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      The Santa Ana winds also known as devil winds blow hot air from the desert into Southern California. The winds can be felt as far down the coast as Baja California in Mexico. They cause the weather to be hotter, which sounds nice, especially in the winter months, but the winds bring more downsides than upsides. They can be strong and forceful and deceptively mild until they aren’t. They bring dry heat and lower humidity levels. Debris of all kinds are carried in the winds.

      Some people think the Santa Anas are magical. Thus the old saying that “anything can happen when the Santa Ana winds blow” makes magical thinkers believe that something good is just around the corner. Allergy sufferers know better.

      I, Skep Rivers, am not one of those magical thinking people. More than anything else danger isn’t magic, it's the possibility the winds often turn into a fire that could easily be contained into a raging inferno.

      These thoughts filtered through my mind as I listened to the weather report. Everyone in California should pay attention to these freaky winds. My problem was that the world was in a crazy place, well more crazy than it had been in the past.

      Weather is often credited with making people do odd things. You know the old saying that a full moon brings out the crazies.

      Sure, the winds could create another series of out-of-control fires. Also, my 401K was exploding, but not in a good way. In spite of what a few oddballs believe, sweeping tariffs never, ever made things better.

      What do the Santa Anas have to do with my 401K or the tariffs?

      I’m not entirely sure, but I’m not dismissing a connection. Why? Because of history. So some yahoo decides tariffs are a good idea in the 1930s. That was an epic failure. Now, we try tariffs again, and we are headed for another epic failure. History, if we pay attention to it, is a good indicator of the future.

      Anyway, as strange as it might seem, this reminds me of a girl I knew in high school. Yeah, I had a crush on her. Had is the operative word. She was beautiful and still is. What did she do?

      Well, she wasn’t in a band or glee club or any of those options. She had a knack for business. The year before she put her big plan in action, there was a specific chocolate bar that sold out and people were clamoring for more. Like I said, she had a business head and a panache for numbers. Why she was keeping track of these numbers baffled me. She had confidence and flamboyance in spades.

      She got a group of friends together. She had charts, spreadsheets, and images to brand her idea. She wanted everyone to pool their money. Some of these kids had parents with large bank accounts that spilled over to their kids. The idea was to buy all the good chocolate bars, store them for a few months, and then resell them for twice the amount.

      She called it a win-win moneymaker. The band kids raised money, first win. She and her friend doubled their money, second win. She raised the money. Being a good businesswoman, she kept detailed accounts of how much money each person contributed and how much they’d earn, minus her five percent fee. She bought the chocolate bars, stored them, and waited.

      When I wouldn’t participate, she called me out.

      “Smells like a scam,” I said. “Reselling old candy bars at double the price. Definitely scammy. There are more important things than making money.”

      Christy didn’t participate because she didn’t like Myra. Her stated excuse, “I’m with Skep on this one.”

      By then I’d gotten over my crush, but Richard would have followed her into hell, which he may have done. So he gave twice as much money as anyone else, which garnered her eternal affection.

      She called me a jerk. I wasn’t certain what she was complaining about. There were at least twenty fools who played her game and followed her into moral purgatory.

      So, what do Myra and the Santa Anas have in common? They make people do crazy things, and they make me say things I probably shouldn’t say.

      Sure, there is a story behind all my speculations. Rewind to a few weeks ago. A warm December night, Santa Anas were blowing, and I was binge watching my favorite PI Detective series.

      Anyway, while I was sleeping, five persons dressed in black, wearing black ski masks, slipped into Miller’s Department Store. This was their eighth break-in at this particular location.

      This department store had had a bumpy beginning. Richard and Myra Miller had bought an old Sears store and spent a lot of money modernizing it. The grand opening was only slightly successful.

      In the intervening years, they twice saved the family owned business from bankruptcy and complete failure. Then six years ago, all their hard work paid off and business picked up. Now, they owned seventeen stores and five others in various stages of development.

      Like I said, Myra has a knack for making money.

      Business was booming. The road ahead looked as if it would be paved with millions, and a secure future looked like a done deal.

      Back to our thieves. Just before one in the morning, the five masked intruders slipped quietly out of the department store. Each carried very large duffle bags of Paradox Assassin dolls. These strange little dolls were originally designed to be cheap stocking stuffers, but as sometimes happens, they exploded in popularity. Now, as the Christmas season approaches, they are difficult to find.

      They are also sought after by parents whose children are clamoring for the freaky little dolls that look as if the Frankenstein monster and a poodle had a human child.

      They were popular with girls and boys . . . so twice the demand. Business was looking good, except for the doll thieves, who had been quietly stealing the dolls and depleting the inventory.

      Two months earlier, Myra Miller fired the company’s previous acquisitions officer, who had purchased thirty thousand dolls and signed a contract that the dolls could not be returned. The company that originally sold the dolls appeared online, hyped up their product, and vanished six weeks later. They made a small fortune, but they vanished before discovering that they had unexpectedly made the hot new item that every child wanted for Christmas.

      The Miller Department store by this lucky stroke was poised to make a fortune.

      At the time of the robbery, I knew nothing about any of this. I might have gone on vacation if I’d known what awaited me the next day.
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      The morning after the robbery, I headed to my office. I parked in the parking lot behind the office building where Christy, my partner, and I rented our Two Marines Private Investigators office space. It wasn’t a great building, but it also wasn’t terrible. Our office was one of those places that business owners hope is only a steppingstone to better things.

      Expecting the office to be empty, I stopped for coffee and cinnamon rolls. Rarely did anyone come to the office before nine. The aroma of coffee and cinnamon filled my SUV. On the drive, I drank half the coffee and managed to resist the rolls.

      I entered through the building’s back door. The hallway, which did not smell like coffee or baked goods, had the lingering scent of what landed somewhere between damp carpet and stale air. Yummy.

      The lights over the back hall were out. I’d changed the bulbs three times and informed the landlord that we needed an electrician to figure out why the lights kept burning out. I probably wouldn’t have been so annoyed if I didn’t have to walk through the dim hall all the way to the front of the building where our offices were.

      When I told Christy I thought it was an electrical problem, she phoned the insurance company and upgraded our policy. Yes, she is a very intelligent woman.

      The landlord is cheap. The building is cheap. The rent is also cheap, which is why all the small business owners stay.

      Our offices faced the street, which had natural lighting from the rather large widows that graced the building’s entrance. The windows looked out over a four lane street that twice a day had a lot of traffic. Also, from my desk I had a great view for people watching and seeing who was about to enter and exit the building.

      When I rounded the hallway corner, Myra and Richard Miller were standing in the hall outside my office door. Both had their backs to me as they stared out the window onto the street. They sipped their own drive-through coffee. Unfortunately, I would have to delay eating my rolls, I’d only brought two.

      The nice thing about having the first office in the building was that I could always see who was coming my way. In this case, I was lucky they had their backs to me. If I wanted to be a real jerk, I could turn around, tiptoe back down the hall, and go back to my SUV. Today I was feeling generous.

      Yes, I was still worry about my donuts. If I were a real gentleman, I’d offer to share. But in high school, I had an astoundingly strong, hormone-driven crush on Myra. When I asked her to prom, she turned me down calling me a loser.

      Later, I was extremely glad she’d rejected me. After that I never deemed her worthy of sharing my cinnamon rolls. But her sharp tongue did save me from getting involved with her. Maybe I would offer her a cinnamon roll as a reward for her kindness.

      “Richard, Myra, what are you doing here before seven?”

      Not, “Hi, how are you?” Or “What’s up?”

      Yes, I’m that petty. My excuse, I was looking forward to the cinnamon rolls. And Myra annoys me by keeping me from things I really want.

      “What in the hell do you think we’re doing here?” Myra said. Yes, she had a way of making a question sound like a statement. “We need a private investigator who is discreet and reliable.”

      Well, she got some brownie points for that last part. Plus, on closer observation, she looked worried or sick. Her frown would frighten a vampire. On second glance, I realized she was as pale as a vampire. Shit, maybe she was a vampire.

      I walked right up to her and kissed her on the cheek.

      “Hold this while I open the door.”

      Her blue eyes looked as if she’d been crying, and Richard shrugged and raised his eyebrows. I had a sick feeling when I realized their state of mind. Myra took the box of rolls. I handed my cup to Richard.

      Myra was one of those women who took an hour to dress just to go to a drive-through. This morning she didn’t have makeup on. I hadn’t seen her without makeup since we were in fifth grade. She also wore jeans and a T-shirt whose black-lettered message read, “Get over it. I don’t give a fuck.”

      As I pulled my keys out and unlocked the door, I casually asked, “How’s Becky?”

      Becky’s their daughter. In my experience as a childless bachelor, I’d come to the conclusion that children were about seventy to eighty percent of parents’ problems. Plus, in spite of having Myra for a mother, Becky was a great kid, well a grownup, but I still thought of her as a kid.

      “She’s fine,” Richard said. “This is a business matter.”

      That I believed. Richard was wearing his typical suit with tennis shoes. It’s Southern California. No one cares. In the summer, I might wear a Hawaiian shirt and shorts.

      Anyway, I decided he looked worried but was holding himself together.

      I was relieved that Becky was all right. I opened the door, retrieved my rolls and coffee, and invited them inside. We didn’t have a receptionist, so for now clients walked into my office space, which was slightly more professional looking than a car wash’s office space, without the distracting merch and a freezer of fast food.

      While Myra and Richard stared at the mid-twentieth century pop-culture collectables that decorated the walls and bookcases, I turned on the lights. Moved to the little alcove slash break room and started the coffee going.

      Walking back into the office, I waited for a caustic remark from Myra when my
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