WINSTROM
By
J.T. Cummins
Smashwords Edition
Published by PopPix
Los Angeles, California
COPYRIGHT
Winstrom Copyright © 2010 James Thomas Cummins. All rights reserved. No part of this book/story may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
LICENSE NOTICE
This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
CONTACT
E-mail J.T. at: jt@jtcummins.com, or visit J.T. online at: www.jtcummins.com
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
J.T. Cummins is a thriller author and screenwriter. He writes e-fiction exclusively for the digital market. His e-books include Cobblestones, The Jitters, Minus Four and Weaker Sex (co-written with Douglas Nabors a producer of the Emmy winning TV series Monk). J.T. is also the screenwriter-director of the horror movie classic The Boneyard. A former Hollywood FX artist, J.T.’s work appears in The Thing, House, Strange Invaders, Enemy Mine, and many others.
As a writer, J.T.’s diverse creative background manifests itself in an aggressive narrative style that merges the immediacy of the screenplay and the intimacy of the novel. Utilizing an active voice and minimal exposition, J.T. creates lean, mean, mind’s eye movies geared to a busy, modern audience that enjoys reading smart, fast paced, exciting fiction — all in about the time it takes to watch a feature length motion picture.
PROLOGUE
Nearly hidden amongst the autumn hues and hilly terrain of Blue Ridge Mountain forest and farmland is a small, weather-beaten shack. Warm firelight shines from her windows and bids all benevolent strangers welcome. From inside, soft voices carry across the valley…
“Jacoboc Bean,” ninety-nine-year old Emma Winstrom says weakly. “Ya must’a come a runnin’.”
“For you,” soothes the southern drawl of the seventy-six-year old backwoodsman. “Anytime, anywhere.”
“On this death bed I fear for us all.”
“Shhh, Emma. Precautions will be taken.”
“The best laid plans can fail. You know as well as I that good folk attract bad things when the month of October dies — draws ‘em in like a magnet.” Unable to help herself, Emma coughs horribly.
“Don’t strain yourself, ol’ girl. Rest.”
“Soon enough,” Emma whispers. “But before I do, I ask of you one final request; the gift I leave behind must be taken to my grandson. As my only livin’ relative, he must have it.”
“But, he knows nothin’. You saw to that.”
“I was foolish to shelter him,” Emma wheezes.
“You did what you felt was right.”
“Will he see that? My strengths ‘n weaknesses run in his blood. If the worst should happen, Jacob, you must make him understand. I’ve lived a long full life, my dear friend. I have few regrets; see to it that I have none in death.
Somewhere off on the horizon thunder rolls and rumbles.
~~~~
On the lip of a rain barrel, a sleek black cat eavesdrops through a dusty bedroom window pane. Beyond the dusty glass, wiry Jacoboc Bean sits on a stool at Emma’s bedside, his back to the window, head down in mourning. In one hand he holds a wide brim hat, in the other; a paper cup of tobacco expectorant.
With teary-eyes, the eldest of three Nursemaids secures an oblong, seven-inch by three-inch, hand hewn wooden jewel box with twine. Reverently she hands the box to Jacob.
Then, as if suddenly aware of some unseen presence, Jacob stiffens, turns, and looks out the bedroom window.
Caught, Totem hisses and pounces into the night.
“No,” Jacob cries out in anguish and bolts past the startled Nursemaids. With an agility that belies his age, Jacob storms through the arcane bric-a-brac of the main room, kicks open a screen door and bursts out onto the shack’s front porch.
Several yards away, the black cat breaks from the yard’s overgrown grass.
“God damned, yellow-eyed, hellspawn!” Jacob curses, and gives chase.
For a moment, the elderly man and Totem run parallel across the yard, cut-off from one another by the properties picket fence.
“Who sent you, evil bastard? Tell me now! Who — ”
With a twitch of its tail, the cat veers to the left, darts into the woods, and vanishes.
“Damn you,” Jacob growls and slows to a stop to catch his breath. “Damn you…” he repeats quietly and eyes the dark mountain range. “Whoever you are.” In contempt, Jacob spits a glob of chaw into the rich brown, North Carolina dirt.
~~~~
Dead leaves barely rustle as Totem skitters from the forest, and like oil, slips effortlessly between the rusty iron bars of a hilltop cemetery gate. With the bravado that only the sure-footed possess, the cat threads himself through the crumbly remains of pre-Civil War tombstones, and then hops atop the lip of a mossy stone vault and sits.
From beneath the limbs of a forlorn willow, a figure clad in a knee-length, frumpy coat hobbles toward Totem. Held in the crook of the bent figure’s arm is a pressed black suit. Gently, the ancient crone sets the clothes next to the cat. “Now, dear, loyal Totem…” she purrs as the handsome, yet devilish face of aristocratic Daniel Coffin appears from the shadows behind her. “Tell old Mambo Tandy and Mr. Coffin…everything.” Tandy smiles, and in her effort, displays a mouthful of dental decay.
~~~~
With a knapsack slug over a weary shoulder and a lit oil lantern in-hand, Jacob appears atop the crest of a grassy hillock. Content that the coast is clear, he waves the lantern above his head. On cue, a small funeral procession appears over the rise, a hand hewn coffin between them. Quietly, the two dozen mourners drift down into the crook of a gully where they vanish like apparitions into the ground fog.
Left alone atop the hillock, Jacob produces the jewel box from his jacket pocket, weighs it thoughtfully in a hand worn by decades of field labor, and then turns and heads off for parts unknown.
~~~~
Hidden from the eyes of the outside world, runic symbols mark ancient tombstones within the shadowy clearing of a tangle of deadfall.
With double-barrel shotguns slung over their shoulders, backwoods locals Camen and Irl keep watch over a stone burial vault lit by two hundred white ceremonial candles.
Ominously, a soft breeze kicks up and gently snuffs out the many flickering flames.
Alert, the two men tense and bring their weapons to bear.
Barely audible at first, growls rise from the dark wood and a thousand cat eyes open on the periphery of the deadfall.
Cut-off on all sides, Camen and Irl shift anxiously, but stand their ground.
Shadows fall across the deadfall’s entrance and Mambo Tandy and a huge Negro chauffer clad in a black suit, white shirt and tie step into view.
“Snip, snap,” Tandy rhymes. “Your deaths will be so black.”
Irl lifts his gun, but he’s far too slow.
With a cock of Tandy’s head, an explosive force blasts the two men through the roof of the deadfall and over the treetops. Seconds later, distant impacts retort and then silence.
With a victorious cackle, Mambo Tandy scrambles atop Emma’s stone vault lid and dances a jig. Horribly, her gleeful laughter incites a chorus of satisfied yowls from Totem and the sea of felines. Together their mingled voices create a cacophonous drone that echoes unnervingly across the ancient mountain range.
ONE
Snug in a quiet, Los Angeles foothill neighborhood, well back from the other homes, stands a two-story Craftsman, her windows dark. On her porch a bench swing creaks softly, while dried autumn leaves blown by hot Santa Anna winds skitter across the floorboards.
Inside the second-story den, a scrappy tabby grooms himself atop a high-end stereo system while speakers thrum in the service of a saccharin child’s sing-along-song.
Asleep on the sofa, still clad in slacks, shirt, and loosened tie is twenty-six-year old Nathan Hamlin. On his chest rests several “sing-along/read-along” booklets.
Unexpectedly, the compact disc in the player begins to fibulate and hiccups the word “wor-ry,” over and over.
Annoyed, even in his repose, Nathan stirs and awakens. “Market research,” he grumbles and fumbles for the remote control at his side. “How can kids listen to this?” With a push of a button, he silences the stereo and sits up. Inadvertently, the booklets and discs on his chest slide-off and scatter everywhere. “Crap,” Nathan curses with irritation. “It's all crap.”
Scratch seems to reply with an agreeable meow.
“Exactly,” Nathan shoots back and rises to his feet. Stretching, he crosses to a desk where he switches on a lamp and plops down into a work chair. Half-awake, he yawns, rubs the sleep from his eyes and considers several crude sketches of a women’s elderly face rendered on a page of an open art pad. While obviously the work of an amateur, the portraits are all incomplete in one way or another. Some miss eyes, another a mouth, a nose, while others have no features at all — almost as if the subject’s face were a puzzle the artist’s memory could not solve.
With a deep breath, Nathan steels himself against further disappointment and picks up a pencil and begins to draw. Unfortunately, he applies too much pressure and the pencil lead snaps. In frustration, Nathan rips the page from the pad, crumples it, and tosses the ball. No Michael Jordan, the wad bounces off the rim of a waste basket that brims with similar efforts and skips across the floor.
Not one to miss an opportunity to hone his predatory skills, Scratch leaps to the floor and bats the paper-ball around.
Nathan snorts contemptuously. “At least it’s good for something.”
Suddenly, a soft breeze moans through the eaves and seems to whisper; “Naaa-thaaan...”
Unnerved, Nathan looks toward the open French doors that lead to a small balcony. “Hello?”
Thankfully, no one replies.
His curiosity piqued, Nathan cautiously walks out onto the balcony. At the rail, he looks out across the quiet neighborhood. Eerily, there’s not a soul in sight. His only greeting that of the radiant eye sockets and toothy grins of three jack-o’-lanterns perched on a neighbor’s front porch stoop.
Forebodingly, the hairs on the nape of Nathan’s neck bristle and prompt him to hurry back inside. As an afterthought, he locks the balcony doors behind him. Safe within his domicile, Nathan pauses at his desk for a moment, and then struck by the guest visit of some unknown muse, sits and begins to draw with enthusiasm.
TWO
Nathan’s Toyota screeches into a parking lot in the shadow of a modern, two-story glass building that bears the playful jack-in-the-box logo of “Gee Whiz Toys.” After swerving to avoid a departing UPS delivery truck, the Toyota deftly zips into a parking space marked “Nathan Hamlin - Accountant.”
Late for work, Nathan scrambles from his vehicle with his coffee mug, briefcase, and sports jacket in-hand. Opening the back door, he adds a large portfolio and a box of the “read-along/sing-along” CD booklets to his burden. With difficulty, Nathan navigates the lot, clumsily manages to push open the front door, and enters the main corridor of Gee Whiz Toys. Once inside, he’s swept up in the arterial flow of activity that buzzes the main corridor.
Margot Klenner, a bookish twenty-five-year old whose beauty is hidden behind huge, ugly eyeglasses, stands behind the reception desk hanging Halloween decorations. When she spies Nathan, she perks up noticeably and attempts to speak through clenched lips holding far too many push-pins. “Naphum!”
Nathan stops and backtracks a few steps. “Morning, Margot. What’s up?”
“Dose accon whirrports?”
Nathan frowns.
Suddenly aware that she’s not understood, Margot spits the push pins into her open palm. “The annual account reports. Mr. Gee wants them this afternoon. Will they be finished?”
“Done,” he says and begins to backpedal down the corridor. “I’ll put them on Gee’s desk. Did the meeting start yet?”
“Half an hour ago.” As an afterthought, she shouts after him. “Don’t forget about Gee’s Halloween party tomorrow night.”
“Sorry, no costume.”
“No excuses!”
Nathan shrugs and ducks through a side door. Inside, the conference room is filled to capacity with seated, eager designers waiting patiently to pitch their concepts. Upfront, leaning against a wooden stool is pudgy, badly wigged Edgar Gee. Earnest and attentive, he listens patiently to a young toy designer who is in the midst of completing his product presentation. “...and, it’s perfectly safe. No sharp edges, all vinyl.”
At the back of the room, hogging an extra seat with his expensive suit jacket, smug-looking, twenty-eight-year old Gram Newell notices Nathan who searches for an empty seat. “Thanks for takin’ a listen,” Gram whispers to Nathan. “Sincerely. We’ll talk.”
Much to Gram’s distress, Nathan takes the seat next to him and sits on his tailored jacket. “You mind?” Gram says in disbelief.
“No,” Nathan replies with a sly grin. “Not at all.” For affect, he bounces a few times. “Comfy.”
Upfront, the young designer continues; “As an action game, I believe this has plenty of play value, and has the appeal to translate across platforms. With the addition of a few more aggressive elements, it might even make a good candidate for our electronic arts division. That’s my pitch. Thanks for listening.”
The presentation complete, fellow designers applaud, and Mr. Gee glances at his mousy executive aid. “I like it. Have it costed will ya, Herman?”
“Right away, Mr. Gee,” Herman says dutifully.
As the young designer leaves the floor, Mr. Gee faces the room. “Anyone else have a game they’d like to present before we move on to the infant line?”
Tentatively, Nathan raises his hand.
Mr. Gee looks a bit caught off-guard. “Uh, sure, Nathan. Show us what ya got.”
Gram leans over and whispers to Nathan. “What’s up? Number crunching not good enough for you?”
“You wanted my input,” Nathan whispers back to Gram. “Well, these suck!” Purposely, Nathan heaves the heavy crate onto Gram’s lap. Hit below the belt, Gram grimaces and shifts uncomfortably.
Portfolio in tow, Nathan wades through the chairs and takes his place at the podium. “Thanks Mr. Gee.” Nervous, Nathan clears his throat. “Well, as you all know, I’m no toy designer —”
Gram snorts derisively from the back row.
“Uh...um,” Nathan stammers, but then recovers. “But, I had this idea that I thought I’d share. I was just thinking that there aren’t enough interactive action games out there. I mean, something that might appeal to the older urban kid.” Nathan unzips his portfolio. “So, I came up with this.”
Nathan turns his open portfolio toward the crowd and reveals a crude illustration of a young boy who presses a huge, cartoonish gun against his temple.
“‘Russian roulette for kids!’” he says cheerily.
THREE
Nathan crumples his presentation sketch, and shoves it deep inside his office trash basket.
“Man, oh man,” Gram says from his perch on the edge of Nathan’s desk. “Sincerely, you never cease to amaze me.”
In an attempt to avoid further discussion, Nathan conducts busy work around his office
“There’s a good reason for market research, you know?” As an example, Gram pats the CD crate he holds at his side. “Take these babies for example. Months of dedicated research prove it’s what preschooler's want.”
“That doesn’t make it good.”
“Oh, you’re such a grown-up — you and your tax tables and calculators. I’ll bet your first toy was an abacus.”
“I didn’t have toys, or belongings. I was a raised a ward of the state.”
“That explains a lot.”
“Gram, do you have a point? I’m busy, I don’t have time for this.”
“Really? Seems to me that’s part of your problem. ‘All work and no play makes Nathan Hamlin a very, VERY dull boy.’”
Nathan snorts derisively.
“Hey, don’t you get it? Toys stimulate the imagination — open new worlds. Sincerely, when’s the last time you saw some magic, eh?” Gram absently picks up Nathan's sketch pad and thumbs through it. “Something so mystifying you couldn’t believe your eyes?”
“Last Thursday when I signed off on your pay check. Gram, don’t you have anything better to do?”
“Beside irritating you? Nah.” Gram stops when a drawing catches his eye. “What’s this?”
For the first time, Nathan sees that Gram holds his pad. “Hey! That’s personal.”
“Alright, alright. Don’t have a conniption.” Gram turns the drawing toward Nathan. On its surface is a skillfully rendered sketch of a kind-faced old woman. “I see you’re taking drawing lessons?”
Angry, Nathan snatches away the sketch book.
“Sincerely. Who is it?”
“My grandmother. She died when I was just a kid.”
“Too bad. Mine was a tough ol’ bird. Lived to be a hundred. We should be so lucky.”
“That’s a long time to get to know someone. I barely even remember my Gramma. But still, I miss her.”
“Mr. Hamlin,” Gram says in mock surprise. “Don’t tell me there’s a heart in that scrawny chest of yours after all? Maybe you’re not the lost cause you appear to —
Knock, knock.
The two men turn and see rotund Mr. Gee standing in Nathan's open office doorway.
“Boys. I’m not interrupting, am I?”
“No,” Nathan says wearily. “Not at all, Mr. Gee.” Nathan forces the crate into Gram’s arms. “Gram was just leaving.”
“That’s right,” Gram exclaims for the benefit of his boss's ears. “People to see, places to go, work to be done.” As Gram hustles out, he rattles the crate and whispers an aside to Mr. Gee. “Nathan loved em’, by the way. Sincerely.”
“He’s a little old for the preschool market, don’t you think?”
Gram sighs sadly. “That I have just discovered.”
“Out.”
Gram exits and immediately bumps into Margot in the hall. “Hey there, young at heart, Margot. I’d love to get your opinion on something.”
Margot looks like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car and she scurries away.
Not one to be ignored, Gram hurries after her. “Oh, c'mon. It'll only take a couple of hours — tops!”
Mr. Gee sighs, and quietly closes the door. “How he ever got into my company, I'll never know.”
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