
WINSTON

By Rick Powel

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright ©2026 by I Ain’t Your Marionette Press

Published 2026 by I Ain’t Your Marionette Press

Cover Design by Marie Dawn Moldovan

Edited by Marie Moldovan and Joseph Mykut

––––––––
[image: ]


Winston is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events, places, incidents, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental

––––––––
[image: ]


All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

ISBN: 978-1-998213-64-1
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

EPIGRAPH

[image: ]


By Marie Moldovan,

Autor of 20 Years of Winter
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"Who knew the caws would be the toll my heart would pay for ending's bowl to ring the reaper for my will's collection?"
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By Pita Black of Cranberree Ink
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GREETINGS, FELLOW LITERARY travelers,

It is with great excitement and a touch of irony that I present to you "Winston," a mesmerizing narrative crafted by the ever-intriguing "Father of Mannequins," Rick Powell. As an editorial advisor for I Ain't Your Marionette Press, I've had the unique pleasure of diving into this dark and captivating tale.

Picture this: a rundown neighborhood where hope is as rare as a vinyl record in today's digital age. Here lives Julie, a young girl whose days are overshadowed by her mother's new boyfriend—a figure who brings more chaos than comfort. But, as fate would have it, Julie's life takes an unexpected turn.

On one of those seemingly endless, dreary walks home, she crosses paths with Winston, an enigmatic old man whose presence is as captivating as it is mysterious.

Who is Winston? What secrets does he hold that could lift Julie from her adversity? Is he a savior, or a bringer of doom?

"Winston" is a tale of unexpected bonds and the profound impact they can have on our lives. As you flip through these pages, prepare to be drawn into a story where one encounter holds the promise of change.

Rick Powell's storytelling prowess shines through in this book, offering readers a journey filled with mystery and transformation. Trust me, "Winston" will resonate deeply with you, just as it has with me.
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THE SEA OF AUTUMN LEAVES rippled freely as he walked with a steady, tired gait. The day was as cloudy and overcast as the expression on his face. The whispering crunch of his scuffed shoes was the only sound as he made his way toward the old bench, apart from the bare branches overhead clacking and scraping—a language that only the season understands. He had been here before. 

It was odd that the park district had placed a bench so far from the paved bike path that wound laboriously around the forest preserve on this edge of town. Perhaps some youths of questionable nature had placed it there. Or maybe it was positioned by the park district so walkers could rest and enjoy the lush forest all around: a momentary respite before they continued their walk back to their cars in the parking area hundreds of yards away. 

Oddly, this was the only bench. This is where the story began, and this is where it will end.

Arriving at the bench, he sat down with a sigh. Both hands were buried deep in the pockets of his faded, long coat. His body seemed to meld into the bench, as if weighed down by the garment's thick leather. The cuffs of his trousers fluttered in the crisp air while he shifted to find a more comfortable position on the weathered wood. Without a hat, his curly white hair danced to the rhythm of the branches swaying above. 

After clearing his throat and sniffing, he withdrew his right hand and delved into the inner left breast pocket of his coat. From it, he extracted a small, spiral notepad—its cover a gangrenous yellow, dog-eared from use. Digging deeper into the same pocket, he retrieved a pencil, its hue matching the notepad's aged cover.  

"I’m tired," he wrote. 

A stray leaf fell onto his chest, flattening against the white dress shirt he wore. Brushing it away with his hand, pencil still in his fingers, not even glancing at it, his eyes fixed on the notepad before him, he flipped the cover and scanned the pages before stopping at the center of one to see numerous names, indecipherable in his handwriting. Sniffing loudly, he crossed off one name and returned both pad and pencil to their place. Placing his hands back into his coat pockets, he sat there, looking forward. 

Blowing in the wind were various debris—a paper wrapper here, a plastic grocery bag there. All of them flowed by like little beings at play. The man didn’t notice. He only stared and thought again. How long have I been doing this job? Just a moment’s rest, and he would be on his way.  

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. If only he could stop thinking for a few minutes. Just not think about the next job. 
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SHE HAD WALKED THIS path so many times since they moved here three months ago, just to get out of that suffocating apartment.  

Ever since her mom started dating Andy last year, they had had to move twice. And for what? Because "Handy" Andy couldn't find a real job. No, not him. Just side jobs. Whatever he made, he just spent on booze and smokes anyway. The bastard. What did her mom see in him? 

A fast-food cup blew into her path. Crushing it under her loosely laced, weathered Nikes, she walked on, hands deep in the pockets of her grey hoodie. One knuckle was visible through the worn-out hole in the pocket, matching the frayed, random holes in the blue jeans that covered her legs. 

Frowning, she thought, If Andy tries to get 'handy' with me, I’ll scratch his eyes out. She had seen the way he looked at her when her mom wasn’t watching. She had tried to talk to her mom about it once and got slapped. If her dad were alive, he would never have hit her. She had cried all night about that. Sometimes, she hated her mother. 

Walking on the cracked, black pavement, random leaves blew against her legs, a few crunching underfoot as she made her way around the bend.  

Looking up at the branches overhead, their bony limbs clasped together like skeletal hands. She had taken this way before, from school, numerous times. Alone. Sometimes imagining herself as a forlorn princess in a fairy tale, waiting for her knight in shining armor to come galloping around the bend.  

She remembered her dad reading to her in bed years ago. She loved those stories, and his voice always sounded so strong.  

Wiping a tear that had started to flow down her cheek, she thought about him. Five years now. Five years and two of her mom's boyfriends later.  

It’s not fair, she thought as she wiped her flowing brown hair out of her face. In three more years, she would be eighteen. She would get a job and get as far away from this life as possible. 

Making the turn, she saw the bench in the distance that she had passed numerous times before. Odd, she thought. Despite all the times she had walked this way, she had never seen anyone sitting there. It was so far from the pavement; she never thought anyone would use it. 

God, I hope he's not a perv, she thought as she drew closer. She continued walking, giving him a sideways glance as she passed by. He was sitting there, hands in his pockets.  

She felt a little nervous but relaxed momentarily as she saw his head lying back against the top of the bench, his eyes closed, the wind blowing the white curls of his hair, his face towards the cloudy, overcast sky. 

She kept walking, quickening her step as she half-expected to hear the crunching of leaves behind her, imagining him running after her, grabbing her around the neck, and her scream—the loudest she would ever make in her life. 

But the only sounds were her footsteps and the wind in her ears. 

Slowing down, she thought, He's sleeping. He looks so old. So thin. I could probably kick his ass if he even tried anything. 

She turned her head quickly, just to see him in the same spot. From this angle, there was something odd about his face. She thought she saw him breathing. With a slight frown, she continued walking at a steady pace. That coat looks too good for him to be a bum. 

Dammit, she stopped. 
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DARKNESS. JUST A FEW minutes of darkness. Smelling the dead leaves as they fell through the air, kissing his cheek. Just a few more minutes. 

He heard the crunching of leaves but chose to ignore it. Whoever or whatever it was would just pass him by. Just leave him be. He had work to do in a moment. 

A few more minutes in his blessed darkness, just like at— 

"Hey, Mister? You okay?" A young girl's voice. Lifting his head, he opened his heavy lids, looking at her without expression. A humble figure stood there, a few feet away, with her hands in her pockets—a vision of grey and blue, like the sky before a storm. He sensed her apprehension more than he saw it. Her hair was the color of the dead leaves falling around her, her eyes like those of a lost doe in a lonely field.

"Are you okay?" 

Clearing his throat, he said, "Yes. Thank you for your concern. I am just taking a moment's rest. I have much to do, and today is one I haven't enjoyed in quite a while." 

She seemed relieved to hear this. He noticed a relaxation in her demeanor as she heard his voice. Peering strangely at him for a moment, her head tilted just barely to the side, she said, "Oh, okay. It's just that I don't see people here much. I thought you might be sick or something."  

She took a furtive step back, still looking into his eyes. "Well, take care," she said as she started to turn away. 

"It is you who should be careful, young lady," he said, pointing to her feet with a thin finger. She looked down at the untied lace trailing in the leaves like a thin worm trying to hide. 

How did he see that? She thought. 

She looked at him again, into his eyes. God, she thought, I've never seen eyes so weak and sad. So dark and so... tired. So different from the gaze he gave her when she woke him; his voice was deep and strong. That voice brought back memories of a different face, a different time. She no longer felt scared. Even though his face failed to show any expression, she relaxed at that moment. She couldn't say why she did it, but she walked to the bench, far on the other side from him, and, bending down, began tying her lace. 

"Thanks," she said quickly, not looking at him. 

"You are most welcome," he said, with no emotion evident in his words. 

God, she thought. That voice. I've never heard anything like it. It scares and fascinates me at the same time. Turning toward him, she said, "Well, I hope you have a good day. Are you sure you're going to be okay?" 

"Yes," he said, looking down. "I have a job to do. My work is never done." He remained seated as the breeze blew past, not attempting to move. 

A few seconds passed, and she said, "Oh, well, what do you do?" She put her hands back in her pockets and looked at him, her shoulders relaxing as she waited eagerly for his voice, looking at his face. The deep wrinkles and crevices were evident. Even though they were cast downwards, she tried to look into his eyes. For some reason, a sense of something flowed off him like some sort of aura. She couldn't pinpoint it. 

"I give people... comfort," he muttered. 

That's it, she thought. "Oh! So, you're a priest!" Relaxing, she bobbed her head in recognition. A slight smile crossed her lips. 

He chuckled deep in his throat. "No, far from it. I just help people in their time of need." His position hadn't changed. There was a moment of silence, except for the sound of the branches fighting overhead. A crinkled cigarette pack wrapper tumbled to his worn shoe and lay there, like a dog's head on the lap
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