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  Verse  


This is how the LORD responds: “If you return to me, I will restore you so you can continue to serve me. If you speak good words rather than worthless ones, you will be my spokesman. You must influence them; do not let them influence you! They will fight against you like an attacking army, but I will make you as secure as a fortified wall of bronze. They will not conquer you, for I am with you to protect and rescue you. I, the LORD, have spoken! Yes, I will certainly keep you safe from these wicked men. I will rescue you from their cruel hands.” 
(Jeremiah 15:19 New Living Translation (NLT)  







  
  Chapter 1


Theo Benzelly reread the verse, a hard pain pinching his chest. He had already read this verse three times, and still, his mind could not process it. It was counterintuitive, going against his understanding and his culture. His deep voice skimmed over the words again. "Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her." Theo would gladly give his life for his wife. In the few short years that he had known Jessie, she had put her own life in danger several times, and Theo knew that he would be willing to do anything to keep her safe. Still, this verse stretched his understanding of that love. Dying for Jessie was something he knew he would do. How did he die daily to be the husband and Christian he was meant to be? Jesus was Jesus, after all. He was God's son, both man and God in one, so Jesus could do anything, right? Theo was just a man. An ordinary man with hopes and desires. He and Jessie had only been married a few months, but he couldn't help but think about the future. Would they have children? If so, how many? Would the business be enough to provide for a family? His heart pinched again. Theo loved Jessie. 
Running a hand over his face, Theo tried to think. How was he to provide and protect when their very calling could potentially put them both in danger? Was it even fair to consider a family as a private detective? Theo, having been a police officer in Macon Georgia, even for a short time, knew all too well how life could creep in and shatter good intentions. He didn't want to fail Jessie, but this verse jarred with what he understood. How could God ask a smart, ambitious, and independent woman to submit to her husband, even if it was tied to the husband being willing to die for his wife?
Theo rubbed his temples before running his hands through thick, dark brown hair. "I don't get it, God." His whisper was soft and earnest. "Why do you ask this?” Any man who loves someone would be willing to die for them. He would gladly work long hours to provide a good life. Everyone knew that a woman had rights of her own. No one could control another person and believe it was God's will. His mind raced. How did he die for Jessie? "God, I don't get it." He whispered again. A vision of Jesus on the cross flashed through his mind. Theo knew he would willingly give his life for Jessie, but something was telling him this verse meant more than that. It was about surrender. He had to submit fully to a God who loved him so that he could be the husband Jessie deserved. He could not trust his understanding of what culture dictated of a man's place. He was more than a protector or provider. The Bible was clear that God would provide all his needs. Theo shifted in his chair, feeling uncomfortable. He was meant to be a spiritual leader. Having only been a Christian for a little over a year, he didn't feel qualified to lead. Jessie had been a Christian her whole life. Surely, she was better equipped to help him grow spiritually than he was to guide her. How could he live his life as Christ lived his? It was a hard thing.
A breath of air fluttered through the open sliding door, ruffling the pages of his Bible, and Theo's eyes fell on another verse that had been highlighted. "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight." Jessie had been with him when he had highlighted that verse. Theo had seen her step out in faith believing when she first became a private investigator. She had been fearless. He smiled as a new verse came to mind. "Perfect love casts out all fear." He shook his head as the words tumbled from his lips. "Okay, God. I don't get it, but You do. I'll believe in you to show me what to do. I know it might not be comfortable at times. I am totally under-qualified for this, but it isn't me, but Christ in me. Help me, Jesus, to do your will."
"Are you in here talking to yourself," Jessie's cheerful voice echoed as she stepped into the kitchen of the two-story arts and crafts house, then turned left and slipped through the doorway into the office/dining room they used for work. "Oh, sorry." She stopped glancing at his Bible, "I didn't mean to interrupt."
Theo reached out his arms to his beautiful wife. Spring had streaked her chestnut hair with bright blonde highlights. She looked adorable in a baggy cotton dress and half boots. "I'm all done." He chuckled as Jessie hurried across the room and slipped onto his lap, wrapping strong arms around his neck and kissing his cheek.
"How was breakfast with your mother?" He loved that Jessie had such a great relationship with her mother and family. Jessie's background and upbringing were far different than his. Although he had a great relationship with his parents, Theo had grown up in a blue-collar home, an only child determined even from an early age to become a policeman like his revered uncle. Jessie had grown up as one of Macon's elite. Her father had inherited old money building and growing a business that he had passed on to his three children. Jessie had two brothers who now ran the business, having taken over after their father's untimely death. Jessie, the baby of the family for most of her life, had grown up going to church and living in an expansive plantation house, the heritage of a long line of disciplined family investment. After her father's death, Jessie's mother, Audrey,  converted the plantation house into a charity retirement home. Theo snuggled Jessie close, smiling when he thought of her mother. Audrey was a beautiful woman, and it was no wonder she had remarried only a few years ago. The big surprise was the new addition to the family. "Did your mom bring Joey?" he asked, thinking of Jessie's four-year-old baby brother.
"No," Jessie chuckled, relaxing into him. "He's with a home-school group today." She kissed him again. "Otherwise, I would have dropped him off here to play with you and Muttley."
As if summoned by the mention of his name, the enormous black dog shot through the open back door and raced to Jessie. "He's been out there all day," Theo said, swiveling the chair to look out the French doors at the backyard. "Must be a lot of squirrel activity."
Jessie's chuckle was warm. "I wondered why he didn't greet me at the door." She reached down, scratching her oversized mutt behind the ears. Theo had been with Jessie when she had rescued the dog on a beach in Savannah. It had been their second adventure together, and solving a dangerous mystery had reinforced Theo's love for this big-hearted girl. Jessie had also come to understand her calling in life at the end of that mystery. She had shocked everyone when she became a private eye, but soon, it became clear that God would use her to pull Theo into the fold.
"Have I told you I loved you today?" Theo asked, looking up and meeting her aqua eyes. "You're the most beautiful woman in the whole world."
Jessie giggled. "No, but you can keep going if you want to."
"I can, can I?" Theo grinned, pulling her in for a passion-filled kiss.
"Whoa," Jessie sighed when he finally released her. "What was that for?"
"I wanted to show you how much I love and appreciate you." Theo's voice dropped. He was learning to show his affection more each day. Speaking words that had lived in his heart for more than two years. "I'm a different person because of you." He smiled, his brown eyes growing sad. "I thought I had everything figured out when I became a police officer. I was going to serve and protect, solve hundreds of cases, like my uncle Paul, then I met you."
Jessie laughed, sending a shiver down his spine. "Is that a bad thing?" She leaned in, kissing his nose, and Theo closed his eyes, soaking her in.
"I think it is the second best thing that ever happened to me." His voice dropped, and a feeling of gratitude filled him. It was Jessie who had introduced him to true faith. Jesus was more than just a good teacher. He was the redeemer who could save us from ourselves. God's word was true. It was the only truth, and though Theo didn't always understand, he knew the God of the universe knew and loved him, and Jessie had played a part in showing him that love.
"I'm glad I'm second," Jessie's breath tickled his cheek. "God has to be number one, always." She slid down on his lap, resting her head on his shoulder. "I love you so much, Theo, but sometimes I'm scared I'll love you too much and let God slip."
Something tingled in Theo's chest. "Jessie, I'll try to make sure that never happens. I was just reading about being the leader in our home." He shifted her on his lap, and she looked up, meeting his wide gaze. "I don't know how to do that, but we can pray and trust Jesus together. That's the only way we'll find balance."
"When did you get so wise?" Jessie's voice was teasing, but tears pricked her eyes.
"I'm not." Theo cleared his voice. "I'm scared to death I'll mess up. I'm sure sometimes I will, but I commit to you and the will of the Father. Can we agree on that?"
"Hm?" Jessie tapped her chin, looking upward. "Is this going to limit my shopping?" She laughed, then squeezed him. "I'm with you all the way, Theophilus Benzelly." She leaned in, kissing him again, ignoring the dog's jealous whine as the afternoon faded in a haze of love.

      ***"Do we have to go for a run," Jessie grumbled the following day. A soft whine from outside the door made her laugh.
"Unless you want to disappoint your most devoted fan, yes." Theo walked past her, heading for the on-suite bathroom. They had spent the day before secluded in the house. It had been a busy week, with several missing pet cases wrapping up at the same time, and after a pre-lunch nap, they had enjoyed the quiet of their home. Jessie had thought about their conversation throughout the day, asking God to give them both wisdom. Life was so tenuous, and she didn't want to mess up. Jessie knew she would probably make mistakes in life and in her marriage, but she begged the God of the universe to bless them. Loving Theo seemed the most natural thing she had ever done. Now, they needed to learn how to be one in Christ.
Groaning, she grabbed her running clothes and quickly dressed, starting the familiar warm-up routine. She had always tried to stay somewhat fit, but Theo had forced her to take it up a notch. Most days, they ran together, only taking Sunday off for a rest. Sundays were for family, and now that Theo's parents were attending church at the Estonia Acres Estate, her mother's retirement home, and pony rescue, it was a perfect time to catch up on the week with those they loved.
Another whimper emanated from outside the door, and Jessie hurried to open it, wagging a finger at the dog stretched out on the hallway's hardwood floor. "What do you think you are doing?" The dog sat up, tipping his curly head to one side. The mutt was huge—over seventy pounds, but full of energy and love. Jessie smiled, leaning in to rub his ears. "Yes, we're going for a run." Muttley gave a soft huff of approval as Theo joined them.
"I guess he's ready." Theo laughed. "But first coffee."
"Please," Jessie agreed. The trio trotted down the stairs to the kitchen. Theo's chuckle followed her to the coffee machine, which was already working its preprogrammed magic. "Do we have any new cases?" She asked, taking two mugs from a rack and filling them to the brim.
"Nothing since yesterday morning. It looks like it will be a quiet month."
"At least it's still cool in the mornings," Jessie sipped her coffee. "I don't dread the morning run so much when it isn’t like moving in a sauna."
"Oh, the joys of living in the sunny south." Theo leaned against the dark granite countertop, sipping from his mug. "What if we don't get any cases?"
Jessie smiled. "I'm sure something will come up. We won't get bored." She winked, and Theo spluttered on his coffee. "How about we go for a ride out at the Estonia tomorrow? If we don't have a case by then, I mean."
"That might be fun. We haven't ridden the horses your mom gave us for our wedding gift in a while."
"Spring in Macon is a nice time to ride." Jessie sighed. "I love having a horse again through."
"Even the mucking out and grooming?" Theo laughed.
"You know the Bakers do most of that. they are so kind." Jessie smiled. "I love the retirees out there. Mom did a good thing turning the house into a charitable facility."
"Me too." Theo ducked his head, "though I wouldn't mind if we got fewer questions from everyone about when we'll start a family."
"It's like having a hundred grandparents," Jessie agreed. "They just love us and want us to be happy."
They finished their coffee and headed outside into a cool, misty morning. Theo and Jessie were used to early mornings, and it was the best time to run. Standing on the wide porch, they stretched and limbered up while the dog waited impatiently. A moment later, they trotted down the winding path to the driveway and stepped out into an easy run, Muttley dutifully at their heels.
After a good stretch, Jessie felt a wave of energy wash through her. It was a beautiful day, and life was good. Glancing upward to the bright blue sky, Jessie smiled, thanking God in her heart for His love, salvation, and blessings.
The sound of sirens filled her ears, and Jessie turned, looking at Theo as she called Muttley, quickly snapping a leash on him when he came. "What's happening?" she huffed.
Three police cars whizzed by, lights flashing, and Theo wrapped an arm around her as the cars skidded around a corner. "I don't know." Theo looked in the direction the cars had gone. Jessie scowled, pulling away. Theo met her gaze, an unspoken message zipping between them. They sprinted across the street a moment later, following the fading sound of the police sirens.
Jessie's mind raced, keeping pace with her flying feet. Her neighborhood had always been quiet. It was an area, like much of the older spaces in Macon, that was reviving. As older people sold their aging homes, younger families moved in, renovated, and upgraded everything. As far as she knew, there had been little or no crime in the neighborhood in years. Aside from the misadventure in her own home a few years ago.
Jessie's heart pounded, skidding around another corner and sliding to a stop in front of a bungalow-style, one-story house illuminated by flashing red and blue lights.
Jessie leaned on her knees, trying to catch her breath as Theo did the same. The only one who didn't seem winded was the massive dog sniffing at the grass by the sidewalk.
"Folks, please stay back." A portly officer walked toward them, holding out a hand. "Buzz, is that you?"
Jessie sucked in a big breath, standing straight as she grabbed at the stitch in her side. She saw her husband smile from the corner of her eye as she scanned the scene. A skinny woman holding a toddler was weeping, her choked words pouring out to an officer with a notepad.
"What's going on, Frank?" Theo asked the officer who had spoken. "We saw the cars."
The portly man took off his cap, running a hand over a bald head. "Kidnapping," his voice was hushed.
Jessie felt a chill raced down her spine. "How old?" her voice shook slightly, but she met his eyes.
"A boy of five." Frank shook his head. "I shouldn't be telling you any of this, but you two live in this neighborhood, right?"
"Yeah," Theo continued. "This is a peaceful area. What happened?"
"Micah is still taking a statement from the mother. We called the father, but he's out of town and won't return until tonight. The mom said she let the little boy walk to the mailbox, but he didn't come back."
Jessie looked up, her thoughts spinning as she listened, letting Theo take the lead. As a former police officer, he was still trusted and liked. Muttley tugged at the leash, and she was pulled off balance as the dog sniffed toward the mailbox and the edge of the road. Jessie slacked the leash, following the dog, who stopped at the curb, looking back with sad eyes as he whined. Something quivered in Jessie, and she knew that the child had been carried away in a car. 
"Ma'am, can we send someone to stay with you until your husband gets here?" Jessie could hear an officer ask, questioning the young mother. "A social worker?"
"Just find my boy!" the mother cried, her face anguished. "I want my boy!" Jessie saw her wobble, and her knees gave way. She didn't even realize she was moving until a black streak shot past her. Muttley reached the woman before Jessie or the officer could grab her. The big dog crashed into the frail woman, cushioning the fall and catching the toddler with his body.
"Help me," the woman sobbed, clutching the screaming baby. "Please, God help!"
Jessie dropped to her knees, wrapping her arm around the woman who couldn't be many years her senior. "I'll stay with you." Her voice was soft as she took the baby in her other arm. "God will help you." She looked up at Theo, who slipped past the other officers to join her. His stern face and slight nod filled her with confidence.
"I'm assuming the FBI has been called in?" Theo switched into investigation mode as Jessie soothed the baby, one hand on the little girl's mother, Muttley crowding in close to both of them.
"What's your name," Jessie asked the mother.
"Alli," she sobbed.
"Come on, Alli, we'll go inside," Jessie urged. "I'm sure this little one is getting cold."
"Michelle," the woman reached out for her second child, her eyes wide, her face streaked with tears. "I'm so sorry, baby," she clutched the child, who sobbed softly, nestling her head on her mother's shoulder.
"I'm Jessie." Jessie smiled, taking the other woman's arm and helping her to her feet. "If it's alright, we'll go back inside." She turned, looking at the tall officer behind her. The man nodded and Jessie ushered the sobbing mother toward the house.
"We'll be out here," he said, nodding. "Are you a neighbor?"
"Yes," Jessie said, helping the woman toward the bright red door of the white house. Opening the door, Jessie glanced over her shoulder, meeting Theo's eyes. Muttley slipped through the door, turning to look at Jessie as she helped Alli to the shabby couch. "Why don't you let Michelle play with Muttley," Jessie said. "He's a great babysitter."
"Is he safe?" the woman's voice broke, and tears poured down her face again as she let Jessie lift her daughter, placing her on the floor with the dog, who stretched out on the faded carpet, letting the toddler twine pudgy fingers in his thick fur.
"He's safe," Jessie assured. "Let me get you a glass of water. I'll stay with you until your husband gets home."
Alli dropped her head in her hands, her brown hair falling forward as she began to sob. Jessie slipped back onto the couch, wrapping her arms around the other woman's shoulders.
"I only looked away for a second." she sobbed. "Micah gets the mail every morning. Today, Michelle fell, and I turned to pick her up. When I looked back Micah was gone. 
"I'm sure they'll find him," Jessie whispered. "We'll pray."
The woman looked up, eyes red. "Do you think it will help? I'll do anything. I just want my son back."
"I know it will." Jessie took the woman's hand, noting that the little girl had curled up next to the big dog, her head resting against his side, as her fingers held to the dark fur. Bowing her head, Jessie spoke. "Dear God, we come to you now and ask that you will keep Micah safe wherever he is. We know you love all of us and that you can bring Micah home. Please comfort Alli and give the police wisdom in finding this little boy you love. I ask it all in Jesus' name."
Alli squeezed Jessie's hand, looking up. "You sound like you believe God cares."
"I know he does," Jessie assured. "He knows us and loves us." She hugged the other woman and then released her. "Why don't you try to rest a little? I'll get that water, or would you rather have tea?"
"I don't know." Alli shook her head. She looked exhausted, and as the shock began to wear off, she looked like she might collapse again. "I wish Jim would get home. I don't know what to do."
The door opened, and Theo slipped inside. "Jess?" His voice was hushed. "The officers are spreading out. An agent should be here soon to interview…" Jessie saw his eyes flicker toward the woman on the couch.
"Alli." Jessie could see the haunted look in Theo's brown eyes. He had been a Macon police officer for two years before he left the force. The man's big heart couldn't stand seeing the constant sin and pain caused by humans every day. The job had fostered anger and melancholy in Theo, stealing his kindness and faith. 
"Alli." Theo smiled. "We'll stay with you if you like."
"I don't even know you." The woman looked between Jessie and Theo, and Jessie saw the confusion in her eyes. "Why are you even helping me?"
"We live about two blocks away," Jessie spoke up. "This is Theo, and I'm Jessie. Theo used to be a policeman. Now we have our own private investigation business."
"If you're looking for work, you can leave now." The woman sprang to her feet, curling her fists. "We don't have any money."
"No. No." Theo spoke softly, waving his hands at his side. "We just want to help. We aren't here professionally. We're here as your neighbor."
Alli relaxed, fresh tears spilling from her eyes. "You'd help me? You don't even know me." She fell back onto the couch, collapsing in sobs.
Theo nodded his head toward a painted door frame.
"Will you really help?" Alli sniffed as Jessie snagged a tissue from a box under the coffee table.
"Yes. That's what we do, and don't think about money. That's not an issue. We're committed to helping others any way we can." Jessie focused fully on the young mother, and she didn't notice Theo slip away.
"Tell me what to do," Alli gasped. "Please." She dropped back to the sofa, covering her face with her hands.
"Let the police do their job. They're very good at what they do. Can I call anyone for you? Your parents?"
Alli shook her head. "We're new here. Jim came for a job. Our family is up north. What if…" her voice broke again.
"Hey, don't go there," Jessie's voice was firm. "Have faith, we'll find Micah. I promise."
A soft gasp from Theo made Jessie turn to see him stepping out of the kitchen with a tray of steaming mugs. His eyes were wide, and she knew he wanted to tell her not to make promises she couldn't keep, but he kept quiet. Please, God, make it true. Jessie's heart cried.
The afternoon wore on, quiet and muted. Agents and officers came and went, but no word or lead on the disappearance had been given. Reports were on the news, and Theo gave Jessie hushed updates after a quick walk outside with the dog. He checked in regularly with the police officer stationed outside but as the hours ticked by. Jessie's heart broke a little more. Jessie continued to make tea or play with the little girl, finally getting the distraught mother to lie down and rest.
"I'm taking Mutt for a longer walk," Theo said, his voice hushed. "He seems to be restless for some reason." He gave Jessie a half-hearted smile, picking up the leash as she nodded.
"Okay," Jessie smiled. She was exhausted from the constant stress but continued to offer silent prayers as Theo clipped the leash back on the dog and headed outside. Ten minutes later, the door opened again, and a man stepped inside, his eyes panicked.
"Who are you?" the average looking man

      ***
      ***
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