Like we just been business associates for five minutes.
Come on, paisan, relax. What’s a matter: you don’t like being called
paisan?
Maybe you ain’t
Italian like we thought. Answer it—”

I said I was Italian.

“You got to be more
enthusiastic,” Coraldi said. “Sure you’re Italian, and you know
what that means. It’s like we’re one big family. I mean, I don’t
turn to some Jew or Mick or some fucking John Lindsay Protestant
when I need a favor. You’re Italian, man, I come to you. Next year in Jerusalem, like
the sheenies say, we’ll be tight buddies. So what’s the fish eye
for, old buddy? You’ll be paid, paid good, you’ll think—I’m one
lucky wop having Joe Coraldi for a friend ...”

Coraldi walked around the store and
came back to stand in front of me. “You made thirty-five grand with
bonuses your best year with Marston. How much does this place
pull?”

“Last year seventeen thousand,”
I told him.

“Peanuts. You did better with
Marston. Why did you quit?”

I told the son of a bitch the
truth. Why not? “I got married. No special reason. Got sick of moving
around.”

Coraldi grinned his bucktoothed
grin. “Then
you got it made. You make big money again, only you get to stay
home.”

“Say what you want, Coraldi,” I
said. “You want guns. I can’t get them for you “

“Yeah, I know. Gun controls are
tight, you’re going to tell me. Well, you just listen to
this, paisan. You know who I am because you read the papers. You read the
papers, then you know I’m fighting for my life back in Brooklyn.
Joe Coraldi is a winner, but right now he’s in a war. First they
make a hit on my friend Joe Colombo. They couldn’t get next to my
friend Joe because Joe’s people got good security. So they find
some guy on the needle and slip him a piece. I mean that shit, man,
one wop sending a druggie to do the job on another wop. I tell you,
my friend Joe is still breathing but he’s nothing but a fucking
vegetable, might as well be six feet under in Greenwood Cemetery.
Joe is on his back with a hole in his head, so Gambelli goes after
and nails Joe’s friend Tommy Eboli. Gambelli does all that because
Tommy says who gets the open territory in Brooklyn and south
Manhattan should be decided by the Commission and not left up for
grabs. But Gambelli wants to grab the whole bundle, so now I’m next
on the hit parade. Gambelli doesn’t want me out, he wants me dead,
because he knows that’s the only way I’ll ever get out. So I fight
back, at the same time I send a friend to the Commission to tell
them I want justice. In the old days I could of got it. Now Gambelli is too big,
the old guys on the Commission are scared shitless of that dying,
crippled motherfucker. So don’t tell me your problems, storekeeper.
I got good boys but I’m not big—right now I’m not big like
Gambelli—so the cops and the FBI break my balls. They raid my
places, grab the guns, they keeping the heat turned on. So I need
new guns and not just old iron from World War One. New guns that
can’t be traced is what I need. Not just short pieces—new, heavy
stuff. And you, old buddy, are elected to deliver.”

Coraldi had a list of weapons,
and somebody who knows modern military weapons must have prepared
it. I know something about weaponry and Coraldi’s list maker had chosen only
the best. About the only items not on the list were tanks and
self-propelled guns. After he finished reading the list, Coraldi
told me I could talk.

I told him no way to get the
stuff he wanted. I expected him to go apeshit, but he just grinned.
He had ways of changing my mind, he figured. I wanted to spit in that
Mafia pig’s face. Like I said, I wasn’t looking for trouble. I said
gun controls were tighter than ever, even in the sporting gun
business, and besides I had been out of surplus military weapons
for ten years. Marston was pissed off because I had quit the
company (which wasn’t true) so all my contacts were dead. I thought
of my wife and son and told Coraldi there were other people who
would sell him what he needed. I won’t give the FBI their names,
but I wasn’t kidding. I said I could give him the right names and
all he needed was cash to get the guns—no questions asked. It was
as simple as that, but Coraldi couldn’t let it go. The way I talked
wasn’t exactly saying No to Joe Coraldi, but he took it that way.
“Fuck you, clown,” he said, and a jerk of his head sent the
bodyguard’s hand reaching for the shoulder-holstered gun. I guess
he was fast enough, but before his hand got inside his coat and
touched the butt of the gun I had the Colt Woodsman out and
pointing straight at his head.

That Colt Woodsman was the
first real gun I ever owned, and I bought it in a hockshop in
Memphis with the first money I earned as a carnival shooter. I got
so good with it, I filed off the
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