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      During a mafia hit with his sharpshooting partner, a thug named Goon finds a little girl hiding in a closet. Until now, Goon has been content playing the part of the dumb sidekick, but how far will he go when the girl's life is on the line?

      This riveting tale of redemption and sacrifice kicks off Carter's latest collection, six stories of crime, revenge, lost loves, and heroic choices. Whether the tale involves a down-and-out screenwriter looking for a fresh start as a journalist in his hometown, a grieving widower meeting an assassin-for-hire on an urban park bench, or a mysterious payphone at a rural gas station that might not be quite of this world … each of these powerful tales leaves its own indelible mark on the reader's imagination.
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      They called him Goon. Not the Goon. Just Goon, as if it was his name, which it sort of was. Or maybe as if he wasn't even worthy of the article in front of the insult, which also might have been true. They thought he was stupid, but he wasn't, at least not nearly as stupid as they made him out to be. He was a goon, though. There was no doubt about that. He was ugly, he was a thug, and he was no good. What else did it take to make a goon?

      Only three people in his whole life had ever called him by his real name, at least anybody who mattered: his mother, God rest her soul; Maggie, the pretty brunette from the laundromat; and Nick, who'd sort of raised him since Goon's mother died snorting coke with a Wall Streeter on the Upper East Side when Goon was four. He didn't remember much about her, except that she'd taught him to read before he could even tie his shoes.

      Oh, and that she was pretty. Like Maggie.

      "Listen to me, Glen," Nick said, screwing the suppressor onto his Ruger Mark IV. The squeak of metal on metal was barely audible over the hum of the elevator. The suppressor was the same dull black as Nick's plastic gloves. "This one might get messy, okay? He likes his whores and there might be a couple around, but nothing we can do about it, they got to be iced too. The reason we're coming on Sunday is I figure it be the one day Johnny Two Pair might keep his pecker in his pants, being the good Catholic boy he is, but there are no guarantees, you know? You understand me, Glen? I gotta hear that you understand me."

      "You got it, boss," Goon said. He liked it when Nick used his real name, but it was hard thinking of himself as Glen when he was on a job. He wasn't packing, but that was fine, his weapons of choice were permanently attached to his body. Unlike Nick, he wore leather gloves; plastic would just rip if he had to punch somebody. "It won't be a problem, I swear," he added.

      Nick nodded, staring down the long barrel at his reflection in the elevator's mirrored walls. His unnaturally blond hair, styled with enough hairspray to make it stick up like a candle flame, was getting thin around Nick's temples, but Goon was careful never to say this. Nick was sensitive about his looks, way more than Goon, who'd long since accepted his ugliness but still tried not to look at himself as they rode up in the elevator. It was hard not to, when the mirrors were on all sides and Goon was so big he filled most of them.

      It was a nice elevator, with cherry wainscotting below the mirrors, a brass rail almost as reflective as the glass, and green-patterned carpet that must have been new, because it still smelled like glue.

      "I can't have another situation like what happened on Staten Island," Nick said finally. "I just can't, you got me?"

      "I know. It won't, I promise."

      Goon was really laying the Lennie voice on thick, something he was careful not to overdo, but he sometimes wondered if it would matter even if he played the part with all the gusto of an off-off-off Broadway performer on stage for the first time. Since everybody in Goon's life—well, everybody but one—wanted to believe he was stupid, no amount of overacting would probably change their minds. Lennie was the dumb brute from John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men, a book Goon read when he was nine. That was when he realized that not only was he Lennie, he was also Lennie's smart friend George. He was both at the same time.

      But he figured out pretty quickly that it was better, and safer, if the world only got to see the Lennie side of him. It gave Goon options, different ways of dealing with people. That even included Nick.

      "Yeah, well," Nick was saying now, "you promised me the same thing last time. We almost died when that bitch pulled a snubbie out of her couch. And you just standing there like a dumb ox. If I told Milo about what happened on Staten Island, he'd yank you back to bouncing at The Corner Pocket in a hot minute, you hear me? Is that what you want, standing on your bad arches all night, eyes burning from all the cigarette smoke, and nothing to do but keep drunks from putting their hands on the strippers?"

      "No, sir," Goon said.

      "Damn straight. It happens again, I ain't gonna lie for you. It hurts me to say so, 'cause you're like a brother to me, but I gotta be able to count on you, right?"

      "Right."

      "Good. Make sure you remember it when it matters. Hey, you want to do Coney Island on Saturday? Ride the Hurricane, eat some taffy, feed the pigeons?"

      Goon smiled his biggest, goofiest smile. The truth was, he was getting tired of pretending the stuff that entertained him when he was eight was the same stuff that entertained him twenty years later—these days, he'd rather take in a Broadway show than ride a rickety old roller coaster—but he knew these outings did something for Nick, who would never be able to admit that he actually enjoyed Coney Island himself. "Sure, boss!" Goon said, with as much glee as he could muster. "That'd be fun."

      "Cool. Okay, same plan as always: I focus on the mark. You cover me on the way in, then you sweep the place while I keep Johnny Two Pair in line. You find any whores, you bring 'em out front, right?"

      "Right."

      "No funny business, Glen. He's thinking we're just here to get the package for Milo, maybe a little social visit, so it should be easy peasy, but you never know. Okay, show time."

      The elevator shuddered, then chimed. Penthouse suite. They faced the elevator doors, Nick with his Ruger at his side and slightly behind his leather trench coat. The last time Goon had come here, he remembered a foyer with fake geraniums on marble pillars flanking Johnny Two Pair's door, gaudy stuff. That was still the case when the elevator doors rumbled open, but instead of having to knock and wait, Johnny Two Pair was already standing in the open doorway.

      In white silk pajamas, no less. Against the white silk, his skin looked like dark bronze. He was a big guy but not much taller than Nick; his pajamas stretched taut against bulging pecs and thighs. His black fifties pompadour was perfectly styled. When he smiled, which he did now, his fake teeth were so long that they always made Goon think of piano keys, especially because they were darker at the top because he'd gotten the crowns from some back-alley dentist in South America.

      Johnny held up a martini glass filled with blue, crushed ice. "Hey, Nick, my man, I got your favorite martini right …"

      The words trailed off when Nick stuck the suppressor in the middle of Johnny's forehead. Nick was fast with a gun, faster than anyone Goon had ever seen. Then, before Johnny could even gurgle another word, Nick walked the two of them into Johnny's place.

      Scanning the room, seeing no one else, Goon closed the door behind them. Adele was singing "Hello" in a voice so rich and soulful it was like she was in the room. It was a nice place, with a sweeping view of the Hudson from the corner windows, though the mix of white leather couches and midcentury modern furniture was a little odd. Then again, all wise guys were odd. Nick's own music of choice was the Backstreet Boys. Who the hell still listened to the Backstreet Boys? Who had ever listened to the Backstreet Boys?

      "What the hell, Nick!" Johnny finally managed.

      "Shut up," Nick said. No shouting. Nick almost never shouted, and he especially didn't shout on a job. "Get on your knees."

      "What?"

      Nick slapped him with his left hand. So far, Johnny had miraculously managed to hold onto the martini, but now it went flying and shattered on the slate stone floor. The glass didn't go far, but the blue liquid sure did—the white leather, the walnut end table, and all over Johnny Two Pair's bare feet. Fortunately, it didn't get on the brown paper sack perched on the coffee table, which undoubtedly contained the package they'd ostensibly come to collect. Full of cash for Milo, no doubt.

      Most people thought Johnny Two Pair's name had to do with poker, which would have been a good guess given Johnny burned through a lot of dough playing Texas Hold 'Em in Atlantic City, but the truth was much stranger. They called him Johnny Two Pair because apparently his left and right feet were so different that he had to order different shoes, so two pairs instead of one. This was the first time Goon had ever seen the guy in his bare feet, so he took a good look at them.

      They seemed the same to him. Probably just another bullshit story. Even more than money and whores, wise guys loved their bullshit stories.

      "Christ!" Johnny cried, rubbing his already reddening cheek. "Christ, Nick!"

      Nick motioned to the floor with the Ruger. "On your knees or I'll shoot you in the gut instead of putting one between your eyes. You want to bleed out or die quick? Choice is yours."

      That was the moment when it must have finally occurred to Johnny that this was no package pick-up or social visit—that this was, in fact, the last visit of any sort he was ever going to have. He started to blubber and cry, which was pathetic, but it was also riveting. It always amazed Goon how guys like Johnny Two Pair could act so tough and then turn into babies as soon as they were at the other end of the gun.

      It wasn't until Nick glared at Goon that he finally snapped out of it and made a hasty exit toward the hall, which led to the kitchen, the bedroom, and the rest of the house. It smelled of pepper steak and cooked asparagus. Resting on the gray granite kitchen counter was a single, dirty plate, as well as a glass empty except for melting ice cubes. One plate, one glass. Good signs.

      As Goon swept through the kitchen, then the bathroom, checking closets and cabinets, he could make out Johnny Two Shoe begging for his life.

      "You don't have to do this, Nick!"

      "Afraid I do, Johnny."

      "But I got Milo's package! I got it right—"

      "Don't matter. Milo found out about your little side hustle in Key West. Or did you think you could keep that secret? Sneaking in your own girls?" He clucked disapprovingly.

      "Please, Nick. I—I got extra. I been s-s-squirreling some away. I can pay you as much as—"

      "Shut up! I ain't dirty, unlike some guys, so don't make this worse. Just take it like a man. You can do that, can't you, Johnny? You can act like a man at least here at the end?"

      Then Goon was out of earshot, but it didn't really matter, because Johnny was sobbing so much that it was impossible to make out what he was saying anyway. There were two bedrooms, both with closed doors, so Goon was careful when he opened them. The one on the left was the master, with its own magnificent view of both the river and much of the West Village, all of it glittering in the early Fall night. The ensuite and its walk-through closet alone were bigger than Goon's flat in Brooklyn. White marble counters. Terra cotta tiles. The works. There were more men's shoes than Goon had ever seen in one place, but no whores.

      Goon checked the shoes and was surprised to find the story wasn't bullshit after all. The left were size ten, the right size eleven. That raised an interesting question. What did Johnny Two Pair do with all the unused halves? Toss them in the dumpster? Donate them to amputees? What?

      While the master showed no sign of recent activity, the spare bedroom told a different story—and right from the moment he opened the door. A candle in beveled green glass burned on the nightstand, the cedar scent so strong it had obviously been going awhile. The bed was made, but there were sex toys laid out on the downy white bedspread in a neat and tidy fashion, like they were presented for a potential buyer.

      There was nobody there, but the closet was closed. Goon checked under the bed, saw nothing, then stood to the left of the closet door and swung it open, careful to stay out of the path of a potential bullet.

      Nobody shot at him. He did, however, get an answer to the great shoe mystery. Below puffy parkas, sheepskin-lined bomber jackets, and heavy trench coats fit for New England winters, was a huge pile of shoes. A mountain, really. Unlike in the master, where the shoes were laid out as if on display at Macy's, these looked like they'd been tossed in haphazardly. It smelled of rubber, leather, and mothballs. Again, no whores, much to Goon's relief.

      Satisfied, he started to close the door when something green caught his eye.

      It was inside the pile of shoes. It wasn't so much the green that grabbed his attention as that the green momentarily disappeared before appearing again. Goon swallowed. He squatted on his haunches and carefully removed an Italian loafer, one that still contained its cardboard insert.

      A pair of green eyes peered out at him.

      If the eyes had been brown, he might not have noticed them originally, because of all that leather, but the green really stood out. It wasn't just that they were green. They were the greenest green he'd ever seen—not green like emeralds, but green like pine needles, grassy pastures, and the leaves of the maples outside his Brooklyn window in the heart of summer. It was the color of Goon's dreams, for he'd often fantasized about moving somewhere lush and green. Far from New York. Far from Nick, Milo, and all the terrible things he'd done.

      Goon removed a few shoes. A pale, freckled cheek came into view. He cleared out a few more and revealed a strand of curly red hair. Then a bunch of shoes came tumbling down, and he jerked back in surprise, partly at the impromptu avalanche, and partly at what lay underneath all of Johnny Two Pair's discards.

      It was a girl.

      Not a girl as in a woman, the way a lot of guys referred to any broad they could imagine taking to bed, but an actual girl—a little thing dressed in a pink spaghetti strap shirt and denim shorts with a fraying hem. She cowered into herself, tucking spindly freckled arms around spindly freckled legs, a mop of orphan Annie hair spilling over her face.

      She couldn't have been more than seven. Jesus. Goon felt bile rising into his throat.

      "Goon?" Nick called from out front. "What the hell's taking so long?"

      The girl looked up, blinking at him with her enormous green eyes. Goon had a decision to make, and he had to make it fast. If he brought the girl out now, Nick might let her live, because she hadn't actually witnessed a crime yet, and Nick had let some innocent bystanders go in the past. That was only when he didn't have to kill anybody, though. Since Nick was going to ice Johnny Two Pair no matter what, there would be a murder tonight, and that meant the girl, if she lived, could say that they'd been here.

      There was an even worse fate for her, where she would be shipped overseas and bandied about by men even more vile than Johnny Two Pair, but Goon didn't want to think about that. It was bad enough, seeing her hiding in here with sex toys laid out on the bed.

      Then the girl did something unexpected. She raised her right hand, and he saw that she was holding something—a tiny glass figurine. It was a swan. She held it out to him the way she might offer him a piece of candy. Her green eyes were still wide but they were not fearful. There was something hopeful about them, the green of the sea on a warm beach, the green of a wool blanket on a cold night, and Goon, staring back at those eyes, felt something change inside of him. It was like a gear, long out of whack, finally clicking into place.

      He took the swan.
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      Six months earlier, Goon was reading in the laundromat when Maggie walked into his life for the first time.

      He was alone. It was going on ten o'clock on a Tuesday, late enough that he really didn't expect anyone else to show up, especially because it was raining so hard he probably could have just tossed his clothes on the sidewalk with a cup of detergent and saved himself some money. It had been raining like this for days. It was raining so much that it was hard to imagine it not raining, but it was only a week ago that Goon couldn't imagine the dirty snow that had plagued his Brooklyn neighborhood since early February ever going away either. The weather was funny that way.

      He was chewing orange gum to help cover the smell of bleach. The sidewalk, lit from the laundromat windows, gleamed like chrome under the steady patter, but beyond the reach of the light the road was a black chasm. The lighted windows in the brownstones across the street were yellow smudges. His machines were the only ones running, a load in the washer, a load in the dryer, and he always found the sound soothing, but today he could barely hear them over the downpour.

      Maybe it was the rain. Maybe it was the washer. Maybe it was just that he was so engrossed in his book that the outside world disappeared, but he didn't notice that a woman had stepped into the laundromat.

      "Oh, hello," she said.

      Her greeting startled him enough that he actually dropped his book—or rather the book inside the fake dust jacket that he'd used to hide the real book underneath. The hardcover slid out of the jacket and thumped against the yellow tiles. He snatched it up, embarrassed, but not so much because he'd dropped the book but because she'd surprised him. Goon was not used to being surprised. In his line of work, being surprised could get you killed.

      When he finally looked at her, though, he was startled a second time, but not in a bad way. The brunette in the doorway, holding a blue laundry basket piled high with clothes, might have been the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. Even with smeared mascara and wet hair matted to her scalp, she was mesmerizing.

      She was a tiny, bird-like creature, with a long neck and high cheekbones. Her gray hoodie was soaked, but even this enhanced her attractiveness; the wet cotton clung to a fit and slender figure. Her eyes were very dark. Whatever embarrassment Goon felt was washed away as surely as the grime in the gutters, replaced by an attraction so intense that he immediately tried to quash it.

      There was no way a woman like that would be with a guy like him. Not in a million years.

      "Howdy," he said, grinning just a little, careful not to make too much eye contact. From a stranger, most people found too big a smile and too much eye contact unnerving enough. And from Goon? It was downright terrifying. One of the best ways to put people at ease, he'd found, was to make a self-deprecating remark. "Man, I'm such a klutz. Always dropping stuff. You got your pick of the litter tonight." He nodded toward the empty machines.

      "Looks like it," she said. "About having my pick. Not about you being a klutz. I'm not one to talk, though."

      She laughed, and it was a warm, rich laugh, not a nervous chuckle, nothing forced, and that was probably the moment Goon fell in love with her. It was also the moment when he felt more desperately lonely than he'd felt in his entire life, even when he'd finally realized that his mother was never coming back, because the intensity of his longing in the laundromat only made his absolute certainty that someone like her would never be with someone like him that much more painful.

      Figuring she'd want to be left alone, he went back to reading his book and chewing his gum. Since the place was empty, and Goon was in the far back corner, he figured the woman would choose a machine on the other side. He was surprised when she took the one next to his.

      Still, he did his best not to look at her as she loaded the washer—and it was a struggle not to look at her, the way her hips filled out her jeans—until she sat down two seats away from him. This might not have raised any questions if the place was filled, but it was hard to ignore when it was deserted.

      "Man, it sure smells in here," she said.

      "It does," he said.

      "You got any spare gum?"

      "What?"

      "Gum. You're chewing gum."

      "Oh, right."

      "Only if you have extra."

      "Sure, sure, no problem."

      He set his book on his lap and fished out the Trident pack, which he held out to her. When she leaned over to take it, he caught a scent of vanilla—perfume, lotion, it was hard to say—strong enough that he smelled it even over the bleach and his own orange gum.

      After she took a stick, he went back to reading, still figuring she was just being polite. It was kind of nuts, a woman coming here alone so late and sitting next to a guy like him, but maybe being friendly was her way of calming her nerves, so the best thing he could do was be nonthreatening. But that lotion. Man. It was going to drive him nuts.

      He glanced over the top of his book at the time left on his washer. Ten minutes. He had another hour or so of drying after that, but he wondered if he should just take his clothes home and hang dry them. Of course, that would be leaving her alone. Would that really be better?

      "What are you reading?" she asked. "If you don't mind my asking. I'm a reader too. Always looking for a good author."

      Boy, was this woman bold. He closed the book again, staring down at the stupid picture of the stupid actor on the cover, trying to remind himself what crazy ass stuff the guy had done over the years that might end up in a book like this, and drew a complete blank. He couldn't remember a single thing. He couldn't even remember any movies the guy had been in. All he could think about was the smell of vanilla.

      What was up with this woman? Was she a hooker trying to solicit him? She didn't act like a hooker. She didn't have the vibe. Plus no hooker with two brain cells in her head would ever come into a place like this late at night by herself with a guy like him sitting alone at the back. She'd take one look at him and spin on her heels.

      Then, when he looked over at her, he saw something he hadn't noticed before: a purple blotch on her left cheek, just below her eye. The darkness of the bruise meant it was recent, but the lack of puffiness meant it probably hadn't happened today. Yesterday, maybe. She obviously tried to hide the bruise with makeup, but the rain had washed much of her efforts away.

      She must have misread the long pause as he studied her face, because she raised her hands apologetically. "Sorry, I don't mean to bother you," she said.

      "No, no, it's fine."

      "I know I talk too much sometimes. Everybody tells me that. Cute guy like you, you probably come in here late so girls don't bother you, and here I am bothering you. I should just let you read in peace."

      He was struck speechless. Cute guy. Jesus. She actually called him a cute guy. She couldn't mean that.

      "Oh, you know, it's just … a book about some dumb actor." He was doing his best to use his Lennie voice, but it was a real struggle. Right from the start, he wanted to act like his Glen self with this girl, he didn't know why. "It's kind of stupid, I know, but sometimes I'm just sort of, I don't know in the mood for something trashy and—"

      Before he could finish, she snatched it away from him. She was fast with her hands, almost as fast as Nick was with a gun. She studied the book, first smiling
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