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PART I


1

“A pigeon?” Joe asked. Gio shrugged. The two men were sitting in the back booth at Club Rendezvous, a strip club located conveniently close to JFK, which Gio controlled (though the owner of record was one Yettie Greenblatt, eighty-two) and where Joe worked as the bouncer. Joe was drinking black coffee. Gio was sipping an expensive single-malt Scotch. Sprawled facedown between them was a paperback copy of Swann’s Way, which Joe had been reading when Gio came in and said he had important business to discuss. “Important pigeon business? What’s that, a new statue in the park?”

“What can I say?” Gio said. “Alonzo keeps pigeons. I don’t get it myself. To me they’re flying rats. But he likes them. It’s a hobby. And somebody stole his best one. So he asked me to ask you to find it. As a favor.”

In addition to escorting out drunks and customers who don’t know how to keep their hands to themselves, Joe occasionally did favors for Gio and his associates. Childhood pals from equally unusual backgrounds, Gio had gone into the family business and was now a Mafia boss, while Joe, from a clan of thieves and grifters, had wandered, first to Harvard, where he was kicked out, and then to the Army and Special Forces, where he was also eventually kicked out, returning home, literally, to his grandmother’s apartment in Jackson Heights, Queens, with PTSD and a substance-abuse problem along with a whole new set of lethal skills. Gio gave him this easy, low-key job at the club at first out of sympathy. Then, when he began to suspect that terrorists had infiltrated the criminal underground of New York, he thought of another job for his deadly friend: the bosses made Joe their sheriff, a fixer they called on when they needed help with something they couldn’t handle themselves, be it a domestic terrorist with a dirty bomb, a heroin smuggler funding jihadists overseas, or a serial killer preying on sex workers. When regular folks called the law, the outlaws called Joe. They even branded him with a star as a sign to the world, their world anyway, that Joe was working for them. But a pigeon? This was not on his resume. He frowned at Gio. “I don’t do lost pets.”

“It’s not a pet,” Gio explained. He leaned forward, smoothing his tie. Gio was, as always, sharply and tastefully dressed, in a gray flannel suit, white shirt, and a dark blue tie. Joe wore what he always wore: black Converse high-tops, jeans, and a gray sweatshirt over his black T-shirt. It was early spring and the late afternoon air carried a chill. “Alonzo raises them for racing. This one is his champ. It’s some kind of fancy breed. A Maltese. And it’s been stolen.”

“The Maltese pigeon,” Joe commented. “Sounds like a joke. Who am I, Sam Spade?”

Gio shrugged. “It’s worth over a million. That’s no joke.”

“No shit?” Joe said, a little more curious.

“Anyway, that’s what Alonzo says. And he’s offering a five percent finder’s fee. And . . .” Gio held a hand out as if offering a treat, “he says he knows who took it. Some rich pigeon fanatic in town from Hong Kong. You go, grab the bird, cash in, and, not for nothing, keep our friends happy. Sound good?”

“Not really,” Joe said.

Gio laughed. “That was a rhetorical question.” He finished his drink, letting the liquor drip down his throat. “What’s the big deal anyway? It’s a nice easy payday. Usually we come to you with something impossible. But this? This is a piece of cake.”
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Alonzo kept his coop in Bed-Stuy.

A neighborhood native, he’d come up in the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn when it was at its most perilous, when the name Bed-Stuy was almost a brand name representing the worst of inner-city life. Now it represented a millennial, Gen-Z hipster hot spot and a good place to buy a house, if you could afford it. Alonzo had fought his way to the top of the heap, a heap that contained quite a few dead enemies and nearly as many dead friends, and today ruled an extensive network that controlled much of the illegal activity in central Brooklyn as well as far-flung legitimate enterprises, including restaurants, clubs, a boxing/MMA gym, and a record label and entertainment management firm. He also owned real estate, including the old tenement building where he kept his birds on the roof. He himself lived with his family in New Jersey, in a wealthy suburban town, next door to a dentist.

“I started flying birds with my father,” Alonzo said. He said it out of nowhere, as if in midthought. He’d been conferring with Teddy, the building’s super, who lived on the ground floor and took care of the birds, when Gio led Joe up onto the roof. They’d driven over with Gio’s guy, Nero, behind the wheel, and Little Eddie—the six-two, 240-pound son of Big Eddie—riding shotgun. Nero and Little Eddie were left to mind the car, double-parked behind Alonzo’s driver in his Caddy SUV. Another of Alonzo’s guys, big as Little Eddie but with a head shaved smooth, was waiting on the stoop. They both wore expensive tracksuits and nodded at each other in acknowledgment. Then he pushed back the door and told Gio, “Upstairs.” Gio and Joe trooped up six flights and opened the door to another world.

The coop was big, covering much of the roof. It was constructed of wood and chicken wire, and freshly painted white, with a human-sized door and a side hatch that could be propped open. The inside was lined with shelving whose horizontals and verticals formed hundreds of cubes. A smaller shed beside it held supplies for feeding and cleaning as well as a sink and faucet and a power source for the hoses and lights that ran all over.

But none of that was what Joe noticed first, stepping onto the roof. The immediate and overwhelming impression was of light, space, and motion, of flickering wings and the constant burble of pigeons cooing and clucking like a stream running past. The sky was sharp blue and piled here and there with curdled white clouds. The city, dense and turbulent as ever at street level, both chaotic and humdrum, now resolved itself into a landscape in motion, a vast pattern that somehow all fit together. Men in orange vests and hard hats labored on a roof in the distance, like tiny dolls operating a toy crane. Kids played in a schoolyard, their happy shrieks carried by the wind. A fluid line of traffic moved through an intersection, then stopped for a light and, like an opened valve, the other side began to flow.

The roof itself was alive with birds. Teddy was checking them over, whistling uncannily as the creatures fluttered and throbbed around him. Others filled the coop, nestling in the cubbyholes or flying back and forth, while more strolled along the edges of the roof, or hopped into the air, cruising from ledge to ledge. Feathers drifted around like snowflakes, settling everywhere, then spiraling up again on the breeze, as if in a shaken snow globe. Joe felt a little uneasy, and a little dazzled, but he tried to focus on Alonzo, who was dressed down in a leather bomber jacket, chinos, and loafers, and on what he was saying. “My dad kept a coop on the roof and started taking me up when I was six. He kept roosters too, in the backyard. He fought them. And raised dogs. Cats he respected, but didn’t have as much, because of the birds. He loved all animals. When he passed, I was twelve, I inherited his birds.” He chuckled sardonically. “What the hell else was I going to inherit? He didn’t have shit besides that and this broken watch I used to wear till I finally admitted that the fucking thing couldn’t tell time.”

Terry nodded. “He was a true pigeon man, your father.” He addressed Joe and Gio, explaining. “He loved and cared for birds his whole life, and they loved him too. Whatever shit was kicking off down in the street, it was always peaceful up here. Like heaven and hell.” He reached into the writhing mass of pigeons, grabbed one, and began to stroke it. Gio stepped back, careful to avoid getting any pigeon shit on his freshly polished shoes, and nodded politely, though it was not hard to read the distaste on his face as Terry massaged the cooing creature in his hands. Gio was not a true a pigeon man.

“Some of these birds are the descendants of your father’s,” Terry told Alonzo, who nodded along. He let the bird go. “We released birds at his funeral. My kids know, when I’m buried, they’re going to fly birds.”

Alonzo shrugged. “My kids ain’t interested. They think it’s dirty, smelly.”

“You still know how to put them to sleep?” Terry asked.

Smiling now, Alonzo lifted a passing pigeon and seemed to fold it up in his hands, then wave it gently back and forth, as though he were rocking a baby or performing a ritual. Carefully he set in on a crate. It didn’t move. It seemed round now, a soft feathered ball. “Don’t worry,” he assured Joe, who was just staring, not sure what to think. “I didn’t hurt it.” He woke the pigeon, who sprang back to life, hopping from the crate and strutting about. Terry was grinning.

“See? He’s still got the touch. Come on, let’s fly them.” He opened the hatches, whistling, and the birds came pouring out. The sound of wings rushed and rustled, answering the call of Terry’s trills, and the birds took to the air, like synchronized divers in an old musical, leaping into space, one after another, seeming to free fall and then, with a few beats of their wings, rising, one small miracle after another. Joe was not a true pigeon man either, but he had to admit: it was a beautiful sight.

For the most part these birds were more dovish in appearance than the usual street pigeon, white with streaks of gray and brown, many with longer necks and pointier heads. They were banded in purple and gold, Alonzo’s colors.

“So there’s no way the pigeon you’re looking for just flew away?” Joe asked.

“Ramses?” Alonzo scoffed. “Never. Anyway there’s a microchip in the band. It went dead same time he went missing.” He shook his head. “Somebody cut it off.”

Or a cat ate it, Joe thought, but he kept it to himself.

Terry explained that, while pigeon fanciers, as they were quaintly called, did “steal” each other’s birds on occasion, it was done in a prescribed way, in a spirit of fun. “Like on a summer night, pigeon wars be raging for sure,” Terry said. “All the coops will be rolling out, all over Brooklyn.” Guys—it was always guys—would release pigeons, and the flocks would cruise the skies, crossing and merging. Sometimes somebody else’s birds joined your flock and came home to your coop, sometimes your birds were seduced away. But the whole point was to count them up and brag and laugh about it the next day at the shops that sold bird supplies or the joints where pigeon men hung out. Almost all had inherited the love of birds from a relative, and most were from working-class backgrounds, but otherwise they cut across categories. There were pigeon lovers of every race and nationality, with many professions represented, including cops.

“Anybody sees that band, they know whose bird it is,” Terry pointed out. “All over. In Queens. The Bronx. Nobody gonna take that bird by accident.”

“Even if they cut the band,” Alonzo said, “nobody in New York is dumb enough to keep Ramses and think I won’t find out. Even Mike Tyson knows who Ramses is.”

Technically, he was Ramses II, a Maltese bird that Terry had bred, the son of the legendary Ramses and one of his best hens, Queenie. “It takes years to breed and train a flock like this. I give them vitamins, minerals. Garlic powder to purify the blood. Vaccine for paratyphoid. I give them the same iron solution they give to horses at the track. These birds are champions.” Terry gazed up at the flock that turned above them now, a cloud rushing over the rooftops. “They royalty.”

In fact, pigeons did have a noble lineage, Alonzo told them, stretching back to the real Ramses III, who used them to carry news about the conditions of the Nile in ancient Egypt. At the original Greek Olympics, each team had a pigeon that would be released to announce victory. They were called the Kings of Angels in the medieval Arab world. In parts of Italy and Turkey, vast contests were held, much like the Brooklyn Pigeon War, but involving up to five hundred flocks. Immigrants brought the customs, skills, and maybe even the birds with them, and the tradition continued in the skies of New York.

“Tell me about the betting,” Joe asked.

Races were held almost every weekend, weather allowing, organized by clubs in each borough. The pigeons were driven to starting points, sometimes hundreds of miles away, then released, with heavy betting on favorites like Ramses and a purse for the winner, clocked with the chip in its band. Ramses had an impressive record of wins and had earned Alonzo a small fortune, even setting some club records. But his value as a breeder was too great to risk injury or loss. After his last victory, Alonzo announced his retirement. Offers to buy him poured in from wealthy collectors all over.

“It’s like anything,” Alonzo said, “horses, dogs, koi fish. There’s always a few guys who are obsessed and have the money to make it happen.” One Chinese billionaire, named Wing Chow, was particularly insistent. “He kept raising his offer,” Alonzo said. “And I kept saying no. Finally it got up to a million euros, over a million bucks.” He shrugged. “I didn’t care. Not for sale. Next day the door to the roof here was broken, and Ramses was gone.”

“So what makes you think the bird isn’t in China by now?”

“Because Wing Chow is here. He’s got a place on the Upper West Side. If I know bird men, he’s got him close, where he can see him, feed him, stroke him. Then he’ll take him home himself on the private jet. Which is why you need to act now. I’ll pay a five percent reward.” Alonzo, who’d been facing Joe and Gio, shifted his gaze to the skies. “What that dude doesn’t get is this isn’t just about money. That’s my legacy. That lineage. The flock. It’s all I’ve got from my dad. And I’m going to pass it to my son. Whether he likes it or not.” He turned to Joe. “Bring my bird home, Joe,” he said, quietly.

“Yes, sir.”

There was a moment of silence as they all stared at the birds, now mere dots on the horizon.

“It’s a magnet in the earth that guides them,” Terry commented. No one replied. Joe felt like he’d read something about this, but not exactly that. Terry went on: “Even in the bible, the pigeon is a bird of peace. Noah sends it out just like we do, and it comes back with some kind of plant in its mouth, a symbol of hope.”

Alonzo looked at his watch. “Okay, Terry,” he said. “Feeding time. Let’s bring them home.”

Terry grabbed a bamboo pole, about twelve feet long, with a couple rags, white and red, tied to the end. Facing the edge of the roof, he began to wave the pole, weaving it back and forth, signaling the birds. Like a vortex, they slowly began to gather, circling the building, formation tightening as they closed in, knowing that they were going to be fed. Silhouetted against the skyline, wind in his hair, Terry swirled the stick, as if flying a kite, or leading a dance, while hundreds upon hundreds of white wings turned in the air around him.
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Joe took the subway uptown.

According to Alonzo, Wing Chow owned an apartment in the Eleonora, a legendary old building that sat like a castle on Central Park West in the Eighties. Mirroring the neighborhood’s own cycles of boom and bust, the Eleonora was built as a luxury dwelling at the turn of the last century, housing wealthy families and their servants, and then in the postwar years, some high-profile fashion, music, and publishing types. It fell into disrepute in the ’70s and ’80s. The roof leaked and the facade blackened with city grime. More of the renters were bohemians—artists, dancers from Broadway or the ballet, soap opera actors. Then, in the ’90s, prices began to rise, as a new wave of wealthy professionals—bankers, brokers, media princelings—moved in with their kids and nannies. And in the last decades, even those rich folk had to go to Brooklyn. Being a mere millionaire was no longer enough, as apartments routinely went for ten million or more. Much more.

Not that Joe cared. He was just there to steal back a pigeon. He emerged from the subway and approached the elaborate rococo facade, which looked like a very old wedding cake, its towers and layers and balconies covered in flowers and swirls of gray icing, with gargoyles squatting or glaring from under the windows. He pretended to be a messenger, with an empty envelope for Mr. Chow, and found that the target was out for the evening. Asking the
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