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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A few years ago, I’d been wondering about creating a fictional smallish town in West Michigan to tell stories about people living life while exploring faith, taking a page out of Stephen King’s playbook with Castle Rock, Maine, and John Grisham’s Clanton, Mississippi.

      The Great Pandemic of 2020 hit helped me kick off the project. Stuck inside with lots of time on my hands, I spent my newfound time with a new set of characters in a new world outside my new normal. Thus was born Mill Creek Junction, along with several characters who show up in the justice-themed collection of original short stories set in the small Midwest town.

      Like all towns, big or small, bad things happen to good people. Quite often, those bad things are thanks to bad people; scoundrels abound in any size town. And it takes a special cast of justice warriors to right wrongs. Especially in small towns, where the shadows seem to grow darker, grow sideways for any number of reasons. Whether because of punishing poverty or depleting government coffers, those who fight for justice are a rare, special breed.

      And this collection of five original short stories celebrates them, sharing their stories and singing their praises.

      It’s an ode to small-town heroes who wonder Where’s the justice?, and then do something about it. From unsung police chiefs trying their darnedest to serve and protect; to small-town lawyers trying to get by, needing a reminder why they do the things they do; and even assistant prosecuting attorneys caught up in small-town politics—Gerald Roller, Gideon O’Donnell, and Annabelle Kirkland remind us that justice, in all its forms, is something to fight for.

      This theme of justice is a deeply biblical one. It’s something God cares about; it is close to his very own heartbeat. Which is why he calls on us to seek it, to fight for it, to go to the mat to see it flow in our own towns.

      Martin Luther King Jr. quoted one of these verses from the Good Book, Amos 5:24, his most oft quoted portion from the Bible: ‘But let justice roll down like waters, and righteous ness like an ever-flowing stream.’ His vision was like Gideon’s, Annabelle’s, and Chief Roller’s: He longed for justice to flow freely through American streets, precisely because he understood the Creator, the Lord Almighty, declared such a thing good, right, and worth fighting for.

      For as the prophet Micah reminds us, ‘He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?’

      May we follow in their footsteps, realizing that all of life is a matter of justice, for this is what the Lord requires of us.

      

      Grace and peace,

      ~J.A. Bouma • February 2022

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            STORY 1

          

          
            SERVE AND PROTECT

          

        

      

    

    
      What a crappy day this is gonna be.

      It was raining cats and dogs. Cliché, I know, but it was all I got after a week with the town back in full swing without so much as a jaywalking citation to hand out!

      And it was, too—a wicked storm gusting in off Lake Michigan and barreling full-force down Main Street. If I could give it a ticket for reckless endangerment, I would. But, alas, Mill Creek Junction doesn’t pay me to ticket midsummer storms. Only hot-rodding teenagers driving ten years too early, if you ask me, and red-light running grannies driving twenty years too late, if you ask me twice.

      But what do I know? I’m just the Junction’s police chief. Don’t make the rules, just enforce ‘em. Me and my nine underlings. Serve and protect, that’s what we do.

      I took a sip of my coffee and grimaced, but then snorted a chuckle. “Red-light running grannies is right, God love ‘em.” And I did. Had me one of my own, a cantankerous little, bitty grandma who taught me a thing or twenty-two with the backside of her hand.

      Speaking of which, should probably stop by later today, see how she’s doing after the scare her nursing home had the past few months with COVID-19.

      But first things first.

      It was a new day of a new week and I was itchin’ to get back in the saddle and solve some real crimes, help some folks in imminent danger. Instead, I was pulling up to Millie’s on Main as Noah’s Ark floated by—I snorted another laugh at the thought of that fairytale coming to life, sort of like another one of our clichés, ‘When pigs fly!’—readying to cart the Rev around all morning on some community policing gig thrown at me last minute by Mayor Goodall.

      I scoffed, making the turn off Straight Street (which ironically ran parallel to Gay Street, hand to the Universe!) and gunning it for destiny in a huff that would normally get a big fat ticket. But since I was the Big Cheese, that wasn’t happenin’ anytime soon!

      Stewed some more as I neared the diner. How could the mayor stick me with babysitting the town Baptist preacher? Knew I shouldn’t have skipped my Tai Chi lesson this morning. But Buster needed those gnarly nails of his trimmed, and Tilly needed a good shampoo, and Rex was near out of medicine, and Salmon was coughing up more than furballs. So off to PetLand I went to cut the one dog’s nails, and get the cat its bath, and then get a refill for dog number two, all before cat numero dos got to the vet for a checkeroo.

      Nobody wants a whino on their hands, I know. And since I was a recovering alcoholic, my kind of wine was the whine kind. So I pulled the horse to the curb, the brakes squeaking something fierce, put her in park, then closed my eyes and took a breath.

      In the words of the Big G Costanza: Serenity now…

      I put the horse to sleep and climbed out, grabbing my trusty brown leather trooper fedora that had been with me since graduating the academy. I hiked up my pants, sizing up my stomping grounds with a satisfied glance before heading inside.

      Place smelled as it always did on Monday mornings: Like a million freakin’ dollars, of bacon and cheesy eggs and onions, pancakes and waffles. The black and white tile floors with off-white walls and booths done up in light pink and blue were practically dripping with it, which suited me fine.

      “Mornin’, Chief Roller,” Patty said from behind the counter, a middle-aged woman with heft in all the right places.

      I took my hat off and flashed her my pearly whites. “Mornin’ yourself, Peppermint Patty.”

      Leaning over the counter, she giggled and threw me a wry grin. “Flirting before, eight? How totally unlike you…”

      “Only for you, dear. Say, is the Rev in yet?” I spun back toward the room filled to the brim, throwing the social distancing guidelines right out the window. Could bust every one of ‘em for it, too. Maybe I’ll round ‘em all up before I leave. Wouldn’t that be a nice get on my quota sheet!

      She pointed in the corner. “In the back. Finishing up a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. You joining him?”

      “More like he’s joining me. Thanks, Patty. Have yourself a good one.”

      I’d eaten before coming, a bowl of Wheaties to get the gut back into a more appropriate size. So I lifted the glass topper to the platter of gooey goodness that was the Death Star to my sugar inhibitions, pulling me in with rainbow sprinkles and chocolate and cream. A man’s gotta give in to at least one vice. Alcohol about did me in, so it was donuts ‘til the grave.

      Grabbing a chocolate-glazed doughnut, I threw a fiver on the counter and told Patty to keep the change.

      Breakfast of champions, right there.

      I took a bite, my mouth filling with a surprise cream filling, and sauntered over to the Rev, offering a few howdy-dos to the citizens of the Junction along the way.

      There he was, reading a book. No, a Bible. Figured. A preacher and a plate of eggs and a Bible. Apparently, my day was going to be filled with clichés.

      “I see you’re readying yourself for the ride, Rev. But no need to worry. Shouldn’t get anywhere near Saint Pete’s pearly gates today.”

      The man, Reiner Alden, turned around and offered a chuckle, a silver comb-over flapping in the breeze of his laughter and a spot of cheesy eggs staining his sweater vest.

      “You got a little shmuts on the sweater vest, my friend.”

      “Oh, dear me!” He wiped it with his napkin, but only made it worse.

      “Well, lookie thar,” I voice called from behind. “A cop eating a donut. Go figure.”

      I turned around and frowned. Max Blade.

      “Howdy, Chief Roller.”

      “Better watch yourself, Max.”

      “Or else what?” he said, folding his arms and giving me an eye I didn’t like. “I’ll find myself on the wrong side of one of your overused clichés?”

      The Rev snorted a chuckle before taking a drink of coffee, working his napkin against the stain without success.

      I felt the back of my neck redden from the insult. That Max Blade was gonna be the death of me!

      Instead of giving the man all the fuel he needed to blow more smoke, I turned back to the Rev. “You ready to get to it, Reverend?”

      He stood. “That I am.”

      “Get to what?” said Max.

      “Riding shotgun with the chief today. Does that mean I get to carry said shotgun?”

      “In a word, no,” I said. “There will be no shotgun toting. Only shotgun riding. Are you ready?”

      He grinned. “Ready when you are!”

      A bit too eager like for the day ahead. Just you wait buddy. Just you wait.

      We said adios to Max and Patty and a few other patrons, then saddled up for the day.

      First call of the morning came in as soon as we got into the car. A possible B&E.

      “How exciting!” The Rev said, clapping his hands together.

      “That’s one way of putting it
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