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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometime at the end of 2019, I’d been kicking around the idea of creating a fictional West Michigan town, thinking it could be a fun way to tell the stories of 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.

      When the Great Pandemic of 2020 hit, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to kick off the project! Thus was born Mill Creek Junction, as well as a host of characters who show up in several collections of original short stories set in the small Midwest town.

      And if there is anything that is true about small towns, it’s that holidays are the electricity that keep a community humming along. From my experience, and own childhood in a small Midwest town, it’s the celebrations of all sorts that form the backbone to its rhythm.

      So here’s to holidays of all sorts, the things we celebrate that make us us. And here’s a collection of five original short stories that tell a variety of holidays, in a variety of ways.

      The first story is an inspiring one, a chance-encounter meet-cute between two people from opposite sides of the tracks on New Year’s Eve leading to a connection that leads to something more. Then a story that’s a tragedy, leading to a mystery on a wedding anniversary that sparks all sorts of questions—and a deep desire for justice. And what’s a holiday collection without a rollicking Halloween adventure? That’s story three, featuring Max Blade, who does Halloween like no other because the Blades have done it for generations.

      While some of our holidays are personal, many are national, worldwide even. The first Tuesday of November, every two years, is one such holiday—sort of. Election Day has arrived in this small town, giving one Junctioneer a headache. Speaking of national holidays: no way could I offer a collection without a special Thanksgiving Day closer, a final heartwarming story of family and faith.

      The things we celebrate, our holidays, are the stuff of life, especially small-town living. So three cheers to holidays, big and small, national and personal. Here’s to the holidays that bring us together and hold us together—in any number of ways.

      

      Grace and peace,

      ~J.A. Bouma • September 2024

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            STORY 1

          

          
            CLEAN UP ON AISLE 6!

          

        

      

    

    
      Three. More. Hours. To. Go.

      I sat nestled amidst a sea of plush pillows and heavy blankets smelling of my grandmother beneath a blazing fire at the center of a rug anchoring her vast living room watching the minutes tick by toward midnight on the elaborate 19th-century gold clock resting on the black-and-white veiny marble mantle—wishing to God I had a bottle of champagne to wash down the self-pity.

      And a bottle of scotch. Might as well throw gin into the mix as well. And one of those beefy Harlequin men wrapped in vines, perhaps clinging a Corinthian column and smelling of opportunity. Anything to drown my sorrows and embarrassment at spending the last few hours of the year from hell with someone other than anyone else I could snog and shag and any other British term for anything but what I would be doing to now—the pitiful fact I was spending New Year’s Eve with Granny.

      Not that there was anything wrong with my grandmother. Loved her to pieces! Owed her my life. Literally, after adopting me when Mom and Dad died. But also all I had made of my life, all of who I was—the woman having paid my way through Harvard and handed me most of her fortune on top of the reins to her newspaper, the Mill Creek Junction Guardian. An overly pretentious name to the family business that had survived four generations of Nollands going clear back to the Junction’s founding in 1876.

      And there I was, swimming in a sea of mauve blankets complemented by taupe gold-tasseled plump pillows in a room that echoed with the ticking of my life.

      I closed my eyes, pilling on the pillows and breathing in deeply, the spicy scent of burning wood and smoke filling my senses, along with the scent of vanilla from a collection of candles I had lit an hour ago. Not the best combo, but seemed good at the time.

      How did I get to this point? Single and nearly forty, with nothing to do on the night closing out the year? I should be at Times Square, wrapped in the arms of said Harlequin model rippling with chords of muscle while dipping me back just as the ball dropped and laying one on me, hot and heavy.

      I took in a breath, heart picking up pace and feeling warm now—whether from the fire or fantasy, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I was all alone—no one calling, no one texting; no one to call, no one to text—in a town I would never in my wildest imaginations have thought I’d settle down in, lying on my Granny’s floor without a bottle of champagne on New Year’s Eve.

      Yep. This was my life…

      And that wasn’t even touching on the fact it was the one-year anniversary from when I discovered Todd cheating on me. He was perfect too. Smart and sweet, fit and healthy. On a partnership track at his law firm, owned his own house, even picked up his clothes and put them in the hamper on top of putting the toilet lid back down after taking care of business!

      Again, perfect.

      Aside from the side dish he’d been enjoying while his main entrée had been clueless for months…

      Could really use that champagne right about now!

      “Tracy, dear,” Granny said, her sturdy voice with a New England lilt echoing throughout the vast space.

      I bolted upright at the sound. Mostly out of wide-eyed embarrassment that Granny had interrupted my pity-party!

      “Ooh, so sorry! Did I startle you?”

      I ran a hand through my hair, catching my breath and throwing up a giggle. “Just a tad, but it’s alright.” I scooted to the side to make space and patted the mound of pillows. “Here, Granny. Join me by the fire. Less than three hours until the new year, now.”

      “Thank you kindly, dear, but I’m an old sack of bones who’s no longer fit for such extravagant affairs!”

      I smiled at the idea that staying up until midnight was an extravagant affair. But I suppose when I’m 90, I’ll feel the same.

      “You’re not feeling poorly, I hope,” I said, settling back into my pile.

      “No, no. Just ready to hit the sack. You alright? Do you need anything?”

      “A bottle of champagne and a man would be nice.”

      A good man…

      She laughed, a high and heady noise that soared throughout the vast room. The sound that carried me through adolescence and kept me going through young adulthood and beyond.

      “Don’t we all! But sorry, dear. Two strikes out on both counts!”

      “Yay me…”

      Granny padded toward me, hair down and curling past her shoulders, wearing pink silk jammies with her spectacles hanging around her neck from a solid-gold chain. Arms open with the hug that had carried me through it all.

      I stood, opening up and leaning into her embrace.

      She whispered, “Happy New Year, dear. I predict grand things are in store for you in the coming months.”

      My eyes suddenly pricked with emotion, my throat giving way to the same. I didn’t share my grandmother's optimism, but I would never let her know.

      Swallowing hard and quickly wiping my eyes, I leaned out of the embrace with a smile. “Our life is the creation of our mind, after all.” It was a favorite saying of Granny’s.

      Her eyes widened, along with her mouth. Then she grabbed my face with both hands and kissed my forehead. “Exactly, my dear! Now, enjoy your night and I’ll see you on the morrow.”

      Granny left the way she came, offering a wave as she shuffled toward the spiral staircase.

      “Good night,” I said, waving as she disappeared into the darkness, her footfalls up the marble stairs fading.

      My face fell, and I slumped along with it back to the floor. Lying down, I closed my eyes again, sinking deeper into the sea of plush pillows and blankets. More ticking, more self-pity.

      Then I snapped my eyes open and sat upright. “What the hell am I doing? I’m a 21st-century woman, dammit. I’ve got agency! If I want champagne, by golly I’ll get one. And a Harlequin man!”

      I jolted to my feet and dashed toward the garage. Grabbing my keys and purse along the way, I wrapped myself in Granny’s bleach-white fur coat, slipped on a pair of ruby stilettos, and slipped a pair of chunky black sunglasses into my coat pocket—giving not a lick I was still wearing my own pink jammies but also realizing in that moment I was all matchy-matchy with my ninety-year-old Granny! Yay me…

      Screw it. If there was one woman I’d want to match, it’s Granny.

      I headed out to my car, hoping for a win, the night cold and crisp, sky wide and open, the waning night still bursting with possibilities—what was left of it, anyway.

      Surely, Meyer’s General will have some sort of bubbly for the night. Heck, good ol’ Freddy Meyer might have a Harlequin hunk stashed in the storeroom!

      A girl can hope.

      And hope is what New Year’s Eve is all about.
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        * * *

      

      Max’s Place was bangin’, if Max didn’t say so himself! Though he was a bit preoccupied at the moment to notice what he’d been relishing just a few minutes ago.

      The joint was smelling of onions and peppers, frying beef and fish, a little garlic and saffron thrown in for good measure. Marvin and the Gang were doing their thing on stage, the headliner himself working his Hammond organ like it was nobody’s business, with his backups strumming that bass and rat-a-tat-tatting those drums and ringin’ in the new year with that trumpet. Convos and laughter, fueled by more booze than the Junction knew what to do with. Oh yeah, it was gonna be one kick-ass night!

      Now if only he could find that champagne...

      “Burt!” Max yelled, poking his noggin’ up from behind the bar—his bar, in his bar. Or more accurately, Max’s Place.

      Nothing but the sound of sizzling meat and sharpened knives chopping up salads and muffled curses was my response.

      Not that he minded too bad. Meant Burt and his crew were hard at work feeding the Junction on one of Max’s busiest days. The only thing that would enhance the soundtrack was the cha-ching of cash registers throwing up their hidey-ho and good-day-to-yas! But he knew most people paid with credit cards, so he’d have to settle for the whispering slide of plastic. If he cocked his head just right, he could almost hear it above the din of the packed crowd and Marvin working the organ up on stage like it was nobody’s business. Simon & Garfunkel got it wrong. The sound of success was where it was at!

      Which was interrupted by a sharp scream, followed by the door to the kitchen flying open with a slap, and the bassy blast of a fire extinguisher wielded by Burt himself!

      “What the hot Hades!” Max yelled, scrambling back as a white cloud of fire-squelching agent burst into the kitchen.

      “Sorry, boss,” Burt said, Max’s faithful burly bald cook slick with sweat and short on excuses. “Had a little incident with the grill.”

      “I can see that!”

      “Don’t worry, all is cool.”

      Waited for the ear-splitting shrill of the fire alarm, but all seemed in order. Which was either a good thing or a fire-code violation waiting to happen. He’d have to look into that next year—which was tomorrow!

      That would have to wait. Because what he needed in that moment was to find a damn bottle of champagne—or twelve, considering the bar was plumb out. Which didn’t seem right.

      “Now that I’ve got ya…” Max said, resuming his rummaging through boxes and cases of booze under the bar. “You seen anymore champagne? Could’ve sworn I ordered a whole mess load, but we’re plumb out!”

      “Pretty sure I brought up the last of it half an hour ago,” Sheila said, Max’s faithful server who basically kept his head on and kept his bar humming along.

      “What?” Max sank to his knees as Burt went back into the kitchen to resume his post, pushing aside a few metal kegs and finding nothing more than mouse traps with shriveled-up cheese.

      “Don’t tell me we’ve run out…” Sheila moaned, her blond curls bobbin’ on slight shoulders as she popped the tops off two bottles of beer and stuffed ice down the gullet of a glass. Filling it with water, she continued, “I’ve got two tables waiting on four glasses each!”

      “We must be going through it like water…” Max said, standing with a frown.

      “Or like—champagne,” she said with a wink. “Folks wanna celebrate the dawning of a new year after the hell we’ve been through. Went through eight bottles myself the past hour, and imagine the other gals have done the same.”

      “But how do you ring in the new year without champagne?”

      She loaded her beers and water on a tray and answered, “Same way you do ringing in the new year without a hot date.” Then she left, shouting behind her, “You don’t!”

      He shouted after her, “Well, I’ve got neither, so what does that say about me?”

      Sheila didn’t look back, getting lost in the crowds tending to her tables.

      Not good, Max Blade…

      Throwing a towel across his shoulder, he went to fold his arms when Gideon O’Donnell and his new fiancé Annabelle Kirkland sat down at the bar.

      “What do you want?” he snapped, mind whirlin’ and turnin’ and doin’ somersaults trying to work out how to solve his dilemma.

      “Happy New Year to you too, Max,” Gideon said, “Sheesh.”

      Max frowned. “Sorry. Things just go a bit….tenuous.”

      He threw his date a frown of his own. “Sounds...Dickensian.”

      “Big word for a small-town lawyer. What can I get ya?”

      He chuckled. “A bottle of champagne and two glasses.”

      Max’s cheeks flushed hot. “Ya just had to ask, didn’t ya?”

      Gideon threw Annabelle a raised brow. “Was it something I said?”

      Grabbing his Carhartt jacket draped across a stool behind the bar, Max stormed off, shouting, “I’ll be back in thirty with your bloomin’ bottle of champagne!”

      Squeezing between Mayor Goodall and Chief Roller as Marvin and the Gang struck up some jazz number Max remembered Gramps playing a time or two, he stormed off through the back door, cool air a welcomed relief from the hot and stuffy barroom.

      Not that he was complaining. Hot and stuffy meant people packed like sardines—and their wallets. Judging by the tab tally so far that night, they were opening them with abandon. Made sense after such a crap show of a year.

      He pushed through the back door and was slapped in the face with a biting December 31st night. An easy breeze carried along the dueling scents of chimney smoke and fried food billowing from his exhausts under a clear, star-filled sky.

      Reaching the Golden Nugget, his affectionately named Plymouth Breeze—because everyone needs a junker at some point in their life, so it might as
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