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Tales of the Normal


Introdution

The stories that follow aren’t exactly fairy tales, but they aren’t exactly not fairy tales. Maybe they’re fables, I thought. But I looked up the definition of fables: fables are supposed to have a moral at the end, so these aren’t fables, either. What they are is an acknowledgment that people’s ordinary, daily lives are often low-grade horrible on a regular basis. 

So if you want someone to stand up and say, “My boss makes me work, even when I’m sick,” “Some people shift the blame for their bad behavior onto you,” or even just “Gift cards suck and here’s why,” then I’ve got a short, mundane horror story for you.

Note: This project started out as a writing challenge. I took one item per day from a list of “100 Things I Love” written by some poor, hapless soul who had no idea that I was doing so (so I won’t share the list!).  The “normal” things are given in parentheses after the story titles.


Day 1: JUST ANOTHER MONDAY MORNING HELL (Coffee)

So I’m just about to drink this cup of coffee at work when all of a sudden my hand melts. I’m left-handed. I reach for the handle of my coffee mug—which is plain on the outside but has You’ve been poisoned! on the bottom in the inside, which I bought in an effort to keep my coworkers from stealing my mug—and my fingers grasp the handle and then the handle just kind of slowly slides through them, not like I’m a ghost but like I’m butter, I’m left with most of my pinky and thumb and the stubs of the rest of my fingers, and some lumps of pinkish goo running down the side of the bland white mug and plopping onto the desk. My wedding ring falls off the stub of my ring finger and lands on the top of the paper towel I was using as a coaster with a clunk. And I’m sitting there, looking at my fingers, and thinking, Surely I’m more than this, more than a piece of waxwork. It doesn’t hurt. I mean, ten seconds ago I was holding that same cup of coffee by the handle without any issues, but then again the handle hadn’t warmed up yet. I reach out with the right hand but I hesitate. What if I’m completely made out of wax now? Did the real me swap me out so she could play hooky? Is this some kind of bullshit HR tactic to save money on employees? What?

It doesn’t matter. I won’t be able to function without coffee this morning and I can’t go home early, not with all the time off I’ve used this year. I’d get fired.

I go to the break room and get a straw.


Day 2: FINAL CLEARANCE EVERYTHING MUST GO (Bookstores)

For years I lived next to a bookstore. The books were all battered and cheap and used, a lot of them with yellowed pages or marginalia, underlinings, the small and secret marks of a person who marks every book they read on page seventeen so they don’t reread the same damn book sixty times. There was a coffee pot with syrupy burnt coffee so strong it would stunt your growth, and a bulldog that sat in square of moving sunlight in the front door, waiting for kids and customers.

The owner was a nice guy. He was always giving us free books. He was so nice that, behind his back, we pretended he was a serial killer and the locked cased of first editions next to his desk was really full of books made out of human skin. We loved the thrill of catching his glance: “He looked at you, Daprizio! That means you’re next!”

Then one day the bookstore was closed. We were sure he’d been arrested. Three cop cars and a white SUV were parked in front of the store. The white SUV pulled out of its parking spot and drove off as we watched.

We peeked inside, watching dark and shadowy figures moving around the front desk. Where was the shootout? Where was the blood? The yellow line of police tape?

A man in a suit walked over to the coffee pot, glanced at us, then touched the carafe with his fingers. He jerked them away like he’d been burnt. That coffee pot. It was always too hot. He put his fingers in his mouth and yelled at us through the door to get the hell out of there, bunch of stupid kids.

Later, like ghosts, we smashed windows and broke in through the back door. We were evil little shits. When we didn’t find what we were looking for, we smashed open the glass case full of first editions, took them out to a vacant lot, and burned them, chanting, Killer killer, you deserved what you got, you deserved what you got.


Day 3: GETTING OVER IT (Unexpected friendships)

Mom and me and Princess Cookie were riding on the bus together, not a school bus but a fancy bus, the kind with soft blue velvet seats and even seatbelts. It wasn’t as brag-worthy as an airplane ride but I was still looking forward to telling the whole class. Of course Princess Cookie wouldn’t sit still. Sometimes she raced along the side of the road or along the tops of the power lines. Or she would take flying leaps from building to building. Sometimes she sat in the seat in front of me and twisted around to make faces. Sometimes she flew around the bus, making ghost noises that only I could hear: Wooooo! She cursed at people, too, and did naughty things under their clothes that they couldn’t even feel. She was kind of gross and mean and she wasn’t very nice but she was still my best friend.
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