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			Danger in Plain Sight

			“Here’s what happens when you enter Mr. Weissbourd’s world: You can’t get out. You will be astonished not only by the colorful, playful, lethal characters, you will be hooked into a plot that laughs at whatever else you thought you were doing today. Callie and Cash, beauty and the beast, and the characters that swim through their world are each a gem of humanity observed.” 

			—David Field, screenwriter and former head 
of West Coast Production United Artists

			“Weissbourd delivers a polished page-turner about terrorism, money laundering, and the price of sins rooted in avarice.” 

			—BlueInk Review

			“From the author of the brilliant Corey Logan Trilogy, Danger in Plain Sight is the latest thriller from Burt Weissbourd and his finest novel yet. Weissbourd has created an entire genre—Seattle Noir. Callie James and her son, Lew, are indelible characters. I devoured the novel in a single night–and I think you will, too.” 

			—Jacob Epstein, writer and executive story editor 
Hill Street Blues, writer LA Law

			“A woman gets in touch with her inner action hero in this bracing thriller.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			Inside Passage

			“A narrative that is relentlessly taut and exciting.”

			—Foreword Reviews

			“Inside Passage hit all the hallmarks of a great read… Riveting story from the first paragraph.”

			—Nightly Reading

			“The family dynamics and insights to human behavior had me reeling.…Juicy, fascinating stuff.”

			—The (Not Always) Lazy W

			“Inside Passage is a great thriller and the restaurants you include as part of the story: Canlis, El Gaucho, Tulio, Queen City Grill, Wild Ginger, are all very sexy places. You really captured our city!”

			—Scott Carsburg, James Beard award winner
and legendary Seattle chef 

			“I got completely hooked on Inside Passage’”

			—Nancy Guppy, host of Art Zone on Seattle Channel

		

	
		
		

	
		

		
			Teaser

			“A stunning, fast-paced thriller.”

			—Roxy’s Reviews

			“Burt Weissbourd is such a great writer… Such a great book!”

			—So I Am a Reader

			“Weissbourd, a seasoned screenwriter and film producer, has the mechanics down pat. Teaser is a fun, action-filled ride.”

			—Foreword Reviews

			“Weissbourd’s stellar writing, memorable characters and an extremely well-crafted narrative never disappoint.”

			—Discerning Reader

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			Minos

			“Original, consistently compelling…Minos is an exceptionally entertaining and engaging read from beginning to end.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			“These books transcend the expectations of genre fiction to become literature.”

			—Jacob Epstein, writer and executive story editor 
of Hill Street Blues, writer LA Law

			“Mr. Weissbourd draws you into a world of characters and stories that keep you riveted, and you’re pretty sure you are visiting people and worlds that have little or nothing to do with you. But he keeps going deeper, and by the end, he has delivered you back to yourself, a self you may not have admitted to before. Mr. Weissbourd, please keep writing.”

			—David Field, screenwriter and former head 
of West Coast Production United Artists

		

	
		
		

	
		

		
			In Velvet

			“This thrilling novel has a breathless pace that combines science and nature to create nail-biting tension.”

			—Foreword Reviews

			“In Velvet left me breathless, a bit contemplative, and completely satisfied.”

			—Manic Readers

			“Weissbourd’s writing reminds me of the great Raymond Chandler mysteries.”

			—John McCaffrey, KGB Bar Lit Mag

			“In Velvet is a thrill from start to finish!”

			—Closed the Cover
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			Out of the Past

			“Out of the Past by Burt Weissbourd is wonderfully written with various twists and turns in a flawless plotline that kept me looking forward to subsequent chapters… The steady narration was also excellent and added to the overall beauty of the book…”

			—Frank Mutuma, Readers’ Favorite

			“Abe Stein, the unique character in Out of the Past, is a most unlikely psychiatrist… But, he’s a credible literary psychiatrist and very appealing… He is so good that I don’t really know why the book is about Cash and moreover, I don’t care. Just leave Abe alone. By and large, leave the book alone.”

			—Arlene Heyman, MD, (psychiatrist/psychoanalyst), author of Scary Old Sex and Artifact

			“When he (Cash) and the therapist begin to explore his life for clues, the horrors from his past suddenly come alive as a real-life nightmare that puts him and his loved ones in grave danger. That’s the fascinating premise of Out of the Past, the third book in Burt Weissbourd’s Callie and Cash series—a twisty, fast-moving thriller that provides one shocking surprise after another … if you’re looking for some thrills and entertainment and fast-moving action, you can’t go wrong with this book.”

			—R. G. Belsky, BookTrib
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			PROLOGUE

			Sara and Alvaro were sitting side by side, alone, at his handsome, mahogany bar, a popular spot in his well-liked South Beach club, the Midnight Mirage. On Mondays, when the club was closed, they often gathered there, and tonight, they were sipping mojitos while he was on the phone. Sara was going over a memo - questions and notes from their accountant. When Alvaro finally hung up, finished, Sara looked up at him, waited for him to say something. When he didn’t, she eventually asked, vaguely irritated, “So?”

			“Sorry, hon, I’m still reeling. That was my cousin, Luis.”

			“No… Luis, the guy I met at our wedding?”

			“Yes.”

			“I remember him, I liked him…” She hesitated, smiling, gently touching her husband’s hand. “My God, that’s been almost four years.” 

			He kissed her, a tender, loving kiss, then, before she could ask, “He just got off a plane. He was in a taxi, and he wants to come here to see me…right now… He’s close.”

			“Now? Out of nowhere… Why?”

			“He didn’t say anything except that it was important.”

			“Isn’t he a journalist?” 

			“Yes. He’s a sought after freelance foreign correspondent. He’s coming now from Venezuela.”

			“Is this about a story?”

			“He said he’d explain why when he saw me tonight, soon.”

			“Are you excited?”

			“Very, he’s as close as I have to an older brother…”

			“Tell me more about that… You rarely see him. You don’t even talk to me about him.”

			

			“It’s a special kind of connection. He looked after me when I first came to Miami. I still call him when I want advice—”

			The doorbell interrupted them. Alvaro quickly stepped down from the bar stool and moved to open the door. A tall man in a good-looking blue suit hugged him enthusiastically. 

			Sara watched, pleased that Alvaro seemed so happy. 

			Luis stepped back, then kissed his cousin on both cheeks. Alvaro hugged him again, then led him to the bar where Luis gracefully kissed Sara’s hand, then embraced her warmly. He stepped back. “Wonderful to see you again, Sara. You’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

			“Thank you, Luis.” She bowed, just slightly. “You’re every bit as charming as I remember, and you’re getting almost as good looking as my stunning Cuban husband.”

			“I’m flattered,” Luis nodded. “Though I’m not sure I accept the ‘almost’.”

			Alvaro smiled warmly, behind the bar, making his cousin a mojito. He added two teaspoons of honey. He passed it to his cousin, motioning for him to sit on the bar. 

			His cousin sat, raised his glass, a toast, “To Sara and Alvaro. I’m simply thrilled to be with you.” 

			They all touched glasses then took a sip.

			“Did I get your mojito right?” Alvaro asked his cousin.

			“Perfect,” Luis replied. “I’m sure you want to know why I’m here so suddenly, so let me explain now, and then we can arrange a time to catch up and celebrate.”

			“Please,” Alvaro said.

			“I’m on a very big story. You may have heard that about five years ago three hundred and fifty million dollars went missing from a Venezuelan military account in a state-owned oil company. The money was stolen, gone without a trace. For five years, no one has been able to find it. The Venezuelan mastermind, who was behind this, died soon after the money disappeared. I’ve been on the story for over three months. So far, I’ve gotten nothing significant, not even a plausible theory… just a few unlikely hunches. I know that Miami was, and is, a destination for laundering dirty Latin American money. I have a person here in Miami who’s been looking around for me. My father recommended this young man. We chose him because he’s been working in the office of a Miami international lawyer, Alberto Leon, who, in the past, often moved fair amounts of foreign money. So far, there’s been no evidence of any illegal money transfers or money laundering. Leon’s name came up coincidentally in my poking around in Venezuela. Nothing specific about him, but he seemed a starting place to learn more about moving money. Many of his clients use a bank in the Cayman Islands. Last week, my observer took a picture of this lawyer meeting in Miami with an unknown client, an American citizen born in Venezuela. He believes this former Venezuelan is a big shot, based on what the lawyer said about him, and how he said it. My guy gave me that photo, on a flash drive, just now at the airport. He’s worried. The Venezuelan had two high powered security guys. The bodyguards have been keeping an eye on him. He gave them the slip before he went to the airport. My informant made me promise to protect the photo at all costs and to keep him out of it, period. I took a look right away. I recognized the lawyer. I didn’t know the other man. I called a good Miami police officer, a detective, right away. I know and trust this man, and he’s meeting with me first thing tomorrow morning. He’s smart and he’ll help. The reason I’m here now is because I need to protect this photo tonight. The banks are closed, so I was hoping you’d hide it, safely. I’ll pick it up early this morning, on my way to the police. Can you do that?” He set the flash drive on the bar.

			Alvaro took it, put it in his pocket. “Of course… Are you worried?”

			“Not yet. But I’ve learned to be extra careful. I don’t want to even know where you hid the photo.”

			“I’ll take care of that.”

			“Thank you, my friend…” He paused to take a pen and a small notebook out of his jacket pocket. He wrote a name and a phone number on a small piece of paper. “Another extra precaution.” He handed it to Alvaro. “This is the name and phone number of my friend, Rafael, the police detective. Call him whenever, you don’t need a reason… Now, I should go. I’m very tired, and I want to call my dad.”

			“Can I get you a cab?”

			“That would be helpful. My hotel is not too far… It’s truly a pleasure to see both of you again.” 

			“That pleasure is mutual.” Sara embraced Luis. “I’d like to invite you to our house for dinner tomorrow night, give us that chance to catch up, to celebrate. I’ll cook paella, Cuban style, if you’d like.”

			“Cuban paella! That would be a treat for me.”

			“Okay then. Let’s say 7:00 p.m. You’ll meet our son, and I’ll include your father if you’d like.”

			“Perfect. I’d love to meet your son… I promised to see my dad tomorrow, but he’ll be working all day, so dinner is ideal. I’ll tell him later, when I call.”

			 Alvaro smiled, then turned to his wife. “Sara, as always, you’re ahead of me. This dinner is a very good idea. Well done.”

			Sara took his hand. “I’m lucky about your family. This is easy.” 

			“No, sweetheart, you just made it seem easy,” Alvaro nodded, certain. 

			Sara touched Alvaro’s shoulder. “I have some paperwork to finish up here. Why don’t you relieve the babysitter and put Young Cash to bed?”

			“My pleasure, I’ll see you at home… Luis, let’s get that taxi.” Alvaro shook his cousin’s hand with both of his own, then he put his arm on Luis’ shoulder and led him out the door.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			It was almost 10:00 p.m., Alvaro was checking on Young Cash, who was asleep in his room. Alvaro pulled up his soft blue wool blanket until it covered his shoulders, kissed him gently, then returned to their living room. He thought about his young son, Y.C., and it brought a smile to his face. They’d started calling him Y.C. because it was simpler than Young Cash and less confusing than just Cash when his grandfather was around. Alvaro sat on his favorite Cuban lounge chair. It had a clean smooth profile with handwoven cotton straps. This iconic piece was a blend of comfort and talented Cuban craftsmanship. He looked around, enjoying the thoughtfully organized room, and tried to relax.

			The living room was warm and colorful like their Art Deco South Beach house. It’s vibrant pastel colors, geometric shapes and smooth streamlined forms were unique, stylish and tasteful, like them. The lovely room was filled with Cuban memorabilia—photos, mostly of Sara, taken from some of their favorite spots: Havana bars and restaurants; on a trip to one of the Caribbean’s largest forest and one of the world’s most preserved wetlands—near Cienaga de Zapata, a haven for wondrous birds, rare species of fish and animals; many of their preferred walking and shopping streets; a magnificent shot of Alvaro leading Sara salsa dancing - Sara twirling through the air. He smiled, glancing at contemporary artwork, at souvenirs they’d brought back including a hand-woven Cuban jute rug under a hand crafted Cuban two-tier mahogany coffee table, and so on. 

				Alvaro picked up the phone, dialing Sara at his club, again. No answer. Odd. He called Luis. He, too, didn’t answer the phone. He tried calling the bar directly, no answer. Was she walking home? Unlike her to leave without calling him. He checked his watch, 10:15 p.m. He’d arrived home at 8:30 p.m. This was too long. Worried now, he picked Young Cash, still asleep, still wrapped in his blue blanket, out of his bed. He carried him outside, then set him down in his car seat in the back of the car. His club wasn’t far, and less than ten minutes later they were there. He picked Young Cash out of his car seat. Y.C. was crying now, awake and confused. Alvaro hurried to the door which was unlocked. He opened the door to see the club totally trashed, ransacked – everything pulled out onto the floor. He couldn’t see Sara. The long mahogany bar dominated the back of the room. Normally there were twenty tables placed neatly in front of the bar. Now they were sprawled haphazardly around the floor. Facing the bar, the office was off to the right in a small room. Still carrying a crying Young Cash, Alvaro hurried to open the office door. He cried out when he saw Sara. She was lying on the floor, tied up, struggling to breathe through her nose. Her head, face and arms were badly bruised and bloody. There were two open cuts, still bleeding, stubbornly, on the top of her head. Her mouth had been taped shut. There were tears on her cheeks. Alvaro set Y.C. down on the floor. He was looking at his mother, touching her arms and crying. 

			Alvaro gently removed the tape, then he untied her hands and feet. He hurried to the bathroom and came back with a wet towel that he carefully set on her head. During this, he asked, worriedly, “How badly are you hurt?” 

			“I’ll live.” She paused, took a slow painful breath. 

			“Can you tell me what you remember?”

			Sara nodded, winced, took another breath. “There were two of them, skilled professionals… I got the first one, but I had to turn around… the other one cracked my head from behind, with some kind of billy club… twice…” She took another slow breath.

			Alvaro frowned, took her hand.

			“Sorry… let me catch my breath…”

			“Take your time.” 

			“…he knocked me out. I’ll need a doctor for that…” 

			He looked again. “Yes.”

			

			She squeezed his hand. “Later, when I was tied up, they beat me up… my body, my arms, my face. They used the billy club again. I think they cracked one or two bones in my ribs…”

			“Bastards… Were they after the photo?”

			“Yes. They wanted to know where the flash drive was. I finally told them how to open the safe, since I was afraid they might kill me. I didn’t know that you hadn’t remembered to put the flash drive in there before you left.” 

			“I’m sorry. I just forgot about it.”

			“Right… I did get that…” She nodded, made a wry face, painfully. “After that, they left me alone… Killing me wasn’t their agenda… I heard them making noise. They spoke Spanish to each other. I’m guessing that they were opening files, checking every possible hiding place before they left.”

			“Yes. They trashed the entire club.” 

			He helped her sit. Then, as Sara held her son in her arms, Alvaro brought her a cup of water. While she took a drink of water, he looked at the open safe. He checked his pant pocket - the flash drive was there. He held it up, showing it to Sara. “It was in my pocket.”

			Sara winced again, groaning, “…that’s my guy …even when you screw up, you end up looking smart.” 

			“Still got your special sense of humor.” Alvaro smiled. “Good. I’m going to take you to the hospital right away. We’ll take Y.C.” He helped her up. She had trouble keeping her balance and Alvaro put his arm around her waist. She held Young Cash, who was doing better. In the car, he drove way too fast to the emergency room. 

			****

			Alvaro held Y.C., and stayed with Sara until a doctor came in to examine her. He was young, maybe thirty, but he was smart, and he knew that Sara needed help right away. He prepped her for stitches, and gave her two shots for pain. Once Alvaro was convinced that she was in good hands, he stepped outside with Y.C. He pulled a chair next to her room, sat the baby on his lap, then called Luis. No answer. Next, he called Cash. Cash was eating upstairs, at their table in the corner of the bar in Callie’s restaurant.

			Alvaro jumped right in. “Sara’s OK, but she’s been beaten up… Please, just listen. We’re at the hospital. She’ll have stitches where she was cracked on the head, but she should be home tomorrow… She was attacked in my bar. It’s not about us, but they’re after something we have… It’s a backup photo stick, a flash drive, that my cousin Luis gave to me, and asked me to hide… In the photo, there’s a lawyer and someone else we don’t recognize… I think there’s still danger… Yes, I think you should come right away… I’ll call you later, as soon as she’s resting, and tell you everything I know… Yes, bring Callie. Sara will like that, not to mention Young Cash.… Thank you.” Alvaro hung up.

			He stood up, walking Y.C. now as he made a second call. “Detective, I’m Luis’s cousin. I can’t find him. He said to call you if I needed help… My wife was badly beaten in our bar soon after he left… They wanted the flash drive with the photo… It wasn’t there… I’m worried about Luis… He was going to his hotel, I’d also check his father… We’re at the hospital… I’ll see you there.”

			Alvaro made one more call, to their friend, Maria. She was Cuban and had worked for years at his bar. 

			He spoke Spanish. “Maria, it’s Alvaro. I’m sorry to wake you, but we need your help. Sara was beaten up at the bar. She’ll be okay. We’re at the hospital, the one nearby… Y.C. is confused and upset about what happened to his mom. Can you come and take care of her?... Just stay with him at the hospital to begin. I need to talk with Sara, the police and others… You’re a treasure.” 

			****

			Alvaro was sleeping in a chair in Sara’s room. She, too, was sound asleep in the hospital bed they’d assigned to her. It was 2:30 a.m. A knock on the door woke Alvaro up. He opened the door to an older well-worn policeman with two other policemen behind him.

			

			“Hello,” the policeman began. “I’m Detective Rafael, Luis’s friend.” He showed Alvaro his ID, then said. “You must be Alvaro. We talked on the phone…” 

			“Yes, of course.”

			“I’m sorry to show up like this, but I wanted to talk to you now, in person.” 

			Alvaro nodded, concerned about Rafael’s expression.

			 Rafael pointed at the other policemen behind him. “These men work for me and they’re here to protect you and your family.”

			Alvaro looked at all of them. “Why?”

			“I’m sorry, but—”

			“What’s wrong?” just came out of Alvaro’s mouth.

			“After you called, I went looking for Luis. When I couldn’t reach him on the phone, I called his father, Miguel.” He paused, clearly upset. “He hadn’t heard from him yet. He came with me to his hotel. I’m sorry to tell you this… but we found him dead in his room.”

			 “No, oh no…” Alvaro cried out, “Oh, Jesus, no…” He covered his eyes, tearing now. “How...?”

			“He was beaten, then they slit his throat.”

			“His father saw him like that?”

			“Yes. He was beside himself. He stayed there, and I rushed here. Is there anyone at your house?”

			“No, I took the baby and came to find my wife.”

			“I’m sure that these killers are after the photo that Luis gave to you. And I’d bet that they’re looking for you now. I sent several policemen to check your house. I should hear from them soon… Now, I’d like to see the photo.”

			Alvaro thought about this, then he decided to tell him the truth, “Not yet, I need to talk with someone first. His name is Cash, and he’s in charge.”

			“I’m a police officer, and I need to see the photo.”

			“Please don’t make this difficult, officer. Just give me time to talk with him.”

			

			“When can you talk to him?”

			“He’s on his way here from Seattle. I’ll have an answer as soon as he calls this morning.”

			“I’ll give you tell then, this morning, max.”

			“Thank you.”

			“What’s in this photo?”

			“There’s a lawyer, someone Luis recognized, and someone else we couldn’t identify. He’s wearing a high-tech, covid mask, and it hides his face.”

			“Who’s the lawyer?”

			“Luis said his name is Alberto Leon. Luis’s father, Miguel, knows him. He’s Venezuelan. That’s all I know.”

			Rafael’s phone rang. He listened, then he said, “Okay. Stay there, and I’ll get back to you.” He closed his phone, turned to Alvaro. “They broke into your house. They searched everywhere. They turned it upside down. Did you hide it there?”

			“No.” 

			“Then they’re looking for you now. Probably on their way here already. I know a temporary safe house where we can hide you and your family. We should go there right away.” He looked at Alvaro, who was distracted. “That means right this minute.”

			“Okay. I’m on it.” He went over to wake Sara.

			He considered giving Rafael a copy of the photo, but he decided against it. Alvaro knew, somehow, that he had to talk with Cash before he turned this photo over to the police.

			“Rafael and one of the other policemen already had Sara in a cot, and they were wheeling her, hurrying her out the door and down the hall.

			Alvaro followed, calling Maria as he moved. “Bring Y.C. to his car seat right away. We’re leaving now. Hurry.”

			When they got to the parking lot Alvaro pointed out their car. 

			Rafael took charge. “I’ll drive you, your wife and your boy. My man will drive the babysitter home.”

			

			In no time, they had Sara in the back with Y.C., Alvaro sat up front with Rafael, then they were gone.

			****

			Two fit, well-dressed, Venezuelan men, Carlos and Ruben, were sitting in the spacious aft deck eating area on Stanley White’s 115’ 6” Sunseeker 116 yacht. The yacht was anchored in a protected island cove, within easy striking distance to Miami. It was 7:30 a.m. and they were drinking coffee. Their boss, Stanley White, the man in the photo, was staring at them across a crafted wooden table, under a covered eating area. Even though he was wearing a covid mask, they could see how angry he was. They could see the rage in his bright blue eyes. 

			“No photo, no idea where it is, no idea where they are?... I’m dumbfounded… speechless… You were specially chosen years ago, trained extensively, generously paid… I trusted you… Are you stupid? No! Were you unprepared for unexpected risks? No! Were you poorly trained? No!... How in hell could we find ourselves here?”

			Carlos, the oldest, well-dressed in an expensive suit, replied, politely, “Sir, we will find them. We will take the flash drive, then they will disappear.”

			White responded, plainly annoyed, “They’ve disappeared already… You don’t know how to find them. Not a clue… and the photo may have been circulated.”

			Carlos’ face fell, “Sir, I believe, in fact, I’m confident–” 

			“Enough… First, never, ever talk to me in that simplistic, glib tone… furthermore, before you say another word, think precisely, carefully, about what you are saying, about what it means… Am I clear?” then ice cold, “Crystal clear?”

			Carlos took a look in his eyes. “My apologies. Sir, it won’t happen again.” 

			“I hope not… Remember, we don’t know how many others have seen the photo. What we do know is the potential consequences to us if anyone becomes curious about the man talking with Counselor Alberto Leon…”

			Ruben, an experienced middle-aged killer, with a hard, rugged face, stood, “Respectfully, that’s unlikely sir. We have been extremely careful… there’s no interest in you… You’re invisible…”

			“We’re at risk, gentlemen…” Stanley White sighed, nodding, he knew that was true. He went on, forcefully, “And lest we forget, you’ve endangered our invisibility… You’ve killed the employee of the lawyer I’m trusting. You’ve killed a well-known journalist. You’ve badly beaten a young woman who knows nothing. And now, you propose to kill all of the others who might know, whoever they might be... Remember, everyone you hurt or kill potentially attracts attention to us. And for us to remain unnoticed, you know we don’t want attention.”

			Ruben spoke softly but forcibly, “We’re sorry, sir, but please, don’t underestimate us. We can and will eliminate them, discretely, whatever it takes. We will remain anonymous. It’s what we know how to do.”

			“How can you do that when you can’t find them?”

			Ruben replied patiently, “Please just hear me out, sir… We need your help to find them. Talk with your lawyer friend. He’ll have a police contact, someone on the inside. We went to the hospital. They’d already left, but a nurse told us that there were three policemen who left with them. You find out your lawyer’s police contact. Have your lawyer ask him where they went. We’ll take it from there.”

			Mr. White took a slow breath then said, “Okay, that may be helpful… Just remember, never forget, that there are consequences if you don’t succeed. Our adversaries were, and still are, humiliated… and they’re enraged. At their best, they’re ruthless and unforgiving. Now, at their worst?... For your sake, for all of us, you don’t want to be wrong.”

			****

			The little condo that Rafael put them in was nondescript in a lower middle-class area in the interior of South Beach. It was facing a parking lot and there was an old shopping street with several restaurants around the corner. In the living room, Sara, Alvaro and Rafael had brought Cash up to date. Then, Alvaro had taken Cash out to the old, enclosed patio, where he showed him the photo in the flash drive. 

			Cash took his computer out from a bag he carried out with him, then set it on an open wooden picnic table. He sat on the wooden bench, then Cash stuck the flash drive into the appropriate slot in his laptop. Next, he downloaded the photo. Finally, he emailed one copy to Andre, another to the Macher, Cash’s Yiddish nickname for Itzac, his old, trusted friend. When he was finished, he called each of them, connecting them to a conference call on his cell phone. He quickly explained how the photo was given to Luis and how he passed it on to Alvaro. He then detailed the break in at Alvaro’s bar, the attack on Sara, then the subsequent break in at their home, and finally killing Luis at the hotel. He explained that they were safe now, hidden by Rafael, Luis’s policeman friend, in a nondescript, empty house. What they needed now was their help to identify the masked man in the photo. 

			“Do you know the other man in the photo?”

			“Luis knew the man without the mask,” Cash answered. “He told us his name was Alberto Leon, and that he was a little-known Venezuelan lawyer in Miami.”

			“Tell us more about Luis,” the Macher asked.

			Alvaro answered, “Luis, my cousin, was an international journalist. He was trying to write an article about that three hundred and fifty million that went missing from the Venezuelan military about five years ago. The lawyer, Alberto Leon, often moved money from Venezuela, though his methods were generally through a Cayman Island bank and known to be legal. He kept a low profile, stayed below the radar. Luis’ father, Miguel, who’s on his way here, is also a lawyer, though not on the same level, and he’s done some work for Alberto.”

			The Macher added, “Yes, I heard about that stolen money. It disappeared from an oil company. It was a state-owned oil company and the military used it for discretely purchasing very expensive long-term equipment, hard to find materials and machinery, and large quantities of oil. The missing money was military money, so this was red hot. It was never recovered.” 

			“Can you learn more?”

			“Yes. I did a deal several years ago with a Venezuelan general who was trading in precious Venezuelan metals, largely gold and diamonds. He was trading legally through some of the state mines. He’s smart, and though he no longer lives there, he’s still connected, and at least with me, he was honest. I’ll call him. He’ll know more.” 

			Andre jumped in. “Not long ago, I worked for a Venezuelan military colonel on a mercenary operation in Guyana. I’ll see what I can learn. I can tell you already that you don’t want to mess around with these guys. I’m fairly sure that you’re already on their hit list. To put it more specifically, I’d say that you’re about to be attacked, likely ravaged by lethal scorpions. For now, the best thing, the smartest thing you can do is just dive under freezing cold water and stay hidden until I get there… I’m on it, and I’ll book the next flight to Miami.” 

			“You have a gift with words, Andre,” the Macher chuckled. “I’ll be there today,” he added.

			“Thanks to both of you,” Cash said. “I’m sorry about the occasion.”

			“Who else has seen this photo?” the Macher asked.

			“Just Alvaro, Sara and us.” 

			Alvaro added, “Rafael, the policeman wants to see it.”

			Cash spoke up. “Since you told me that, I’ve been thinking about it. Rafael seems like a good man, I’ll talk to him when we’re done about showing it to a limited specific group – local detective colleagues in homicide, financial and organized crime. I’ll set it up so that he doesn’t go any further without checking with me. Let’s see what he comes up with.” 

			“Keep the group small,” the Macher agreed. “No one else should see it, no wider distribution, until we find out what we’re dealing with.”

			Andre added, “And then, if we find out it’s related to the missing three hundred and fifty million dollars—well, it’s too late to give it back. They’re going to have to kill you… Keeping you alive is going to be a fulltime nightmare—” 

			Cash interrupted, “Andre, try not to make a bad thing worse.” 

			“How could it get worse?”

			“You could do that… but my dear old friend, let’s deal with that when we know more… For now, I’ll handle it with Rafael…and right away, let’s talk with Miguel. Let’s get his help with Alberto.”

			****

			When Cash and Alvaro came back inside, Sara was lying down on the living room sofa. Her head was resting on Callie’s lap and Callie was holding her hand. Y.C. was asleep in his crib. Rafael was in the corner, on the phone. Sara looked up at Cash and her husband sitting across the coffee table. “I have to say this… it’s been on my mind, bothering me… I’m feeling pretty foolish, even stupid… I mean Dad, I’m the one that forced you to change your lifestyle, your work. I insisted that our family had to make substantive changes, then I participated, whole heartedly, in putting together our plan for a year on a boat, where we all worked hard to figure out how we could create a safe way of life for our whole family. Everyone struggled, and finally succeeded, to design a new way of life, and we’ve followed our plan. Dad, you haven’t been working on risky deals with the Macher or Andre. You’re not making dangerous trades. We’re spending time together in safe places. You and Callie come to us every few months for a relaxed family visit. You, grandpa, stay on for at least a week to help us with the baby, who’s come to adore you. We come two or three times a year to Seattle. We take trips together, like going to France last spring. It’s actually been working out as we planned, it’s even been fun, as I’d hoped. Then just when we were supposed to be safe, relaxed, just fine… The most dangerous thing yet came after Alvaro and me for no reason I can understand, except bad luck.” Sara started to cry.

			Cash stood, then sat down beside her, gently saying, “Sweetheart, I understand how you feel. Please remember that our plan is still excellent, but whatever we do, however we try, we can’t legislate safety. And as much as you hated the danger it exposed to you and your family, I’m sure that today you still appreciate that our unconventional team, and all of the resources it has, will be here soon to help keep you and your family safe.”

			“Yes, that’s true, but I’d hoped we were beyond this kind of horrific, life-threatening danger.”

			“We are beyond some of it, but even if you live locked up in a fortress with no friends or even visitors, you’re vulnerable to life’s unexpected dangers… you know that, we talked carefully about that possibility.”

			Sara started crying again. 

			Y.C. began crying in his crib. Alvaro was right there, picking him up and walking him around the room. When he was calm, Alvaro gracefully set him back down again in his crib. He gently massaged his neck, until he was sleeping again.

			Sara, still crying, watched her family, then said, “I didn’t want to fear for my young child’s safety, for his life, again, and now, I’m worried and it’s before his third birthday.”

			“Of course you didn’t want that again, but it didn’t work out, and now we all need to make sure that Baby Cash, and his mother and father are safe. It’s the best we can do…”

			Sara kept on crying, taking her dad’s hand. “I’m sorry I’m so naïve, so Pollyanna-ish – I learned that word from you, by the way—”

			Callie jumped in, “Sara, your dad’s word, Pollyanna-ish, is sometimes okay, a hopeful way to be, and you are—well—you’re just so very cool… In fact, it’s a wonder you can still be Pollyanna-ish, with the life you’ve lived.” She used a piece of Kleenex to wash away Sara’s tears. “You’re young, you have a wonderful husband, a lovely baby boy, and your whole life is ahead of you. Let’s get past this moment of sadness, face the bad, troubling news, and move on.”

			“How did you get so fearless, so helpful when things are so bad?”

			“Your dad taught me all of that. When I met him, I was afraid to do anything…” 

			

			“I’ve never seen that.”

			“Part of me still feels that, but I’ve learned to live differently. And truthfully, though I supported and still believe in our plan, though I know how important it is to avoid unnecessary, foolish risks, I’m pleased, even proud, to have some of you and your dad’s ability to manage hard, dangerous things.”

			Sara took both of their hands. “So, in your gentle, nice way, you’re both telling me to stop—well—stop whining… Just fucking man up....”

			“Well, not exactly…” Callie added, “I mean I would never say ‘Just fucking man up’.” 

			“In your way, you sort of did…”

			“I did?” 

			“No matter. It’s done, I’m in.” 

			Cash suggested, “For now, just take care of yourself, get well. You’re welcome to be more involved when you’re ready.”

			“I’m ready, dad… I need to be in on this—for Christ’s sake, they beat me up…” She put her head up. 

			Cash shook his head. “I should have known.”

			Callie laughed. “Honey, don’t be so protective. She’s every bit as good as you, and you’re great together.”

			“Okay, okay… Sara, you’re in.” 

			Sara sat up. “Good.”

			Rafael, who’d been listening to this, came over. “Before we get going, please let me see the photo?” 

			Cash turned to him, “Okay, I’ll give you a copy of the photo. You’re a good man, and we appreciate your help, but before I do that, I’m going to set up some restrictions. Please only show this photo to trusted colleagues who have a reason to see it. By that I mean police officers who are at high levels enforcing areas that might have reason to deal with and therefore recognize this man. That is to say organized crime, homicide, and financial crimes. Start there, and then let’s talk again if you want to go further.”

			“Who are you? You can’t tell me who to show this photo to.”

			

			“If you want to see it, you’ll play by my rules.”

			“We’re going to have problems. Don’t push me too far. And while we’re setting up ground rules, I’ll want to know more about the men you’re working with—their backgrounds, their current work status, relevant history, and so on.”

			“These are trusted colleagues, old friends, and their backgrounds, current work status and history are private. I won’t give out any further information about them.”

			Rafael glared at him, getting angry. “Don’t be stupid. How can I help you if I don’t know what’s going on, who I’m working with? Who in the hell do you think you are? Do I need to arrest you?”

			“Let’s try again.” Cash touched his shoulder. “You don’t know me. Please call Sergeant Lincoln in the LA Police department or Detective Ed Samter in the Seattle PD. Ask them about me, then tell them that I’m holding back evidence, and specifically, holding back further information about Itzac, the Macher, and my friend Andre. Please also tell them that I said it’s important. They’ll explain. I anticipated this and wrote down their phone numbers for you.” He handed the policeman a piece of paper.

			Rafael scowled, red-faced now, then went back to the corner to make the calls.

			Alvaro’s phone rang. He listened then went to the door. He opened the door, then embraced Miguel, Luis’s devastated dad.

			****

			Rafael was arguing into the phone, “Detective Samter, I don’t care if he’s experienced in these matters, he can’t cut me out… What do you mean I can’t stop him… Who is this guy?... He’s the smartest, best guy at this kind of dangerous work that you’ve ever met…? Working with him, it’s like being in a Tarantino movie… Pulp Fiction?... Yes, I know how unexpected things happen in that movie… Pretend I’m in that movie…? What the hell are you talking about? Cash is Samuel L. Jackson as Jules… his partner, Andre, who’s coming, is like John Travolta…? With Cash — nothing is like it’s supposed to be—crazy, violent things happen out of nowhere, and important things often work out against all odds in unexpected ways…? Detective Samter, are you fucking crazy?... I don’t care if you don’t appreciate my language…. You know Jim Holden, my Captain…? No, please don’t call him… Okay, I’ll make this deal with you. I’ll give Mr. Pulp Fiction three days to do things his way. I’ll do this if, and only if, after those three days, you call my Captain and tell him what an outstanding, exceptionally helpful policeman I am… You would actually do that, happily, for Mr. Pulp Fiction?”

			****

			Miguel’s eyes were red from crying. He took off his coat, lay it over a nearby chair, then set his briefcase beside it. Alvaro put his arm over his shoulder and introduced him to Sara, Cash, and Callie. 

			Soon after, Rafael, who he’d met earlier, joined them. Rafael took over and spoke to Cash, “Both of them vouched for you. Nothing about it was normal. The LA sergeant said—like this was normal—how I’d likely get a raise if I stuck with you. Is he lying?... No comment?... The Seattle guy talked about Pulp Fiction, no kidding…  He compared you to Samuel L. Jackson…” 

			Callie interrupted, “He’s way cooler than Samuel L. Jackson. You’ll see.” 

			“Jesus… All I see so far is that your husband attracts the outliers, the weirdos… Cash, you’re already a first-class nut job in my book, but I’ll back you up on your own terms for three days. This is totally out of character for me. Don’t make me sorry.” 

			“Thank you. I’ll try not to disappoint—”

			Alvaro interrupted, “He won’t disappoint you... Truthfully Detective, we can sort out these concerns later. Now, we have more important work to do.” Alvaro turned to Miguel, put his hand on Miguel’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to do this now, but we need your help right away.”

			“What can I do?” Miguel asked.

			“Tell us whatever you can about the lawyer, Alberto Leon.”

			

			“He’s a successful lawyer. He keeps a low profile, and he’s carved out his own specific niche. He helps people, mostly Venezuelans, bring money into this country. He does this legally, and he’s never been convicted of money laundering.” 

			“How does he manage that?” Cash asked. 

			“He’s ultra conservative about it. He’s been prosecuted several times in the past ten years, but there’s never been a conviction. I’ve thought about this, and I think, and this is just my interpretation, he’s very careful not to touch any money that isn’t already clean.”

			“How does he do that?” Callie asked. 

			“Here’s what I’m guessing. The money may have been illegally obtained, but before Alberto even considers it, it must be carefully disguised, smurfed, layered, removed from the country. By the time Alberto will touch it, it’s origins must be untraceable. In other words, it’s already been laundered. He’s extremely careful about that. What he does is move clean money into the country.”

			“Why would anyone use him if they’ve already successfully laundered the money?” Callie asked.

			“Suppose the client doesn’t want anyone to know that he’s brought money in, even if it’s legal. Alberto safely disguises the owner. For example, he often uses an influential Cayman Islands bank to distribute well-laundered money to shell companies and then the true owners are invisible, but I reiterate, he’ll only use shell companies legally.”

			Cash nodded. “I know about that. Once the origin of the money is untraceable, and likely it’s already been moved around the globe, it’s safe to use a shell company, and then it’s impossible to know whose money it is.”

			Callie asked, “How do you know about Alberto?”

			“I’ve done quite a few mid-level jobs for him over the years. For a little more than the last three years, he’s sent me real estate buyers to several large real estate developments he’s representing. I handle their contracts and help them negotiate their deal.”

			

			“Anything special about the buyers or the developments?” Rafael asked.

			“The developments are first class, all top-rated. There are three of them that I know of, one each in Naples, Fort Myers and the Marco Island region. You may know of them, like Silver Lake or Hancock Ranch. All three locations are ranked as among the top ten fastest growing places in the US They’re all good houses in good safe neighborhoods. Prices range from three hundred to one point four million. The average home price in the Naples development is over eight hundred thousand. One day, there will be over 120 houses in each development. The ranch has over 1200 acres and is eventually planning on building three hundred homes. They’re all still growing. The buyers are from all over—New York, California, Chicago, Boston, Houston, New Orleans, you name it, and, of course, Florida.”

			Cash did the math. “I’m guessing they’ve already committed over two hundred and fifty million. Someone is putting a lot of money into these developments.”

			“Yes, though that’s where the shell companies often kick in. The investors are totally unknown.”

			“Could the other man in the photo be related to these developments?” Sara asked, still lying down on the couch.

			Miguel nodded. “It’s possible, though I don’t know. All I heard was that Alberto was meeting an important client.”

			“The other man in the picture is wearing a surgical covid mask and apparently was traveling with bodyguards. Suppose he’s the client who was meeting with Alberto. Do you know anything about that meeting?” Alvaro asked.

			“No, I knew the man who took the photo. I introduced him to my son. His name was Garcia. He was a young man who ran errands for Alberto’s secretary. I tried to reach him several times earlier, but I couldn’t. He’s never been so hard to reach, especially so early in the morning… I hate to say this, but if he took the photo, I’d bet that he was also murdered.”

			

			Sara joined in, sitting now on the couch, “That’s two murders. There’s also two break ins and the attack on me. That’s a lot of risk for one photo. It’s way too much. I just don’t get it… We need to identify the man with the mask, right away,” she asserted, with her characteristic certainty.

			Miguel volunteered, “Before the man came, I went to bring some buyer documents to Alberto’s office. One of the women I work with told me Alberto was expecting an important visitor, a client he’d never met in person. That’s all I know.”

			Alvaro offered. “This is just speculation, but suppose some – or all - of the developments are being financed through the missing Venezuelan military money? Maybe that’s what Luis was after. No one would ever find it, even guess it was here. Maybe the masked man was the dead general’s contact in the US Maybe he moves the clean money to Alberto, who invests it. That would be sufficient reason to start killing people.”

			Cash stood. “Whoa… Let’s not go too fast. This could be huge, but we don’t know that any of it is true. First, let’s see what more we can learn… Miguel, can you get any of Luis’s notes?”

			“Yes, I have some of them, I took his briefcase from his apartment. I have it here.” 

			“Callie, Sara and I will pour through his notes, right away. In the meantime, Miguel, can you help us learn more about Alberto?”

			“Like what?”

			“His other clients, his colleagues in his firm, his connections in Venezuela, his history. Andre and the Macher will help you. They’ll both be here within hours.”

			“OK, I’ll tell them whatever I can, and here is my son’s briefcase.” Miguel pointed it out, Alvaro passed it over to Cash.

			Rafael had stepped away to take a phone call. He came back to the group, addressing Cash, “I just had a request from a senior police officer, a lieutenant. He wanted to know where he could find you. He said he had info about the break-ins. I told him I didn’t know where you were.”
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