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The public gets almost everything about private investigators wrong. Generations of TV shows, novels, and movies make it almost impossible to describe my current profession to the layperson.

Fortunately, they don’t expect me to wear a fedora and a trench coat. Although many of them are disappointed when I don’t drive up in a Ferrari or an old Chevy Camaro. Instead, I drive a pickup truck, which seems to anger some clients. They also get confused when I say I don’t work with the police, or solve murders.

The police have their own investigators and our taxes pay for homicide detectives who investigate murders. Yet, people have their romantic notions that go all the way back to Sherlock Holmes. One hundred and forty years of romance is hard for a guy to overcome so I normally roll with it.

Thankfully, most of the clients I work with understand the realities of private investigation and know the difference between television and real life. Cynthia McCormick was one such client.

I didn’t know Cynthia, but my sister had recommended her. My sister, Victoria Dominguez, a Denver police detective, had worked with Cynthia when McCormick was with the Denver County District Attorney’s Office. Now McCormick was in private practice doing personal injury law in Denver and she wanted to see me.

We were meeting in Downtown Denver at a Starbuck’s just off the 16th Street Mall. The 16th Street Mall is the famous pedestrian mall at the heart of Downtown Denver. It’s the place with the free shuttle buses and the light rail trains that they show videos of when the Broncos play on Monday Night Football.

We were meeting there because Cynthia had a hearing at the Colorado State Supreme Court a few blocks away.  When I walked into the Starbucks she was using her laptop.

I walked up to her and said, “hi, I’m Napoleon Dominguez. You wanted to see me.” I knew what Cynthia looked like because I had Googled her. Investigating is easy in today’s world.

“Yes,” she answered. “Hi, I’m Cynthia McCormick. I’m glad you came at such short notice.”

It was Monday morning. Cynthia had texted me the night before and requested a meeting. McCormick was an average-sized white woman in her mid-forties with long blonde hair who wore the obligatory pants suit.

Cynthia looked a decade younger than her age probably because she wore lots of makeup and worked out. She had not said why she wanted to see me in the text. But I didn’t have any clients I came.

“Happy to be of service,” I responded. “What do you need?”

“Another latte and an extra hour to prepare this brief,” she quipped. “From you I need something checked out.” I liked the woman at least she had a sense of humor. I hate people with no humor.

“What?” I asked.

“A potential case,” McCormick answered. “Have you heard of Cash-R-Us?”

“That sleazy payday lender and check cashing service that advertises on daytime TV,” I answered. I had seen their ads on streaming a few times. Mostly in wrestling shows on Pluto.

Cash-R-Us’s ads stuck in my mind because they were terrible. Most of them featured actors playing characters in desperate situations. For example, a single mother who has no money for vehicle repairs and a car that will not start. She screams for help and the Cash-R-Us Genie, a frightening cartoon character, appears and helps her with a high interest loan. The ads horrified me because I thought the Genie was a demon destroying people’s lives.

I had a dim view of such businesses because of my time in the Marines. Several of my buddies had gotten deeply into debt using such places.

“I might have a weird case against them,” Cynthia answered.

“What sort of case?” I asked.

“I have a client who claims they gave her counterfeit money when she cashed her paycheck there,” Cynthia answered. “The woman was arrested. She called me.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s weird. Wait I thought you were a personal injury attorney these days. That sounds like a criminal case.”

“I am, but the woman, Gabriela Abajo, is a former client of mine,” McCormick explained. “I represented her in a car accident case last year. She called me from the Douglas County Jail. I took the case because this sounds like it could become a big class-action lawsuit. Unfortunately, I don’t know where to begin. My regular investigators didn’t want to touch this.”

“Then why should I touch it?” I asked.

“I’ll pay you twice your normal rate,” Cynthia answered. She had me there. My normal rate is $500 a day plus expenses. Hence, I’d be making $1,000 a day. So I could not afford to refuse the gig. “I’m trying to launch a career as a personal injury attorney and I’m thinking about starting my own firm. I need a big case to launch it and a large payday to finance the effort. If I do I could throw a lot of work your way.”

“Why me?” I inquired.

“I know your sister and she’s a great detective, but she doesn’t want to leave the DPD,” answered McCormick. “So I figured I’d give you a chance. What’s your background?”

“I spent twenty years in the Marines, most of them with the Fleet Anti-Terrorism Teams and the Security Force Regiment,” I answered. “One of my specialties there was intelligence.”  Okay, that was bullshit. The Marine FAST are essentially glorified security guards. However, I did do intelligence work with them. “I even worked with the CIA for awhile.”

That part was true I did work with a Marine/CIA security team that evaluated threats against US embassies and other overseas installations. Plus, I did support a few CIA covert ops. Essentially, I was an errand boy for CIA agents working overseas. Obviously, I cannot describe those ops because they are still classified.

One of the security teams I worked with was a front for a CIA covert surveillance crew. That was a small part of my work, but the acronym CIA impresses potential clients. Particularly, people whose idea of what the CIA is comes from the movies and TV.

Normally, talking about my military service makes me uncomfortable. I was just a guy who did his duty that’s all. There’s no reason to treat me like Captain America. Note, in the comic books even Captain America himself hates such special treatment.

I loathe the idea of people who have never served, or dodged the draft 55 years ago, thanking veterans for their service. Want to actually thank a vet? Raise our fucking pensions and put more money into the VA!! If you don’t want to spend your taxes on that. Shut the fuck up!

“Now, I’m a private investigator here in Denver,” I answered. “You may have heard of one of my cases. That wolf business up in Cyanide.” Cyanide is a small town in North Central Colorado where I had been involved in a case a few months before.

“Oh yeah, the bodies in the old mine,” Cynthia interjected. The wolf business was a simple missing persons case that turned into a mess involving wolf reintroduction, murder, and a crazed family of killer cowboys. It had been big news in the Denver media for months. Fortunately, my name was only on the periphery of the wolf nightmare and no journalist had connected me to the case.

Fourth Rule of Private Investigation: “media attention is always bad.” Media attention is bad because you cannot remain discreet, which is essential for a successful investigation, if you are famous. You don’t want the bad guys to know what you look like.

“That’s the reason I’m hiring you,” she added. “That case shows you are fearless and not afraid to challenge authorities. You’re also discreet and smart enough to avoid the spotlight. I need somebody like that. You’re also hungry and unorthodox I need that. My regular investigators are retired cops who are more interested in their next fishing trip than working my cases.”

Okay that part scared me. I am not fearless. Instead, I am a smart and disciplined guy who knows what battles he can win and which he will probably lose. Hence, I’m a Marine. Since I didn’t want to argue against something that makes my services more marketable. I decided to change the subject back to the case.

“Why do you think this could be a big class-action lawsuit?” I asked. As she asked, I got out a reporter’s notebook and started writing. I find the notes are usually useless but they reassure clients. Taking notes also organizes my thoughts which helps me create a strategy for the case.

“I checked with a law school friend who’s in the Federal Public Defender’s Office,” McCormick explained. “And she says they have at least a dozen clients making the same claims as Abajo. They say they cashed checks at Cash-R-Us and it’s sister companies Cash Monkey, Super Cash, Cash Wish, Cash Magic, and Jack Cash and got counterfeit bills. Several of them got arrested for passing counterfeit.”

“Fuck,” I griped. “That means the Secret Service is involved. I hate messing with the feds.” The US Secret Service is the agency that investigates counterfeiting in the United States.

“So do I,” McCormick commented. “Federal criminal cases are tough because the system is stacked against defense attorneys who aren’t plugged in. If you didn’t go to law school with the US Attorney, or the federal judge. You don’t stand a chance. That’s why I’m paying double your normal rate.”

“So why do you think this could be a giant class-action lawsuit?” I asked.

“The Black Hole Group owns Cash-R-Us, Cash Wish, Cash Web, Jack Cash, and several similar companies across the United States,” Cynthia answered. “The Black Hole Group is a $100 billion private equity firm run by Morris Crenshaw.”

I knew the name because Morris Crenshaw was one of Denver’s richest people. According to the news, Crenshaw was a billionaire, a philanthropist, and a major political donor. His private equity firm owned companies in many industries.

Currently, Crenshaw was all over Denver’s news because he and his wife were trying to bring a Women’s National Basketball Association (NBA) team to Denver. They were controversial because they wanted to build a new arena for the team at the old Stapleton Airport site now known as the Central Park neighborhood.

For that they needed tax breaks, rezoning from the City and County of Denver, and an RTD rail station. Predictably, the Crenshaws wanted the taxpayers to pay for much of the project, which was not popular.

“So there could be a big payday involved?” I speculated.

“Yeah, that’s the real reason we’re doing this,” McCormick confessed. “I’ve been a lawyer for over twenty years and I have less than $10,000 in the bank. Prosecution, getting justice for victims, and sending the bad guys to prison is emotionally satisfying, but the pay’s terrible. I have two kids, a mortgage, and a three-year-old Mercedes, I can barely cover the payments on.”

“I need a big payday because my kids are a few years away from college,” she admitted. “So I’m going to need a lot of money soon. I’d also like the good life for a change. You know trips to Europe and Hawaii. Maybe a condo up in Vail, or Summit County. A retirement place in Florida.”

“What about your husband?” I asked.

“He teaches high school history and coaches wrestling,” McCormick explained. “He loves the job, but it doesn’t pay either.”

“Thanks, for the honesty,” I said. I was impressed with the honesty. One thing I’ve learned as a PI and an investigator. The worst liars are always those who hide their true intentions. The people who brag about their noble motivations, and the good they’re doing, are always the worst creeps. Furthermore, anybody who says he or she does not need money is rich, an idiot, a fraudster, or a nut.

If Cynthia hadn’t admitted her true motivation. I would have probably walked out.

“It’s why I’m in personal injury law now to help people and make money,” she answered. “I couldn’t do criminal defense. I just couldn’t make money from drug dealers and gangsters. So how do we start?”

“Normally,” I said. “I take a $1,000 cash deposit up front. Send it to me through Venmo, PayPal, or Cash App. The contact information is on my card. In this case, I want $2,000. Then I start. I’ll interview Abajo and check out Cash-R-Us. I’ll also ask my law enforcement contacts about Cash-R-Us and counterfeit money.”

I ask for the deposit because I need to know if the client is serious and has the money to pay me. The best way to determine if a client is a serious and not broke is to ask for cash up front. I find that flakes and broke people get lost fast when you demand cash.

“Okay let’s go,” Cynthia said. “I have to get back to work on this. Judge Borman is a complete asshole and he wants this brief in forty minutes. I’ll send you everything I have on the case.”

Cynthia sent me $2,000 through Venmo and we were off to the races. Then I gave her a copy of my standard business agreement which we both signed. She got back to law, as I went and got a cup of black coffee and began my work.
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“Work” meant I got out my laptop and began researching. How detectives did their job before the internet, AI, and search engines is beyond me. Fortunately, I’m a child of the 21st century so I can research.

Several minutes of Google searches taught me a great deal about check-cashing, payday lending, Cash-R-Us, Morris Crenshaw, and American society. Payday lending was a $5.37 billion business in 2024 that analysts forecast to grow to $7.23 billion by 2034.

The US check-cashing market was worth $2.075 billion in 2024 and was forecast to grow to $3.507 billion by 2034. US check-cashing and payday-loan services had a combined market of $20.5 billion in 2025.

Check-cashing and payday-lending companies prey on the 14.2% of American households or 19 million people the FDIC estimates had no bank account in 2023. These “unbanked” people are the industry’s primary target, but it also preys on those with bank accounts and little money.

For example, the 15.7% of American households that have no credit cards. When those people need money they often turn to payday lenders, companies that make short-term cash loans with high interest rates. Incredibly, the average rate for such predatory loans is 391% and can rise to 600%.

A check-cashing company cashes checks for a fee. For example, Walmart charges $4 to cash checks up to $1,000 and $8 to cash checks between $1,001 and $5,000. Walmart offers that service because its management knows most people who cash checks there will put the cash right back into their registers. However, “financial services” companies like Cash-R-US can charge up to 12% to charge a check.

They charge a high rate because that’s how they make money. Notably, Cash-R-Us’s website admitted it charged a minimum fee of $5 and 12% to cash any check. This it could cost $101 to cash an $800 paycheck at Cash-R-Us. Therefore, Morris Crenshaw was a bottom-feeding monster preying on some of society’s poorest and most desperate people. I was beginning to hate the guy.

Payday loans are big business, in 2022 the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau estimates 12 million Americans took out payday loans. One reason why such payday loans are popular is that they are paid in cash. Thus, poor people who do most of their transactions in cash can get cash fast. Hence, the obnoxious term: “fast cash.”

Wilma and Jeffrey Kingfisher had founded Cash-R-Us in Dallas, Texas, in 1976. The Kingfishers were long retired to Florida, having sold their thriving company to investors. Today, four owners later, Cash-R-Us was one of several “financial services” firms owned by the Black Hole Group. Its sister companies included Super Cash, Cash Quick, Cash-R-Us, Cash America, Cash Genie USA, Cash Aladdin, Cash Wizard, Cash Monkey, Cash Falcon, Cash Magic, Magic Cash, Cash Wish, Family Cash, and Cash-a-Rama.

The Black Hole Group was a private equity firm founded by Morris Crenshaw in 2005. A private equity firm is a partnership that invests in private companies for profit. Private means a company issues no stock for public trading. Private equity firms like Black Hole operate investment funds that allow institutional investors such as pension funds and rich people to invest in private companies.

When I researched Morris Crenshaw I discovered there were two stories about the man. One described a self-made man. A working-class boy from a small Texas town who had attended a second-rate college in the Lone Star State.

Crenshaw had worked in private equity in New York before organizing his own private equity company in Denver. Today, Crenshaw was known as a philanthropist and political donor who was a leader of Denver society. He and his wife headed several charities. Plus, they were famous as the couple trying to bring women’s basketball to the Mile High City.

The second Crenshaw was described as a bottom-feeding predator who invested in cash-generating businesses that exploited poor people. For example, rent-to-own furniture businesses, used car dealers, check-cashing outlets, payday lenders, a chain of dollar stores, and America’s largest chain of pawnbrokers.

The most interesting thing about Crenshaw I found was a Business Outsider article about his financial services holding company, Cash America Services. Most of the “financial services” companies, Cash America bought were losing money. Yet, Crenshaw had made them profitable.

Unfortunately, experts could not figure out how or why Crenshaw was making money from those businesses. They couldn’t discern where the money came from because Cash America Services is a private company. That means they don’t have to publish any information about their operations.

Predictably, Cash America’s website gave no details about its operations. Instead, the website touted all the volunteer work Cash America
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