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“Ah kin ‘member when a man’s word wuz all it took to seal a deal.”
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The man spoke to me from the booth next to me, in Ethel’s Diner. Ethel’s is in a small Southern town – Perry – in Sardis County.

I looked up at him, realized he was talking to me, and nodded to him with a tight smile.

“Is that so, sir?” I tried not to sound dismissive, but I believe it crept into my voice a bit. I was anxious to return to the contract I’d been studying for a client.

“Yep. Not so’s you’d know it nowadays, but used to be awl it took.”

I looked up again from the contract I was studying. I allowed a bit of impatience into my response.

“Well, not now. Nowadays, the devil’s in the details.”

The old man cackled.

“Yew got that right, Mister!”

I went back to reading the wherefores and whereases, hoping that he’d get the hint.

No such luck.

“Whut’s that yer studyin’ so hard there, feller?”

I looked up again. Briefly.

“A contract. For a client. And I really need to get it read. I have an appointment with him in an hour.”

“An ahr? That ain’t enough tahm, is it, boy?”

I smirked.

“It would be, if I could concentrate on the contract.”

The old man’s rheumy, yellowed eyes looked at me. I could see a hint of the fire that used to reside there.

I actually felt a small chill.

“So yer a lawyer?”

I shook my head without looking up.

“An agent. A literary agent.”

“But you study contracks, dontchee?”

I nodded.

“If ah had a contrack, reckon I could hahr you long enuff to look it over? Maybe witness it?”

I looked up, finally letting my impatience get to me.

“Look, old man...if you’ll let me get my work done, I’ll look over any contract you have, and I’ll gladly co-sign as a witness! Just please let me finish reading this one!”

The old man slowly stood, his bent and worn-down shape betraying his years, and showing the world how hard he had been used during his years. As he shuffled slowly past me, he nodded to me and said, “Name’s Hollingsworth. I’ll be raht heah in this dinah to-mahr with mah contrack. I’ll holdja to yer word.”

I nodded back, and told him my name. “William Lewis.”

Hollingsworth slowly shuffled over to the cash register and paid his bill. It took some time, as his palsied hands fumbled with his wallet. Once it was back in place in his hip pocket, he shuffled out the door, holding his head up with pride.

I finished my coffee, and waved at newlywed Sheriff Napier and his deputy, Alan Blake, as I left Ethel’s and went back to my office for my client meeting. I basically forgot all about the old man.
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THE NEXT WEEK WAS A whirlwind.

Being a literary agent isn’t a nine-to-five occupation, no matter how hard we try. It’s even harder in a small town like Perry. Perry is so far from New York, that sometimes it seems to take a deal with the devil to get anything done.

With agents nowadays, if we aren’t trying to read something out of the ever-lessening slush pile, we’re trying to meet, either by Skype or in person, with a publishing firm. The publishing firm has only one concern: will this book/story/script make money for us, and can we exploit it? We’re also trying to deal with authors, as well...both potential clients and current clients.

It isn’t easy.

I keep hoping that I’ll have a huge hit fall into my lap, but the rush these days to self-publish usually means that I have to find a way to justify my existence, and to prove that I’m earning my fifteen percent. I sometimes have to become creative in my pitches to the big publishing mega-conglomerates, and that’s just to earn my client a five-to-ten thousand dollar advance.

A five thousand dollar advance is only seven hundred and fifty dollars for me. I can’t get any of the big publishing people to commit to any promotion of a new author’s book, so the chances of an advance against royalties usually don’t earn out. When that happens, publishers dump the new author.

I’ve had that happen with three clients so far. All three became huge independent authors, and earned into the six figures with books turned down by big publishing. Most authors won’t sign with me if I require them to cut me in on independent publishing, so I seldom see a penny of that money.

My life sucks because of this new method of publishing. It’s harder and harder to keep up appearances when so little money is coming into my pocket right now.

I made money in my time, however. More than I could wish for. And I still kept my hopes up for more money, but the time of the agent seemed to be drifting away.

At least for this agent. Forty-five years old, and a washed-up used-to-be.

And I know that time is running out.

But I tried. And try.

So, between all of these happenings, and the passage of time, I pretty much forgot the old man, and my promise to look over and cosign his contract. I didn’t return to that particular diner that week, and I never gave him another thought.

Until my office door opened, and Hollingsworth appeared...only then did I give him a thought as I slapped my forehead.

I had given up the luxury of a secretary some time ago, so I didn’t even have that to hide behind. Not that I could hide.

His old, yellowed eyes scanned the office, and finally they met mine.

Carrying a strong hint of annoyance, his words were sharp.

“Ah though yew wuz a man of yer word.”

I sighed.

“Mr. Hollingsworth. I apologize, sir. I am a man of my word. Events have been very hectic since I saw you last. While that is no reason for me to have forgotten you, it is an excuse, and I offer it.”

Hollingsworth’s eyes narrowed, and then he closed one eye – his left eye – completely, and looked at me through his right eye. I met his gaze. I had offered the man my apology. It was up to him to accept it.

Finally, the man opened his left eye, and nodded once.

“Ah reckon ah accept yer apologizin’. A man can get frightfully busy workin’ fer hisself.”

With a mental frustrated sigh, I said, “If you’ve brought your contract with you, I’ll be happy to look it over now, sir.”

Hollingsworth wore overalls, and as he shuffled slowly over to the client chair across from my desk, he reached into the bib pocket. By the time he sat down in the chair, he had pulled a scrolled document from the pocket.

The scrolled document looked almost like parchment. It was tied in the middle with a half-inch-wide black ribbon. As the old man turned the scroll around, I could smell smoke. Not tobacco smoke, but a crisp, acrid smoke...almost like something toxic had burned around this document.

I had previously seen one of these. Once. Long ago.

I suddenly didn’t want to touch the document, much less read it. I didn’t want to do business with this man or his foul-smelling scroll. The smell had made me nauseous, and was now giving me a strong headache.

I’m not particularly superstitious, nor am I particularly religious. But that scroll frightened me profoundly, on a purely base level, and there was nothing that I could point to that could cause the fear.

But, I had given this man my word once and broken it, courtesy of a busy week and an occupied mind. I felt that I couldn’t break it again. A man in my type of business, in a small city like Perry, couldn’t afford to be known for breaking his word.

Hollingsworth had been holding the scroll out. The quivering in his hands caused the end of the document to swirl around in small circles. My eyes were glued to the end, and, finally, I tore them away and met the old man’s eyes.

For an instant, they seemed to burn bright orange-red, as if they were lit by a fire inside. I blinked, and his eyes returned to their original rheumy yellow. I wondered if I had seen it at all, or if it had been a trick of the light...or my imagination.

“Well, are ya gonna take it, Mr. Lewis?” asked Hollingsworth.

Without a word, I reached out and took the foul document into my hand. I dropped it onto my desk.

“Before I open this and begin reading, I just want you to know that I’ll be charging a fee for my expertise. A basic sum, if I only look it over for any traps that might be hidden in the legalized jargon. I will require a higher fee if you demand that I cosign as witness.”

Hollingsworth nodded his agreement.

“Aiigghht. Name y’price.”

The old man reached into the hip pocket of his overalls to retrieve his wallet.

I shuddered, and cursed myself for being an honorable man. I named an outrageous price.

Hollingsworth didn’t blink. He slowly reached into his wallet. One by one, he pulled out enough currency to cover the fee that I asked. Once he had them all, he slid the bills across the desk blotter to my side.

“Ah bleeve that ‘bout covers it, don’t it?”

I stared down at the bills. For some reason, I thought to myself, Last chance, Bill.

I found myself reaching for the receipt book. As I began to fill it out, I realized that I didn’t know the old man’s name. I asked.

“Raymond.”

I finished filling out the receipt. I tore it out of the book, and handed it to the old man. He took the piece of paper, carefully folded it twice, and then tucked the paper into his wallet. He then tucked his wallet back into his hip pocket.

I brushed the money he had given me into the desk drawer.

Since that part of the business was done, I turned
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