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      In the beginning, I wanted to write like Harlan Ellison. The first story of his that I read, “The Beast That Shouted Love at the Heart of the World,” ignited my desire to become a writer. A day later, I started scribbling my first paragraphs.

      As I read more and more of Ellison’s spectacular works, I became more and more inspired. And intimidated. And overwhelmed at the magnificence of stories like “The Whimper of Whipped Dogs,” “Paladin of the Lost Hour,” and “Jeffty is Five.”

      Ah, “Jeffty is Five.” If the Devil had come along and in exchange for my soul offered me the ability to write a story anything close to its equal, I wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      So I tried to write like Harlan Ellison. Which was (and is) impossible. I tried to capture that passion, emotion, empathy, style, wit, and more than anything, that sense of perfect reality even within a story of the fantastic. I failed miserably, of course.

      I didn’t consider writing any other genre even though I had found the masters of mystery and suspense: John D. MacDonald’s Travis McGee series, Robert B. Parker’s Spenser novels (in my own Bostonian back yard, no less), Ed McBain’s 87th Precinct series, and so many more. I equated mystery and suspense to novels—I hadn’t yet found the mystery digest magazines—and I…did…not…write…novels.

      Anytime I did muster the courage to try writing a novel, by the time I got to page fifty—if I even got that far—I would go back and read in horror and despair what I’d produced. It was always utterly wretched. (Trust me on this one. Utterly wretched. Totally unreadable. There is no room for dissenting opinion here.)

      I would conclude yet again that I had no talent and I was wasting my time. Sometimes I would go back to short stories. More often, I’d quit writing entirely. What was the point? I was hideous! Months would pass before writing inevitably coaxed me back.

      Come back into my arms, writing would call to me, and let me crush your spirit all over again.

      I’d return to writing short stories (having once again sworn off novels forever) because the passion still burned. Yeah, that passion just would not go away. Even if, as lovers went, writing was as heartless as they come. The ultimate in unrequited love. Even if for the longest time my short stories sucked, too.

      I kept at it. Mostly doing everything wrong, unintentionally holding myself back. But I kept at it. Over time, my craft finally began to improve, inch by painful inch. I still couldn’t give my stories away, but they were a stronger level of unpublishable. Some were humorous—as in I was trying to make people laugh, as opposed to they were laughing at me—but otherwise they remained stories of the fantastic.

      Like Harlan’s.

      Except for that quality thing. Except for anyone ever wanting to read them.

      It wasn’t until I fell under the ever-so-fortunate tutelage of Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith—the two mentors to whom I owe my writing career—that I began to write in other genres. Cautiously at first, but with increasing frequency and enthusiasm. And also with increasing levels of skill. (I even attempted novels, completed them, and sold them! But that’s another story for another time.)

      Eventually, I found my instincts pointing me to mystery and suspense first, not last. What had once been the rare exception became my default. Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine bought and published “Huram’s Temple.” Pulphouse did the same for “Looking for the Bastard,” as did Fiction River for “City of Sin Strangler,” “The Kids Keep Coming,” and my biggest breakthrough of all, “Death in the Serengeti.” You’ll find all those stories between these covers.

      Now, I feel that my best work is in this field. It’s taken me a long, long time to get here, but mystery and suspense feels like home.

      
        
        —David H. Hendrickson

        Boston, MA

        March 14, 2019
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      This is the only story I’ve ever written inspired by a piece of art.

      I’ve heard accounts from the pulp era of writers rushing to science fiction magazine offices as soon as they heard the new batch of cover art had arrived. They’d then pitch the story they would write to match the cover, improvising as they went along, and hope for the assignment. A writer getting to the offices too late—after all the good, or at least passable, pieces had been taken—would have to somehow conjure feigned inspiration upon viewing the worst of the worst, the art no one else wanted anything to do with, and come up with something that would get them the assignment.

      Hey, it’s what writers did in that era to be able to pay the rent and buy the groceries. No doubt, I’d have gone hungry. Not exactly the quickest thinker on my feet anyway, I never could have improvised a story idea while staring at an alien blob or whatever else passed for the worst of the worst art in that era. Perhaps I just haven’t tried it enough, but I don’t get story ideas from art.

      With this one exception.

      I’d gotten an assignment to write for an anthology with the theme of “stolen.” The story could be of any genre, but it had to hit that theme. At about the same time, I saw a haunting photograph of a train station taken by my talented high school friend Matt Muise (www.matthewmuisephotography.com). The train station was in the downtown section of the tough, gritty city we grew up in, Lynn, Massachusetts (of “Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin” fame).

      As someone who took the late train many a time from Lynn back into school in Boston, I can attest to that station having an ominous feel to it even without Matt’s special-effects magic. All those decades ago, I felt certain it was only a matter of time before I got mugged, no matter how much I tried to portray a badass, don’t-mess-with-me persona. (Or as much of a badass persona as a clean-cut, MIT geek could manage.) The mugging never happened, but my pulse rate always eased back to normal when the train doors closed with me inside, heading for the relative safety of Boston. (Yeah, you read that right.)

      Matt’s magic, however, took an already spooky train station at night, mixed in an eerie glow, and produced a whole new level of dread. You can see it on the e-book cover to this story, recently released as an individual title (www.books2read.com/lookingbastard).

      “Looking for the Bastard” was the product of pairing the theme of stolen with Matt’s brilliant photograph. As it turned out, the story wasn’t quite what the editor of that anthology was looking for, but to my delight it was quickly snapped up by Pulphouse, the legendary, recently revived magazine. It became my first of what will be numerous appearances in those revered pages.
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      I’m standing on the platform. Alone. Looking for the bastard.

      Walked up the twenty-one cracked and crumbling concrete steps to get here from the deserted street below, leaning hard on the rusted, black handrail.

      Don’t see nothing, other than the usual: crushed-out cigarette butts, white-splattered pigeon droppings, a crumpled bag from McDonald’s, and a used condom over near the graffiti-covered cement wall.

      The place smells of urine. Maybe my own sweat, too. It was hot today, almost ninety and humid. I ain’t had a good, hot shower in a while. Ain’t had a good meal in a while, neither.

      But I pay that no mind.

      ’Cause I’m looking for the bastard.

      Looking for him through a darkness broken only by the haunting glow cast by the floodlights spaced fifty feet apart, humming their high-pitched tune above my mostly bald, black head. Further off down the platform, at the end where the floodlights can’t quite penetrate the darkness and the weeds poke out of the concrete cracks, rats squeal.

      My tired bones creak as I move my scrawny ass in little more than a shuffle toward the dark gray trash bin of my nightmares. Overflowing, it’s chained to one of the puke-green pillars that rise to the metal overhang above, an overhang that sounds like drum beats when it rains. The trash bin smells of its garbage, not quite ripe but still garbage. I poke about, but see nothing.

      I scratch the gray whiskers on my face and move closer to the tracks. I look across to the red-brick three-story factory building a couple hundred feet away, but no lights are on. I look down at the tracks to make sure the bastard ain’t down there, the toes of my scuffed and tattered brown shoes on the three-inch-wide, yellow caution line. But he ain’t there.

      Caution.

      Now that’s a word for ya.
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      Some who don’t understand what it’s like for people like us say we shouldn’t ever play the lottery. Should spend that money on food and rent and clothes and shoes for our feet. They may have a point, but they don’t know what it’s like to have no hope, to be like a drowning man whose head finally pokes above water, but before he even gets a chance to gulp so much as a single breath of air, a large wave or a strong, hateful hand slams him back under.

      That’s what I felt like back before everything changed. On the wait list for a place in the projects cause we couldn’t afford the rent. A trip to the grocery store didn’t never get no cheaper. And little Angie, our only child, a sweet nine-year-old girl who wouldn’t hurt a fly, seemed to outgrow her clothes fast as we could buy them, and not just cause she was chubby. And when she needed the medicine, it was like taking my whole paycheck and flushing it down the toilet.

      Ain’t like we was spending our money on trips to A-ruba.

      So every now and then, I’d spend a dollar I shouldn’ta spent on a lottery ticket. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help myself. I just needed a little bit of hope, you know?

      Hope that I’d actually bust out of that overwhelming wave and actually get to breathe.

      And you know what? The most blessed miracle ever came down from Heaven above.

      Or so I thought.

      I won! Over six hundred and fifty thousand dollars!

      Six hundred and fifty…thousand…dollars.

      Course I coulda taken it in something they called an annuity where they’d pay me a little each year, but a man like me who’s been lied to and cheated what feels like every day of his life ain’t taking no annuity.

      Give me the cash money and let me breathe, man, let me breathe!

      I tell you, there was a lot of tears in our kitchen the night I brought home that check and showed it to my wife, Gerty—a thin, tired-looking woman with an almost constant look of sadness in her eyes—and then to Angie. Gerty certainly didn’t look tired anymore and that look of sadness in her eyes was gone. I don’t know if I ever seen her happier, except the day Angie was born. We was all crying and laughing and jumping up and down for joy.

      ’Specially Angie. Her mother, and other busybodies who can’t seem to mind their own business, would tell her not to be so loud all the time. Shush, girl. Tone it down. You embarrassing.

      But her mother wasn’t telling Angie to tone it down that night even as that little butterball of sweetness whooped it up as loud as a jet airplane taking off.

      Whoo-ee. Our joy was complete.

      I was half a mind to go down to the plant and tell the super—a white man named Joe Gordon who’d walk over his momma and grandma, too, just to get ahead, and who hadn’t minded walking all over the likes of me—that he could take his goddamned job and stick it somewhere.

      But I ain’t stupid.

      Six hundred and fifty thousand dollars is a lot of money, a whole lot more than just a life preserver tossed to this drowning man, but not enough to live on for the rest of your life. Not even if you’re single, much less a man with a wife and a nine-year-old girl.

      So I wasn’t going to be a fool and quit my job or be a real damned fool and punch that Joe Gordon right in the nose, like he deserved. I was still gonna show up each day, put in my time, and keep collecting that paycheck.

      I might have a whole different goddamned attitude, I’ll tell you that. A whole different goddamned attitude. But I wasn’t gonna get myself fired or nothing stupid like that. I was gonna mind my business and take care of business.

      And that’s exactly what I did.

      Didn’t even let that damned Joe Gordon know I won six hundred and fifty thousand dollars, though he found out—word gets around about that sort of thing—and he kinda looked at me different for a while there, as if he was expecting me to punch him in the mouth like he deserved.

      But I was smart. I was finally able to breathe the air about me. And even if it wasn’t no sweet mountain air or no rich Beverly Hills air with the smell of chlorine in the pools and rose bushes and bark mulch in the flower bed, it was air.

      Gritty, dirty city air, but air.

      I could breathe.

      Until Angie disappeared and the bastard left his ransom note in our mail slot.

      Hey Rich Man,

      If you ever want to see your little girl again, be near your phone at 7:30 tonight for the next directions.

      NO COPS! If I even think I see one of them, I’ll cut your little girl open like a plump Thanksgiving Day turkey.
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      Took a long time to get the six hundred thousand in cash. Not the full six hundred and fifty thousand. The bastard, his voice coarse and distorted over the phone, had laughed and said he assumed I’d spent fifty grand already, a fool like me always does that, and if I hadn’t, wasn’t he a nice guy leaving me all that dough?

      So I bought me a briefcase, a cheap one, dark brown with no lock—never had reason to own a briefcase before that—and I packed all that money in it. Had Gerty drive me to the train station. We didn’t say nothing. Didn’t look at each other.

      Didn’t have to.

      Couldn’t.

      Just sat in the darkness of the car down below the station, parked along the curbside, and waited, looking up at it every few seconds, our hearts pounding even while they were breaking. Sweat formed on our foreheads, the air heavy and warm. My fists clenched and unclenched. Beside me, Gerty softly sobbed.

      The 9:58 p.m. train arrived in a whoosh of air, noisy and screeching. What felt like several lifetimes later, it left. Several lifetimes after that, a couple emerged from the concrete stairwell and walked the couple hundred yards down the street to the commuter parking lot.

      Several lifetimes after that, I walked up the twenty-one stairs alone, the briefcase in one hand and the plastic bag of trash I’d brought, following the bastard’s directions, in the other. They felt like they weighed a couple hundred tons, but that was nothing compared to how heavy my heart felt.

      Not because I cared about the money.

      Oh, I cared about the money, all right. There was six hundred thousand dollars inside that briefcase, after all. That money had let me breathe, given me hope for our family’s future.

      Angie’s future. She could get her crooked teeth fixed. She could go to college. Be something more than her father, just a poor, dumb laborer at the plant who got lucky with a couple numbers on a ticket.

      She could be anything.

      But it was turning out that money wasn’t going to let me breathe. Wasn’t going to let my little girl get her teeth fixed or go to college and make something out of herself. This drowning man had gotten his couple gulps of air, but now a hateful, cruel hand was thrusting him down beneath the waves one last time, this one for good.

      So much for luck.

      All I wanted now was to get my little girl back. To hell with the goddamned money, just so long as I got Angie back. So I’d said nothing to the police. Didn’t trust them to protect my little girl. I’d seen too many things in my lifetime to trust them at all.

      So I was on my own. Nobody but me up here and Gerty down in the car.

      I was alone here on the platform, but the bastard had to be here or nearby somewhere. Had to be watching me somehow, perhaps from a window in the old, red-brick three-story factory building on
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