Pennies

By Brock


Adam rose from bed that morning in the spirit of routine, with no plans to deviate from that routine throughout the course of his day. Fate, however, rarely recognizes the petty plans of humans, and thus would not be yielding to accommodate them in Adam’s case. Of course, he was blissfully ignorant of what fate had in store for him, so he treated that Thursday morning just as he would any other.


Dressed, cleaned, and groomed, he exited his bedroom and stepped into the cramped main space of his apartment. A couch and an armchair were arranged facing the immense, ancient TV. Leonard, Adam’s roommate, was sprawled on the couch, slurping the remnants of a bowl of cereal and gazing at the screen. A woman’s voice streamed from the speakers.


“More Martha Stewart, huh?” Adam said.


“Dude, I’m telling you, she’s a stone-cold fox. Say what you will, but that lady can bake a cake,” Lenny retorted defensively. Laughing, Adam crossed the apartment to the coat rack next to the door. As he pulled his coat on, a glint of light from below caught his eye. He bent down and discovered that it had come from a shiny new penny, which he pocketed.


“He, I found a penny.”


“Ah, stellar dude. That means good luck. Wait a sec, was it heads up?” Lenny asked, turning around to face Adam.


“No, tails.”


“Dude! Drop it! Put it back on the ground!”


“What? No, I’m not going to put money back on the ground. That’s stupid.”


Lenny looked as if he wanted to argue, but instead replied, “Fine dude. You keep it, but don’t come crying to me when your luck sucks all day.” Then he turned back around to face the TV, engrossed once again. Shrugging, Adam shouldered his bag, opened the door and left.


The ordeal began without any ado. Upon reaching the bottom of his stairs, Adam’s right foot met a soft, gooey, amorphous splotch on the ground. It stretched out as he tried to step away. Scraping the gum away on the edge of the step, quietly swearing under his breath, he did not even give a thought to the penny. When the lobby’s vending machine dispensed a box of raisins instead of the candy bar he’d selected, it was clearly due to faulty machine wiring and absolutely unrelated to the little metal coin in his right pocket. He attributed it to coincidence, for he knew pennies were a unit of currency, and nothing more. Pennies did not dictate the fortunes and misfortunes of one’s day. That would be ridiculous. Pennies were pennies, and had no supernatural powers.


Under that pretense, Adam commenced with his day. As he pushed through the revolving door and stepped out into the brisk morning air, he checked his watch. 8:15. Right on schedule. Smiling smugly at the thought of Lenny’s harbingers of bad fortune, he stood at the curb and waved his arms at the nearest approaching taxi. It flew past him without any sign of slowing or hesitation. Frowning, Adam redoubled his efforts and waved to another. It, too, seemed to regard him as invisible. One by one, the little yellow, cabs buzzed past, their drivers apparently too engrossed with a conversation or with a catchy song on the radio to notice him jumping up and down, arms waving above his head, bellowing “taxi” over and over. Incredulously, he dropped his arms to his sides and exhaled heavily. This made no sense. Were the cab drivers all off duty today? Before he could ponder it further, his cell phone buzzed. Composing himself, he pulled it from his pocket and answered. 

“Hello?”


“Adam. It’s Marty Mullins, head of accounting. How are you?” Adam immediately recognized the deep timbre of his boss. Rarely did anyone hear directly from the big man himself, but it was not soon forgotten when one did.


“Mr. Mullins! I’m doing great, just on my way to work,” Adam said. He wondered why Mullins was calling. He listened curiously.


“Listen, son, I’ve been reviewing some of your customer feedback reports. They are, if I may say, absolutely outstanding. I want to have a personal conference with you to discuss your future in this company. I think you could do big things, Adam,” he said, truly sounding impressed. Ecstatic, Adam replied,


“Me? Really? Er—thank you, very much, Mr. Mullins. It’s an honor to receive praise from a superior in a position of such prestige.” Rarely did he brown-nose so shamelessly, but he decided the situation warranted.


“Can you meet me this morning, before you head to the office? Coffee at the Bean-n-Gone on Fifth Avenue, 8:30,” Mr. Mullins said. It was less of a request than it was a direct command.


“Certainly, sir. I’ll see you there shortly,” he said his goodbyes and closed his phone. As he did so, it slipped from between his fingers and tumbled to the ground, bouncing once and coming to a rest next to the curb. Before he could reach down to retrieve it, a taxi pulled up, its right front tire obliterating the phone and sending shrapnel in all directions. The driver, oblivious, looked up at him.


“You want cab?” he asked in impeccable cab driver English. Simultaneously euphoric from his conversation with Mullins and devastated from the destruction of his phone, Adam managed only a nod. He slid into the backseat slowly, cogitating. “Where you want to go?” The driver asked impatiently.


“Bean-n-Gone on Fifth,” Adam replied flatly. The engine grumbled as the little yellow taxi sped off. Tuneless panflute music streamed from the radio, as the driver sang along with the foreign lyrics, also tuneless, Adam buried his head in his arms and tried to focus on the task at hand. Further ingratiating his boss could potentially require a great deal of butt-kissery, something Adam absolutely despised, but knew was nonetheless effective. He ran through a number of ambiguous, interchangeable compliments in his mind. That’s a spectacular tie, Mr. Mullins. You sure can make a little hair go al ong way, Mr. Mullins. I like your style, Mr. Mullins—why use a few drops of cologne when you can afford to douse yourself in half a bottle?

Finally, the taxi came to a rest.


“Two seventy-five,” the driver said, turning around in his seat. Adam looked in his wallet. Two bills lay inside. From one, George Washington smirked up at him smugly. From the other, Franklin seemed to be guffawing. Adam groaned.


“Can you break a hundred?” he asked. The driver frowned.


“I guess. My math is not very good.” Adam passed him the bill disdainfully, ad waited for several minutes while the driver calculated and counted out the change. At long last, Adam was left standing in front of the coffee shop, calmly composing himself, preparing for what lay ahead. This was it. He took a deep breath and entered.


The shop was fairly crowded; clusters of customers occupied most of the tables. From the far side, Adam saw Mr. Mullins’ hulking frame, beckoning him to come over. As he approached the table, the boss stood up and shook Adam’s hand, greeting him heartily. They sat down facing each other, Adam anxiously folding his hands on the table. Mullins got down to business immediately.

“Well, Adam, let me start by thanking you. Thank you for being just the kind of employee our company needs. Work ethic and spunk are what keeps this business thriving! I want to see you ascending the ranks, rising up to the top of the industry. Picture this: CEO, Adam Framingham.” He held his hands up dramatically, painting an imaginary door, plastered with this name. Adam’s ears did a sort of double take.


“That sounds nice, I suppose, but aren’t we here to talk about my future at the company?”


“Yes! You, Adam Framingham, future CEO!” Adam frowned now.


“Sir, I’m Adam Morgan. Adam Framingham is that scrawny, quiet guy in cubicle ‘E’ who listens to Nine Inch Nails a lot.” Mullins seemed to come down from some motivational high. He frowned oddly, and furrowed his brow. He seemed unsure of what to say.


“Ah. I see. So you’re… you’re not him at all, then?” Adam, slowly comprehending the situation, replied mournfully,


“Nope.”


“Well… Well, then. I ah, apologize for the misunderstanding. Thanks for your time, Mr. Morgan. I’d best be off to the office now.” He rose uncomfortably and shuffled across the shop to the exit in a hurry. Adam watched him leave, and then let his forehead drop and rest on the table. This day just kept getting better. A waitress, who seemed to have overheard the exchange, moved over to his table.


“Ouch,” she said sympathetically. It was not her remark that caused Adam’s head to jerk up convulsively, but her voice. It seemed to float through the air like some musical nectar, its sweetness snaking into his ears and enveloping his brain. His crushing distress melted away instantly, replaced by the warm glow that emanated from her. Somewhere between hearing her voice and trying to reply, he found his mind lost in the opal pools that were her eyes. Their centers seemed to stretch on infinitely, to some place he could not see or understand. She, as a whole, was intriguing, enigmatic, and beautiful. Adam was immediately enamored. For lack of a better term, he deemed it love at first sight. He stumbled over his words as he replied.

“Yeah, ouch,” he said. Clever. Witty. He thought. “My name’s Adam,” he continued lamely. She smiled, exposing perfect, pearly white teeth.


“Penelope,” she said, indicating her nametag. Adam nodded involuntarily. He found himself, once again, struck dumb as he inhaled the intoxicating scent that flowed from her. Finally, he got hold of himself, and struck up conversation. Given the circumstances of the day, he quite impressed himself with the quality of his flirtatious replies. She seemed as interested in him as he was in her. As if to confirm his hopes, Penelope bashfully suggested that he hive her his number. Painfully recalling the broken shards of plastic outside his apartment building, Adam scribbled his home number on a napkin. As he passed it to her, a horrible, irrepressible sensation welled up in his nose. He could do nothing.

 The sneeze came at full volume and intensity, blasting the contents of his nasal passage outward, splattering Penelope’s outstretched hand. It glistened, painfully present, in the light. He stared at it for a couple seconds, speechless. Everything seemed to go absolutely silent. Devastatingly humiliated, Adam got up from the table and swiftly stole across the room and out the door. There was no recovering from that. Time to go home. In an act of masochistic self-destruction, he chose to walk home, letting the memories of the day fester in his mind.


As he approached his apartment building, the sun sinking low in the sky, Adam felt like crying. For lack of anything or anyone else to blame, he plunged his hand into his pocket and removed the shiny penny, declaring it the culprit. He cursed the penny aloud, damning it to an eternal life in the sewer, and cast it downward into a drain. Passerby stared at him. He didn’t notice.


Disheveled and defeated, he ascended the stairs to his apartment. He opened the door mournfully, savoring the horrible creaking sound it made. He dropped his coat on the rack gloomily, and moped across the room to the couch, where Lenny stilly lay sprawled, now watching Oprah. He glanced up at Adam, momentarily distracted.


“Oh, hey dude. Some girl called for you. She was like, ‘tell Adam I wish he would have stuck around, I totally was, like, completely in love with him,’ or something like that. I dunno. She wants to go out on a date with you, though, I bet. Seriously,” he said. Adam’s ears perked up like a dog who’d heard a whistle.


“What was her name?”


“Uh, it was something like… Jenny, or Lenny…”


“You’re Lenny.”

“Right. Oh yeah, dude, it was Penny. Penelope.” 

Adam marveled over the coincidence—or was it one? Fate seemed to come in the form of pennies.
