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      Anyone who spends much time in Southern California experiences or learns firsthand about the Santa Ana winds. Some say the winds bring problems. Others say anything can happen when the Santa Ana winds blow.

      My Aunt Lisa is a nurse, she claims when the Santa Anas are blowing, the ER turns into a madhouse. People get in more fights, there are more gunshot wounds, and, of course, like full-moon time, there are more accidents. If anyone’s a little off mentally, she guarantees that when the Santa Anas blow, those people will wind up in her ER.

      I freely admit that I’m a skeptic about her antidotal analysis. That brings me to my name, Skeptic Arthur Rivers. Yeah, I get tired of explaining the name. It’s my mother’s fault. My father wanted to name me Arthur, after his father. My mother agreed to use it as a middle name.

      Shortly after my birth, my mother created two rules about my name. First, I always had to use my first name. Second, if anyone tried to use my middle name as a first name, I was never under any circumstances allowed to let them call me . . . wait for it . . . Art. I’m not certain why she is opposed to Art, but she is. Because I was more afraid of my mother than of my father, I always followed her rules.

      Except, I shortened my name to Skep. It’s a weird name, but way better than having to explain Skeptic. My mother always hoped that I’d grow up and become a skeptic. It seems her plan may have worked.

      She did have a reason for wanting me to become a skeptic . . . my father was the most positive, cheerful, friendly, and easygoing person I’ve ever met or ever will meet. He made Pollyanna look like a curmudgeon. Except when he was at work. Then he was a letter-of-the-law sort of person.

      I grew up here in Southern California in the burbs . . . near Pomona. So did my business partner, Christy. There were five of us Christy, Rose, Albert, Matt, and me, Skeptic Arthur Rivers.

      Albert hated his parents, and as soon as he graduated from high school, he moved to the East Coast. I found that amusing because my father hated his family and moved from the East Coast to the West Coast. Someone should do a study on migration habits of East and West Coast people.

      Life is full of little amusements.

      Christy and I decided to join the US Marines. We tried to convince Rose and Matt to join us. Rose didn’t want anything to do with the military, so she went to college and became a cop. Matt went to college and became a lawyer.

      We were all at one time or another law breakers. Yeah there’s a few things I could say about our chosen professions, but I won’t. Use your imagination.

      Why the Marines? Well, my skepticism kept getting me into trouble. Yeah, more than a little trouble. What can I say? I was young. My uncle sat me down and talked me into joining the military.

      My parents didn’t like the idea. Apparently, it would be better if I went to West Point or the Naval Academy. I think their reasoning was that I’d become a higher ranking officer.

      Of course, I ignored that advice. Even as an ignorant teen, I knew that the likelihood of either academy welcoming me into their ranks lingered somewhere around zero.

      So Christy and I enlisted. We had no ambitions to become a general or anything like being appointed to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

      I don’t know about Christy, but I envisioned becoming an average, blending-in sort of Marine. It was my mother’s fault. She named me Skeptic. My uncle believed the military would build character and that I could see the world.

      He was gung-ho about building character. I wasn’t so sure about the character aspect, but I did want to see the world. That part turned out to be true. Christy joined because she thought it would “be a hoot”—that was a phrase her grandfather used to use, and he was a Marine. By some miracle we wound up staying together, stationed in the same places.

      We bonded and eventually became part of a group that, wait for it, I can’t tell you about it.

      A shrink might say we are codependent. Who am I to say that an imaginary person in my mind is right or wrong.

      When Christy and I got out, we came back to Southern California, got our PI licenses, and set out to make the world a better place.

      Optimistic? Sure, but we were still young and naive.

      So why am I telling you all this? Simple, because I went to a spa out in the desert. It was one of those woo woo sort of places where people meditate, do yoga, find inner peace, and apparently rent rooms to commit revolting crimes. I’m not making fun of the place because I did learn to meditate, a little, a very little, and to do Sun Salutations, which I still do every morning.

      That day the Santa Anas were blowing when I left for the desert. When I got to the spa, I played a chilled guy just hanging out for a day. The winds followed me, and people at the resort were making me a little worried, maybe a lot worried.

      While there I took pictures on the sly of a husband cheating on his wife with an underage girl. Yeah, tell me about it. He was sleazy on all counts. I was working for the creep's wife and for the girl’s mother. They were suspicious about his lifestyle and wanted proof. Sandra’s mother, well, she was worried sick about her daughter.

      I’d been following the man. Christy had been keeping an eye on the girl. Today, things came together, he picked up the girl outside her high school.

      We’d already made a plan if this happened. I’d watch him, never letting them out of my sight. Christy would put the plan into motion. She’d coordinate everything, making sure we were always in control.

      All this was just in case anything went south. When people were involved, anything could happen. That was my real reason for a trek into the desert to bake in the sun.

      Added benefit, I also met the most beautiful woman in the world, no, in the galaxy, no, in the whole universe. That’s why I’m telling you all this. It always fascinates me when events collide and change a person’s life. Plus, it’s backstory, context, and all that magical stuff of storytelling.

      There I was lathered with layers of sunscreen, sitting beside a shallow pool. To the world around me, I looked like a man kicked back on a lounge chair. I had draped my beach towel over the cushions because who knows who sat here before me. Christy would tell me that the sun sanitizes everything, but she wasn’t here.

      We flipped a coin to see who would follow the man to the desert. Christy won. I had to follow the creep.

      She got to stay in our Long Beach office and put things in motion. In Long Beach, the sun shines bright, but the wind coming off the ocean cools everything.

      Was I jealous? Sure. But sometimes I win the coin toss.

      In this woo, woo spa, tall palm trees lined the entire area and were placed in sunny places for shade. I assume the palms are a psychological ploy designed to make customers think they’re in a tropical paradise and not a hot, sandy desert that could bake you alive. So the pool surrounded by trees, bushes, and gorgeous flowers created an atmosphere of luxury and comfort, in a pedestrian sort of way.

      The spa offered massages, mud baths, hot tubs, classes, healthy food, and a grotto. I never understood the appeal of a dark cave, but to each his own.

      The sun was trying its best to burn a hole right through my brain. I ignored that and pretended to be enjoying the sun. The reflection off the swimming pool was also trying to blind me. It was not the first time I’d noticed that weather did its best to beat humans into submission.

      I watched the middle-aged man, who was by anyone’s standard fit, healthy, and attractive. However, I found nothing admirable about him.

      He practically nonstop tried to grope the girl. She was less than half his age. It took all my energy to talk myself out of getting into the pool and beating his face black and blue. If my mother recognized my restraint, she would have been proud.

      Sandra managed by clever, playful antics to keep him at bay, and with her efforts their exchanges remained in the PG range.

      I had enough evidence to condemn him to years of child support, alimony, and prison. I knew the girl was sixteen. That was the thing that really disgusted me. I’d watched him give the young woman a diamond necklace and bracelet.

      Well, he said they were diamonds. I doubted that was true. I’d done a background check on him. He didn’t have that kind of money.

      She feigned joy and pleasure. When he wasn’t looking, her face turned into a picture of loathing. You know the kind, hatred in her blue eyes, a frown that wouldn’t stop, and a look that suggested she wanted to vomit but was holding it back.

      I admired her restraint.

      On the other side of the pool were two gray haired women past middle age. They had a few wrinkles, bathing in the sun wasn’t helping the wrinkles. They were wrapped in robes, playing cards, talking and keeping an eye on the man.

      I smiled at the one who had wrapped her hair in a tight bun. The other one, more friendly and less proper, winked at me. I winked back.

      I was waiting for the moment this man stepped over the line. It wouldn’t be long now. The girl was having a harder and harder time acting. The woman with the bun had her phone pointed toward the pool. Every so often, she snapped a picture of the couple.

      While I was preoccupied watching all this, a woman who had to be at least six feet tall walked into the pool area. She stopped under a palm tree and glanced around. The two women on the other side of the pool continued chatting and laughing as they drank lemonade. Between them and me were three other brightly colored lounge chairs.

      My attention immediately diverted to the woman. I personally don’t think there are enough tall women in the world. This one had long, wavy red hair. The kind of red my mother would call strawberry blond. She had two, maybe, three rows of freckles across her nose and cheeks.

      Until that moment, I had no idea how very attractive freckles were. I mean . . . wow. Yep. I was smitten, but not so much that I’d completely taken my eyes off the girl and the lecherous man.

      I managed to keep my eyes on them and on the lovely redhead. My eyes are ambidextrous. I decided that somehow, someway, I’d talk to her before I left. I also decided that I loved one piece bathing suits with big pink flowers.

      She wore a white sarong tied around her waist. Her big round sunglasses hid her eyes. I could only imagine what color they were. I didn’t care. Blue, green, brown, any color would be great. Well, red eyes might spoil the effect.

      Instead of turning left toward the women, she chose right and walked past two other chairs before she stopped in front of me.

      “Is this lounge taken?” She smiled and my heart flip-flopped.

      Yeah, I was too old for that, but sometimes attraction takes over. Afraid I might say something totally stupid because my mouth did that sometimes when I wanted to impress someone, I kept things simple.

      “Not taken.” My gut instinct wanted me to say, “That lounge has been waiting all its life for you.”

      Yeah, even I knew that would send her screaming the other way.

      She carried a white spa towel under her arm. She spread it over the chair and sat. Her toenails were painted pink. She let her pink flip-flops slip to the concrete and glanced toward me as she stretched out her shapely legs and let the white fabric of her sarong fall away. She was laying it on thick, which made my skepticism kick in.

      Yet, all thoughts of the creepy man I’d been watching fled my mind.

      “I’ve been watching you,” she said.

      Okay, that got my attention, but not in a good way. Thoughts of a beautiful woman flew away as I took a closer look at her.

      I suddenly realized that everything about her shouted, “Danger.”

      First, there was her big beach bag. It displayed a best-selling paperback mystery, title out. Her bag matched her swimsuit, and her straw hat was designed to whisper I’m just relaxing in the sun, gonna read my book, and chill. Her whole demeanor
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