
The Preternatural Plight of

Willoughby Winston

Winthorpe White

––––––––

By Brad D. Sibbersen


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Preternatural Plight of Willoughby Winston Winthorpe White

... A Cautionary Tale

©2022 Brad D. Sibbersen. All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any manner whatsoever without the express written consent of the publisher, save for brief passages quoted in the context of reviews or scholarly works. This book is a work of fiction. All elements are creations of the author, or are used fictitiously. No similarity between any institution, product, or individual, living or dead, is intended or should be inferred, and if such exists is purely coincidental. Published by Inept Concepts.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

... A Cautionary Tale
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On his way home from school one evening, Willoughby Winston Winthorpe White found a face on the ground.
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This was not the sort of thing one expected to find, on the ground, in the quiet residential neighborhood of Notable Pines, where Willoughby lived with his parents and his little sister at 421 North Sherman Oaks Way.

Willoughby looked all around, certain that whomever had lost their face would still be in the immediately vicinity, perhaps searching for it. After all, one could hardly fail to notice the loss of their entire face, even if they were in a terrific hurry.

But there was no one else to be seen on the twilight-empty streets at the intersection of North Sherman Oaks Way and North Park Lane.
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It didn't seem right to leave the face there, where it was in danger of being damaged by a passing car, or worried by the various night animals that made their secret homes in the crevasses of Notable Pines. So, gingerly, reverently, Willoughby picked it up.

It was soft and smooth and flexible, like a snake made out of silk. He rather liked the texture of it as he carefully jiggle-juggled it from one hand to the other. It was a man's face, not old, but not young, either. Clean-shaven. Stern, but tired.

I wonder, thought Willoughby, would there be any harm in trying it on? Would the owner take umbrage at the presumption, or would he understand that Willoughby was simply curious, and meant no disrespect?

After all, an opportunity like this did not tumble out of the sky every day.
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Smoothing the face out, Willoughby carefully held it up in front of his own. This way he could see through the face's eyes, and while the world appeared essentially the same when viewed this way, there were some differences as well. Some colors were subtly richer, for example, others more subdued. He experienced a brief but powerful wave of malaise as he continued to examine the world through those eyes, and he couldn't help but wonder if the owner was in some ways relieved to have misplaced his face for a time, if this was the effect it had on him.

Yes, Willoughby decided. He would try the face on. Just for a moment.
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It felt good as he pressed it to his own face, smooth and cool, and it gently adhered and remained in place with no effort on his part, like transparent plastic film. Willoughby looked up, down, all around. He looked at the sky and the faint, ghostly stars only just now appearing there. He looked at the grass, green-purple in the fading light. He looked at houses and traffic signs and shrubbery and the grate that drained water from the street into the storm drain after a heavy rain. It was interesting to see all these mundane things through someone else's eyes.
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But now the streetlights were wearily stuttering on, and the moon was visible in the sky, a harsh, scolding crescent. He should be getting home. He was already later for supper.

He took one step and then froze.

No, something told him, home is that way. Except it wasn't. It was this way. His body would not listen to his brain though, and Willoughby turned around and began walking in the opposite direction, away from the house at 421 North Sherman Oaks Way. He knew he was going the wrong way, and yet, somehow, he was also going the right way, or, perhaps the more right way, which was, inarguably, the less right way. It was all very confusing. Of course his thoughts on the matter hardly, well, mattered, as he had no control over his treacherous feet, and couldn't reorient himself no matter how hard he tried.
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Willoughby walked and walked, and walked some more, leaving Notable Pines far behind. Houses slid by, and businesses and freeways and parking lots. He passed by warehouses and vacant lots and apartment buildings, navigating streets he had never seen and others he had also never seen but that haunted him with a strange familiarity. He was in the city now, and eventually he reached his apparent destination – a four-story building of brown brick at the end of a dark, crooked street. The street lights here did not work. An angry dog he could not see barked hesitantly at him.
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This must be where the owner of the face lives, Willoughby reasoned. The face brought me here because it wants me to return it to him. He reached up to remove the face but when he touched it it held fast. Not entirely wanting to, he walked up the steps and tugged at the door to the four-story building. It was locked. "Hello!" he called out in a voice that wasn't his own. "Hello?!"

"Did you ferget your keys again?" someone chastised from above. "You'd ferget your head if it weren't attached! Ferget your soul!"
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The door buzzed and Willoughby pulled it open. He climbed three flights of stairs, turned left, and opened another door with a canted number eight on it. Behind the door was a studio apartment furnished with a ratty, upholstered chair, its plush innards spilling out of multiple gashes like foam guts; a bed that folded up into the wall; and a bookshelf with no books on it. There was a framed picture hanging on one wall, a picture of a person doing strange things, and on the other wall was a clock. The position of the clock's hands suggested that it was approximately ten thirty, but the clock was a novelty: the numbers printed on its face were all in the wrong place. And some of them weren't even numbers Willoughby recognized at all. So he could only be certain that it was nighttime.
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Willoughby was very tired, and he'd always wanted to sleep in one of those beds that folded up into the wall, but this bed was mussed up and very dirty, so he sat down in the upholstered chair instead. He stared at the clock. Maybe the man who belonged here would come home soon, and Willoughby could give him back his face and then go home. Probably, the man was out somewhere looking for it right now, and would be very happy to have it returned. Maybe he would even offer Willoughby a ride, or let him call his parents. He should call his parents now, he thought dimly, but he didn't see a telephone and he had no phone of his own. "Not until you're fourteen," his parents had said. They probably wouldn't recognize him wearing someone else's face anyway. Probably they would think he was a con man, trying to trick them. So he waited.
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When Willoughby woke up – for he had fallen asleep in the upholstered chair – the sun was coming up. The hands on the novelty clock suggested that it was a quarter past eight.

It was time for him to go to work.
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Rising, not bothering to eat or shower or change clothes or any of those things people generally did when they rose, Willoughby left the apartment, not locking it, and trudged back down the three flights of stairs. Reaching the street he turned left, then right, guided by some inner knowledge, until he found himself descending wide, cracked stairs into what appeared to be a subway station, despite the fact that, so far as he knew, there was no subway in the city.

All this time
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