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	The Value of a Man
Harry Lime
 
Aurelius Johnson stood hunched, vulture-like, over a small counter near his pawnshop’s back wall.
 
Most days he waited, mainly for something particular. Meanwhile, customers came, usually seeking unreasonable amounts for shit; customers went, usually unhappy.
 
Those leaving the least unsatisfied thought they’d taken the miser. These were the sorriest lot, who’d almost nothing left to give. Years ago, out of boredom, but also with an ulterior motive, Aurelius had started buying souls—even if, bushy eyebrows furrowed, he was now feigning surprise to a customer who had mentioned it.
 
“But I heard you give dough for souls. I need cash, man. How much?”
 
“You’re mistaken. I run a legitimate business. You selling something real, show me.”
 
“You tellin’ me I heard wrong?”
 
“I’m telling you, ‘go to hell’.”
 
The brass bell on the door jam went tink-a-link. Just then, a cowboy—tight 501s and new Stetson—sauntered in.
 
“Don’t fuck around,” the man exclaimed. “You gonna deal, or what? Mine’s worth plenty.”
 
Aurelius sniggered. “You’re not worth a damn.”
 
“Listen, I got kids, an’ an old lady that needs scratch.”
 
“You need meth, more likely.”
 
Aurelius saw the slight-of-hand coming, but the man’s .38 was in his face before he could finger the shotgun under the counter.
 
“U’re a fuckin’ basterd. I wanted an honest buck, but you had to go an’ be an asshole. Now empty the register.”
 
Aurelius’ hand moved with serpentine deliberateness toward the cash drawer, so the gunman wouldn’t notice the cowboy about to cold cock him. The gunman toppled—Aurelius bent, grabbing the gun. “Get up.”
 
The man did so slowly, stunned.
 
“You tell whoever you heard it from,” Aurelius said, “I ain’t in the soul business. If I was, it’d be my business alone. Hear?”
 
The man nodded.
 
“Now scram before I get pissed.”
 
As the man staggered out, Aurelius turned to the cowboy, who, producing a folio, set it open on the counter.
 
“Mr. Johnson?” the cowboy asked.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“I’ve been sent by my employer to collect a debt.”
 
Aurelius retched, and he caught himself on the counter to avoid keeling over.
 
“But…I’m not ready.”
 
“I can see how you’d think that, sir, since—if you don’t mind me saying—you’ve squandered every opportunity you’ve ever had. Nonetheless, you made a deal. 
 
“On the upside, my employer noticed you’ve started dealing in unusual currency and, as such, is offering a contract reevaluation.”
 
Despite his pallor, Aurelius managed a weak smirk.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“First, let’s see your markers.”
 
Aurelius produced from under the counter a shoebox overflowing with paper scraps.
 
“My,” the cowboy cooed, “you’ve been busy.”
 
He spent an hour looking methodically at each paper, turning it, rubbing the signatures with two spindly fingers.
 
“Well, you’ve got quantity…but your quality is lackluster. I’d say you’ve no class 5s and only a couple 4s. Not great.”
 
Aurelius winced pathetically.
 
“Why don’t you tell me what your expectation is, Mr. Johnson.”
 
“I want out,” Aurelius choked.
 
The cowboy’s snicker was uncannily childlike.
 
“Or more time.”
 
“Here’s what I can do:” the cowboy said writing in the folio, “Bump you from a class 2 bunk to a class 3, free of charge. Also, I can ensure a quick demise.”
 
“But…please…uh,” Aurelius squeaked, shaking his head.
 
“Unfortunately, I don’t have much leeway here, Mr. Johnson. And I need an answer now.” The cowboy extended a pen, which Aurelius took, trembling, and signed the folio paper. “Excellent.”
 
Just then the bell went tink-a-link. From the door, the mugger brandished a glock. “You ain’t worth nothin’.”
 
Aurelius eyed the cowboy pleadingly, just before blood showered the grimy walls behind him.
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