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CHAPTER 1
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I’m Mandy Winthrop, a self-reliant, street-smart teenager. My grandmother, who owns and manages a private investigation business, raised me. Solving mysteries is my passion. Occasionally this gets me into trouble, but I also find answers to sticky problems and odd situations.

Today started out like a normal day until it wasn’t.

Our high school girls’ cross-country track team was on our after school practice run, when someone shouted, “What’s Abbey, doing down there?”

We’d been running along the edge of the county park, and Abbey was below near the river’s edge lined with eucalyptus trees.  

Jeannie, our team captain, laughed and said, “Doing a plant chemical experiment.”

A few girls giggled and the team continued on the run. But I lagged behind noticing that Abbey clung to one tree before she staggered to the next one. Her skinny arms flailed in the air. Something was definitely amiss. 

“She’s hurt,” I shouted to the others.  

“She’s acting,” Jeannie yelled back. “Abbey’s a weirdo. Come on, we don’t want to be out here all afternoon. I’ve got things to do.”

I ignored Jeannie, as I often did, and ran down to Abbey. My best friend Rita followed me. When I got close to Abbey, I saw her blouse was torn, her hands bloody, and her glasses askew. One sandal was missing and her right eye was bruised. She continued to shuffle along through the dry grass at the edge of the concrete.

Up on the knoll, the track team hesitated, but Jeannie waved them on, and they followed her lead. For a nanosecond I watched them then turned my attention to Abbey. I put my hand on her shoulder and walked next to her. “Abbey? It’s me, Mandy. What’s wrong?”

“Penance.” She muttered as if that explained everything.

“Penance? What do you mean?” I looked at Rita, who stood on the other side of Abbey. Rita raised her eyebrows and shook her head. Her curly black hair tied into a ponytail bobbed like a spring.

I reached for one of Abbey’s lacerated hands. “Sit down over here in the shade.”

Abbey yanked her hand away. “Can’t stop. Gotta keep going till dark. He’ll know.”

“Who’ll know?” Rita asked.

“The Watcher. He sees everything.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sakes.” Rita made circular motions with her finger.

“Okay, Abbey,” I said. “We’ll walk with you,” 

Rita opened her mouth, but I hushed her with a stern look.

“Tell us what happened.” I don’t think Abbey heard me. She continued to lurch from tree to tree, hugging the smooth bark of the eucalyptus. 

Rita and I watched her, unsure of what we should do. “I don’t think we can persuade her to come with us,” I said. “It’s like she’s in a trance. Why don’t you run back to the team and have them call her parents.”

“You’re the fast runner. I only joined up for cross-country to keep you company, remember?” Rita said.

“Okay, then you stay with Abbey, and I’ll get help.”

“I don’t want to stay with her. She’s spooky.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Then what do you suggest? We can’t just leave her.” Abbey’s progress matched that of a snail. “She’s not going anywhere fast.”

“Well, okay,” Rita said. “Boy, is she a mess. She’s never taken real good care of herself, but now, yuck.”

Rita believed everyone should always look stylish no matter what the circumstances. She put up with my lack of fashion because we’d grown up in the same neighborhood and shared an interest in mysteries. My carefree style and short hair was Rita’s cross to bear, not mine.

“Stay with her and see if you can find out what this is all about,” I said. “If you can, get her to a drinking fountain. That might help. I’ll hurry. It shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes for me to get someone back here.”

“Okay,” Rita said. “Just don’t leave me here too long.”

I took off in the same direction the team had headed but realized that wouldn’t lead to a phone anytime soon. Instead, I cut across the park, fuming over the school’s policy of not allowing cellphones during school activities. I jaywalked through an intersection, raced to a gas station, and asked the attendant if I could use their phone. He gave me an emphatic “no” and motioned to an old public phone back by the restrooms. I didn’t know they even existed anymore. Fortunately, whenever I go on a cross-country run, I keep change in a small packet laced onto the top of my running shoe. I dialed my grandmother’s business number but got the answering machine. I called RJ’s cell; he’s my dad. Although my grandmother, Fran, raised me, RJ had recently come back into my life. Calling him Dad didn’t quite make it with me yet. For now he did background checks and research on a part-time basis for Fran’s private detective agency.

When his deep voice answered, I said without preamble, “I need your help. Are you free?”

“Mandy, what’s going on?” He sounded as if he were in a tunnel.

I explained the situation with Abbey and told him where I was.

“I’m in my truck and should be able to get there in about five minutes. Should I call 911?”

“I’m not sure, but she’s incoherent.”

“I’ll call them to be on the safe side. Go back to her. See you soon.” 

I hung up and ran back to the park. Not much had changed. Abbey had progressed about twenty feet. Rita was still at Abbey’s side. “I can’t get her to stop hugging trees. She seems to be getting worse.” 

I stood in front of Abbey and tried to make her focus on me, but she swayed from side to side humming a soft chant. It sounded like, “my heart, my flesh belong to him.”

It made no sense to me, and I wondered who “him” was, but every time I questioned her, she pushed me away and chanted louder. Her eyes grew glassy and she slumped to the ground. I stared at her as she lay in a heap, but when I leaned over to help her stand, she thrashed out with bloody hands.

“We need to get her some water,” I said.

“There’s a fountain near the parking lot.” Rita looked as perplexed as I felt. “This time you stay with her, and I’ll see if I can get something that holds water.” 

I nodded and Rita jogged off toward the parking lot. Kneeling next to Abbey, I talked to her like I did to Lucky, my grandmother’s dog. “You'll be okay. Help’s on the way. Come on. Breath in and out.”

Abbey mumbled, “I’m bad...gotta be punished. The Watchers, please, no. I don’t want to. It’s wrong.” She rolled her head from side to side. I tried to put my arms around her to hold her still, but she struck out at me.

“You aren’t bad,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “No one’s going to hurt you.”


“Yes!” she screamed. “He will!”

“Who’s he?”


Her head lolled back. I heard a siren, looked up, and spotted RJ’s blue pickup wheeling into the lot with the paramedics, a firetruck, and a black and white police car right behind him. Rita waved frantically at them and pointed in my direction. RJ parked, but the emergency vehicles bounced over the end of the parking lot and drove up next to Abbey and me in a swirl of dust.

From then on it was out of our hands, which was a relief to Rita and me. The medics tended to Abbey, then put her in the ambulance, and drove off. After an officer questioned us and took our names, RJ drove us back to school.  

“Appreciate the lift,” I said. “What do you think was wrong with Abbey?”

“She wore a medical bracelet,” he said. “Apparently, she’s a diabetic, so it might have to do with her medical condition.” 

I slapped my thigh. “Darn! I missed it. Some detective I am.”

“Don’t feel too bad,” he said. “You had your hands full keeping her safe. Good job, both of you.”

“If it was her diabetes, what was all that chanting about?” I asked.

“I’ve heard of The Watchers,” Rita said.

I looked at her in amazement. “Really? Who are they?”

“Some new religious group headed by Dr. Marcus Jonah. They say he’s real cool, kinda young, and good looking.”

“You mean a cult, don’t you?” RJ asked.

Rita shrugged. “I don’t know. He teaches Bible stuff. I’ve been asked to their meetings but haven’t gone. My parents are heavy-time Lutherans, and they’d flip if I went.”

I’ve had very little religious training, something Fran had ignored in my upbringing. I knew a few basics, but I’d never been interested in religion even though some of my friends talked about those things. 

“Hey,” I said as RJ turned into the school parking lot. “Maybe Rita and I should find out more about Dr. Jonah. He could be doing something illegal. Abbey kept screaming he wanted to punish her.”

“Now hold on.” RJ braked with a jerk. “There’s freedom of religion in this country. Don’t go poking your nose into something that’s none of your business. The last time you did that, you got everyone in trouble.”

“Trouble?” I slid out of the pickup but kept the door ajar. “We saved your neck.”

“Yeah, and almost got yours in a noose.”

“Come on, RJ,” I said. “Rita and I wouldn’t do anything illegal or dangerous.”

“I’ve heard those words before.” He thrust the gear into reverse. “Instead of acting like juvenile detectives, it would be kinder if you visited Abbey in the hospital to see how she’s doing, or send her a get-well card. Call her parents and say how sorry you are about what happened.”

I glanced at Rita who was busy retying her long hair with a red ribbon. “He's right,” I said. “Tomorrow’s Saturday, so we can visit her then.”

RJ’s dark-complexioned face grew stern. “With no hidden agenda. This is not a case. This is being a friend to a classmate.”

“You sound just like Fran.”

“I’ll report the incident to the principal,” he said and pulled into a parking place.

Rita and I put our arms around each other’s shoulders and walked toward the gym. “He forgets I spent last summer working for Fran and I know when a case is a case.” I looked at Rita. “What’re you doing tomorrow morning?”

“I’m coloring a friend’s hair at nine. Why don’t you visit Abbey?”

Of course, I wanted to see how Abbey was, but I also wanted to find out more about The Watchers. “Who asked you to go to a Watchers’ meeting?”

“Willow Hornsby. She’s in my art history class.” 

“Willow? That’s a cool name.”

“She’s the one whose hair I’m doing.”

I thought for a minute. “How long will it take you to color her hair?”

“We plan to spend the morning together.”

“Can I drop by after I visit Abbey in the hospital?” 

“Figured you’d want to,” Rita said. “But be nice to Willow. She spooks real easy and doesn’t have many friends. And I gotta tell you something else about her.” Rita hesitated and gave me a searching look. “She’s deaf.”

“Deaf? Then how did you get to know her?”

“She reads lips and talks almost normal. She lost her hearing when she was about seven, so her speech is kinda okay.”  

“You’re full of surprises.” I grinned. “If she can put up with another friend, she’s got one in me. She can tell us about The Watchers.”
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After I dropped Rita off at her house, I drove the three blocks to my house and parked on the street. My friend Charlie was just walking out of our backyard. 

“Hi,” I called out as I exited my used Toyota Tercel. I got it after my Honda burned up in a warehouse fire. I grabbed my books and slammed the car door shut with my foot. 

He strolled over in his long-legged gait and leaned against my car’s front fender. “I’ve been helping your grandmother with her new computer,” he said. “Wish I had one with a 27 inch monitor.”

For a split second I’d thought he’d come to see me, but that’s not like Charlie. This past summer he and I became a twosome, but I wouldn’t call it dating or going steady. Fran needs all the help she can get with tech stuff and Charlie’s real good with anything relating to computers. Fran relies on me to keep the office organized. I’m a neat freak; Fran’s the messy one. This past summer I worked for her full-time, but when school started, I only work twelve hours a week for her. The job pays for my car insurance and gas.

Charlie and I chatted about school until I brought up the incident with Abbey. “Do you know her?”

“Yeah. She’s in my AP Trig and science classes. Smart, but lately she’s been a little spacey."

“I’m going to visit her in the hospital tomorrow morning about ten. Want to come along?”

Charlie wrinkled his nose and gave me a wary look.

“What if we spend time at the computer store afterward?” Since he didn’t have a car, my bribe was like raw bait to a shark.

He grinned and asked, “How long?”

I tilted my head and thought for a moment. “At the hospital or the store?”

“Both.”

“I only plan to see how she’s doing. Wish her well. That kind of thing. How about a trade, say an hour at the computer store?”

“Okay. It’s a deal, but no extra stuff like mall shopping.”

“Would I do that?”

Charlie remained skeptical of my assurances ever since he got his nose bashed last summer when he helped me with one of Fran’s cases and ran into some tough dudes.

“My shift at Morgan’s Pizza starts at two.” He started to leave.

“Hey, have you ever heard of The Watchers?”

He shook his head. “A new Rock group?”

I laughed. “No. It’s a religious group headed by a Dr. Marcus Jonah.”

He waved good-bye, gave me his big grin, and sauntered down the street. I walked to the back gate and swung it open to the joyous barking of our hound dog, Lucky. She followed me from the patio to our back door into the kitchen. I placed my books in my room then retrieved a soda from the fridge. Lucky waited impatiently for her tidbit. After going back outside, I gave her a dog biscuit, which she promptly seized and took to a shady corner of the patio. Feeding her inside was Fran’s doing, but I thought it was unsanitary.

I headed to Fran’s office in the bungalow at the back of our property. She was huddled over her desk, her dyed-blonde hair hanging over her face. She looked up and sighed. “Thank goodness, you’re home. There’s a pile of folders that need filing, letters to be typed, and I can’t find the Cartwell Case file."

“It’s in your in-basket.” I walked over, pulled it out, and plopped the thick folder in front of her. “Yesterday you told me you wanted to review it.”

She nodded. “I forgot. Thanks.”

“You never forget anything. What’s up?”

“You’re too wise for your age.” Fran leaned back and stretched, her navy cardigan fell off her shoulders onto the back of her chair. “It’s been hectic.” She pulled her cardigan back around her shoulders. “I’ve got one investigator out on a worker’s comp surveillance and another digging through divorce files at City Hall. Your dad called and told me about your friend, Abbey Morrison.”

“She’s not exactly a friend.” I picked up a stack of files. “Rita and I saw she needed help. When they took Abbey away in the ambulance, she was unconscious. Charlie and I are going to visit her in the hospital tomorrow.”

“Charlie just left.”

“Yeah, I talked to him.” I opened a gun metal file drawers and began to file—a mindless job. I’d much prefer to be involved with Fran’s cases, but until I’m eighteen, she can’t even send me out to serve subpoenas, and my birthday isn’t for another six months. “Have you heard about The Watchers. It’s some kind of religious group founded by a Dr. Marcus Jonah?”

When Fran didn’t respond, I looked up and caught her with her mouth agape. “You do know something,” I said with glee. I plopped down the files and walked across the hideous old yellow linoleum floor to her beat-up desk. “Who are they?”

“Your dad said you planned to stick your nose into their affairs.” She pulled the Cartwell file toward her without opening it. “And he also told you, there’s freedom of religion in this country. Stay away from them if you don’t like what they preach.”

“But I don’t know what they preach.”

“Fine. Leave it that way.” Fran shooed me away with her hand.

I went back to filing, but muttered, “I don’t see what the big deal is if it’s a religion.”

She ignored me.

When Fran shut down, no amount of questioning would pry info out of her. I transcribed her hen-scratched notes into proper business letters and printed them. Fran went into the house before I finished my work, so I dropped them on her desk for her signature. Before I left the office, I straightened up her desk and noticed the Cartwell folder in her out-basket was empty. Odd. Fran never files anything because she makes a mess of it. What did she do with the paperwork? I opened her top drawer, but found nothing relating to Cartwell. Fran calls me a snoop, which, of course, I am. What else could she expect from a girl who’d been raised by a grandmother who’s a private investigator? 

After dinner I tackled my homework in my usual compulsive way. I prefer to get schoolwork out of the way before launching into the weekend. Since I want to keep my straight A average, this habit works for me. Going to college was a priority for Fran and me. With an American History test to study for, I forgot about the Cartwell paperwork.

* * *
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SATURDAY, CHARLIE AND I walked into the hospital and learned Abbey was in ICU. That didn’t sound good. We were directed to the ICU waiting room, where I thought we’d meet her parents, but instead we met Dr. Marcus Jonah. Of course, we didn’t know who he was until he introduced himself. We explained we’d come to see Abbey.

While we stood together in the claustrophobic room, he said, “It’s nice Abbey has good friends.” Dr. Jonah’s intense blue eyes drew me into his orbit. Very disconcerting. A mass of thick brown hair curled around the nape of his neck and accentuated his clerical collar. His features were angular, matching his lean body. I swallowed hard and tried not to be completely blown away by his classic features. I liked the fact he was my height. Since I’m five foot ten, I don’t meet many people at my eye level. Charlie towered above both of us at a gangling six foot four. Maybe that’s why Dr. Jonah suggested we all sit down.  

“Do you know how Abbey’s doing?” I sat on a small couch next to Charlie, facing Dr. Jonah.

“The doctor says she’s in a diabetic coma.” He raised his smooth-shaved chin and ran his well-manicured fingers over his skin as if searching for a hint of a whisker.

“What does that mean?” Charlie asked.

“You'll have to ask the doctor. I’m here as Abbey’s spiritual advisor.” He hesitated, smiled, and added, “And friend.”

“Have you seen her?” I asked.

Dr. Jonah shook his head. “Only the immediate family can be with her just now. Mr. and Mrs. Morrison are naturally very worried. I came to offer my sympathy and prayers. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” He looked down and clasped his hands. I thought he was going to pray, but he only said, “We must wait. ‘Patience is mine,’ saith the Lord.”

I’m not up on the Bible, but I thought the quote was “vengeance is mine.” I glanced at Charlie, wondering what he thought, but he seemed withdrawn, acting as if he were a piece of furniture. My gaze shifted to the floor, and I noticed Dr. Jonah’s shoes had platform heels. That put a dent in my estimation of him and nudged my curiosity. With his intense eyes and resonate voice, I doubted if Dr. Jonah’s height would affect other’s opinions of him.

Since there was no point in sticking around if we couldn’t see Abby, I stood and Charlie followed my lead. 

Dr. Jonah seemed perplexed and stood. “You’re not leaving?”

“We can’t do Abbey much good sitting here,” I said. “When she can have visitors, we’ll come back.”

“You’re friends of Abbey’s?” a short chubby woman asked from the doorway. She came forward and grasped my hand as if it were a lifeline. “I’m Abbey’s mother.” 

I introduced myself. “A friend and I found Abbey wandering in the park. I called my dad, and he called 911.”

“Thank you, my dear. Abbey may owe you her life.” She dropped my hand and motioned to Dr. Jonah. “You’ve met my dear friend, Dr. Jonah.”

I nodded, then introduced Charlie, and asked her how Abbey was doing.

A burly man with glasses appeared next to Mrs. Morrison and put his arm around her shoulders. “Our Abbey is going to pull through.” He darted a look at Dr. Jonah. “No thanks to him.”

“Please, Ralph,” Mrs. Morrison said. “Don’t make a scene.”

“I understand you’re upset, Mr. Morrison, but you mustn’t blame God for Abbey’s illness,” Dr. Jonah said.

“God? Illness? You think I’m a fool? Ever since you came on the scene, Abbey’s been unhappy and confused.” Mr. Morrison looked as if he were going to hit Dr. Jonah, but Mrs. Morrison pushed at her husband’s chest, and the two moved into the hall.

I could hear Mrs. Morrison plead with her husband, “He’s a loving, kind man, Ralph. I’m just as upset about Abbey, but we need Dr. Jonah now more than ever. Please.” Her words continued to tumble into the waiting room.

I didn’t like eavesdropping on their family bickering, and Charlie and I silently agreed to leave. But before we could make our exit, Dr. Jonah moved in front of the doorway. “How fortunate, you found Abbey.” He reached out and lightly touched my forearm. “Did she say anything to you?”

I stepped back from him. “Not much that made any sense.” 

He gave me an odd look. “Let us pray Abbey recovers completely. Her devotion to the Lord is remarkable.”  

Before Charlie and I could edge out the door, he asked, “Do you go to church?”

I suppose I could have hemmed and hawed or lied, but I just said, “No.” 

“And you, young man?” he asked Charlie.

“Yes sir.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” He turned his gaze back to me. “Are you searching?” Instead of waiting for me to answer, he continued. “Don’t be afraid to search for life’s answers.”

I had no idea what to say, so I reached for Charlie’s hand. “We’ve got to leave.”

Dr. Jonah nodded and smiled, showing a beautiful set of teeth. “I look forward to seeing you again, Miss Winthrop.” 

Why did I have the feeling this was not a good thing?  
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After spending an hour at the computer store listening to Charlie compare the latest software and drone on about apps, rams, gigabytes, integrated graphic cards, and megahertz, we picked up a hamburger at a drive-thru. Afterward, we sat in my car, shared a bag of French fries, and munched on our burgers.

“So what do you think of Dr. Jonah?” I asked.

Charlie had the latest computer magazine on his lap and his thoughts were obviously elsewhere.

I tried again. “He’s handsome, don’t you think?”

“I guess,” Charlie said.

“I didn’t know you went to church, Charlie.”

“No secret.”

Of course, it wasn’t a big deal, but I never thought about Charlie in the context of church. I knew Rita went every Sunday and so did a lot of others. It’s not something I’d ever thought about. I wondered why Fran never took me when I was little but I knew the answer as soon as I had the thought. She was too busy smoking out bad guys, doing stakeouts or researching files to take me to church on a Sunday. Making a living had been tough for many years. I wondered what Fran thought about religion. I dismissed the idea and thought about my meeting with Rita and her new friend. “Do you know Willow Hornsby?”

Charlie grinned. “You bet. She’s hot.”

“Oh?” I felt my cheeks redden. I’d never heard him say anything like that about a girl. “Other than that, what’s she like?”

“Kinda quiet, but we’ve all noticed her.”

“All, meaning the guys.”

“Yeah.” He wiped his mouth and stuffed the napkin inside the hamburger bag. “You finished? I’ll toss the paper.” He got out of the car and dropped our trash into the bin.

As I watched him, I realized he might not know about Willow’s deafness. Should I tell him? Didn’t the guys know she was deaf?

After he got back in the car, I started the engine and drove toward home. “Have you ever talked to Willow?”

“No. She keeps to herself. She won’t give any of us the time of day, but she’s something to see.”

“Is that all guys think about? Looks?”

“Hey, you were the one who talked about Dr. Jonah’s looks.”

“That’s different. He’s an adult...a minister. My saying he’s handsome doesn’t mean I’m attracted to him.”

“Well, the same goes for me about Willow.” He scrunched up his mouth. “Although I wouldn’t mind if she was attracted to me.”

I glared at the stoplight and wished I could dump Charlie out on the street. How could he be so...so impossible? Neither of us spoke again until I pulled up in front of his house. I stared straight ahead and asked, “You know why she’s so quiet?”

“Who?”

“Oh, don’t be dense. Willow, of course.” I waited a heart beat before adding, “She
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