A Coat of Cash
Herb set out on a trip to the Penthouse Saloon, one of BD’s finer establishments. It’s 1976.  The atmosphere here loomed like a specter at the end of the desolate stretch of Leopard Street, a shady hideaway nestled among seedy motels that dotted this desolate area of town after dark. Places like the Tally Ho, the Cactus Motel, and others, served as makeshift sanctuaries for the ladies of the night, their neon signs flickering like desperate dreams as they walk Leopard beckoning to drunk men seeking fleeting moments of warmth and company after last call.
Inside the dimly lit saloon, the air wreaked of stale cigarette smoke and danger. This was the sort of joint where trouble lurked in every corner.  The jukebox pumped out tunes from a bygone era, filling the room with an ambiance that felt straight out of Al Capones playbook, hinting of countless whispered conversations and clandestine deals that had transpired within these walls.

The patrons, a motley crew of rough characters and weary souls, nursed their drinks like secrets, eyes darting as if expecting trouble to walk through the door at any moment. The bar’s neon sign buzzed ominously in glowing red outside, casting a sickly glow that flickered like a heartbeat, a reminder of the world that lay just beyond—one filled with desperate hopes and the promise of danger around every corner
  
Herb stepped through the front door, scanning the dimly lit space among the haze of cigarette smoke hanging thick in the air. He loved shady joints just like this, and he loved this bar.  The jukebox played a tune he half-recognized, Devil Woman by Cliff Richard, a new one, gritty but upbeat from last year’s charts. Tables were scattered around.  Regulars gave him a brief glance, tipping their drink with a halfcocked smile, noticing his familiar face before returning to their drinks.  Herb had been here a time or two before.

He spotted a large, rugged-looking man sitting alone, casting a heavy shadow across the table. He hadn’t ever seen this guy before.  If he had, he’d have certainly remember him.  Probably six-foot-eight, if not more, with a build that screamed he knew his way around trouble. Herb sized him up, feeling a spark of recognition—not that they’d met, but he could tell this guy was his kind of people. Someone who could handle himself pretty quick.

Herb walked over, giving the man a nod. “Herb,” he said, introducing himself before putting his hand out to shake.

The big man looked up, one brow cocked, and after a beat, offered his hand. “Sammy Hill.”

They shook hands, and Herb slipped into the chair across from him. There was a quiet pause as they sized each other up. Then, Herb stood up, giving Sammy a friendly but knowing look.

“So,” Herb said, with a slight smirk, “you need some money?”

Sammy’s eyes narrowed in mild curiosity, but he didn’t flinch. “Depends. Ain’t a question you hear every day?”

Without another word, Herb shrugged open his trench coat, letting Sammy get a good look at the inside pockets, about twenty in all, ten on each side, each one filled with a neatly banded stack of one hundred-dollar bills. A strap as they’re referred to in the banking world.  The cash caught the low light, but Herb was careful to conceal it from others in the bar.

Sammy let out a low whistle, clearly intrigued. “Well, hell. That’s one hell of an icebreaker.”

Herb smiled, casual and easy. “Look, I’m in the business of helping folks get what they need, especially when they’re lookin’ to move up a rung or two. You get cash when you need it; I get paid back—with a little extra. That’s the whole deal.”

Sammy leaned back, folding his arms. “And that ‘little extra’? What’s that usually look like?”

“Could be interest. Could be a hand with somethin’ down the line,” Herb replied smoothly. “Keeps it simple. If you’re ever short, you know who to call. And if I need a favor, I know who to call.”

Sammy mulled it over, nodding slowly, then cracked a small grin. “You got a straightforward way about you, Herb. Not many would walk up and throw their business on the table like that.”

Herb shrugged, his gaze steady. “World’s complicated enough as it is. I figure the simpler we keep things, the better. Plus, you look like a man who understands the value of a simple deal.”

Sammy laughed, “Alright, Herb. Guess I’ll see if your kind of business agrees with me.”

Herb raised his glass, giving Sammy a nod. “To a good start.”

They clinked glasses, each with a hint of a smile, the jukebox humming along to the rhythm of new possibilities.
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