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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve cut my teeth as a fiction author writing action-adventure thrillers in the religious conspiracy vein. With teams unraveling mysteries threatening the Church and the world, complete with global stakes, gunfights, and the obligatory car chases. I love those kinds of stories, writing and reading them.

      Yet sometimes I like to stretch out on the couch with a good mystery that’s a bit more of a slow burn with a guy trying his best to bring a dose of justice to the world. Not in the global, conspiratorial, high-stakes-big-book sense of things. But in smaller ways, for one person or family or small town.

      I’d been kicking around the idea of creating a fictional smallish town in West Michigan for several months, taking a page out of Stephen King’s playbook with Castle Rock, Maine, and John Grisham’s Clanton, Mississippi. So when the Great Pandemic of 2020 hit, and I was stuck inside like everyone, I figured it was the perfect time to play around with the small town. Sounded like great fun anyway spending my newfound time with a new set of characters in a new world outside my normal world and my existing fiction worlds.

      Thus was born Mill Creek Junction, as well as a host of characters — like Jonathan Aquinas Papadopoulos. Aka Johnny Pope. He was the character I’d wanted to take things slower in my storytelling, doing something on a smaller justice scale with stakes that hit close to home.

      As you’ll soon discover, Johnny is a former priest turned private detective. After several decades serving his Mill Creek Junction parish, hearing their confessions and connecting them with the heart of God, he wanted to more intentionally fight for justice than what he was able to behind the cleric’s collar. It was a way for me to explore some of those kinds of themes and some of the pain that comes from the brokenness of the world—in big and small ways.

      Here is the first collection of five original private eye short stories with Johnny at the center. There’s a variety of stories, from gritty true crime to more action-packing thriller to a mystery involving crop circles. Because when you’re a PI freelancer like JP, you never know what assignment you’ll encounter! Especially when your main client is Gideon O’Donnell, the small-town lawyer who functions as his boss. Along the way, you’ll meet some more characters in the Mill Creek world that will give you some entertainment, while offering a dose of inspiration along the way.

      Visit www.millcreekjunction.com for more details about the world and to follow people living life and exploring faith over the coming series of stories—including the PI. exploits of Johnny Pope. It’ll be worth it, I guarantee!

      

      Grace and peace,

      ~J.A. Bouma • July 2021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            STORY 1

          

          
            MY NAME’S JOHNNY POPE

          

        

      

    

    
      More often than not, life comes at you like a two-by-four; sometimes a Mack truck. When it does, coming at you with a left hook that lays you out on your backside, I might be your guy. Ya never know.

      Then there are other times, though, when it dribbles down from the heavens with a splat of bird crap on your eyeglasses. Right before the pigeon careens out of your blind spot, made all the worse by the high-noon sun comin’ at ya bright and comin’ at you at a blinding angle right before the dang beach bum claws those eyeglasses clear off your face, right before peckin’ your eyeballs clear out of your sockets.

      And when it does, I’m definitely your guy. I do charge a steep price. A pretty penny, as the kids used to say. But I’m worth every bit of copper.

      My name’s Johnny Pope. And I’m your only hope when life takes a crap on your eyeglasses, right before you lose both eyes to a pigeon you never saw coming.

      Strike that. I’m the guy who takes care of the thing you never knew existed.

      And if I’m offering my services, I should be honest: Johnny Pope ain’t my name. Well, the Johnny part is. Papadopoulos is my given name. But Jonathan Aquinas Papadopoulos doesn’t roll very well off the tongue. And besides, let’s be honest: Jonathan Aquinas Papadopoulos just sounds like a pretentious prick. Like some East Coast yuppy who stepped off a hundred-foot sailboat—or rather, sailing yacht the kids call them nowadays—donning Sperry loafers, tanned bod sporting a pair of loose-fitting khaki shorts and a plaid Polo shirt of bright oranges and reds and yellows and blues donning a faded yellow sweater with said Polo logo in navy draped every-so rightly across his shoulders.

      It also doesn’t fit too good on a business card, and most people can’t pronounce it to save their life, let alone spell it or remember it. Which ain’t too good for the line of work I do, when fellas and felines alike need a name at the drop of a hat to clean up the pigeon crap and get their glasses back, maybe get a few stitches or an ounce of justice after their eyeballs have been clawed out of their sockets.

      So Johnny Pope it’s been the past decade since I set off on my own after leaving my previous profession that inspired my nom de plume in the first place.

      I sat down with my coffee at the bay window overlooking a dreary Main Street morning. Not my normal cup of Joe, and didn’t much care for the corporate brew, but it worked.

      Black; no cream, no sugar, and definitely none of that hippy bottled crap—vanilla this, caramel that, and that cinnamon dolce other thing that screams commie pinko to high heavens.

      Which was a bit ironic, since I promptly unfurled my New York Times newspaper that was filled to the brim with them blowhards. But hey, a man’s gotta read what the men of his day read if he’s to stay one step ahead of the enemy. Been fighting them ever since Nam, and then in the priesthood after that. But that was a former life.

      Strike that—former lives. In service to both the State and the Church. Politics and religion. As one can imagine, I’m not all that popular at parties.

      But that’s another story, for another day.

      Taking off my black beret and tossing it to the other chair at my table, I started scanning the headlines above the fold. Some nonsense about the knuckle-headed president tweeting only God knew what and nearly carrying our country to the starting line of conflict in a part of the world I continued to have nightmares about. At the third headline my phone buzzed at my leg. One of those dumb phones, made of plastic and with a lid that still offered a man a shred of dignity.

      I ignored it till it went limp.

      Until it didn’t, buzzing up another storm a beat later that rivaled the one rolling in off Lake Michigan forty miles due west and threatening Mill Creek Junction with a mid-morning rain.

      I reluctantly pulled it out.

      Then wished I hadn’t, squinting at the dot-matrix-like text scrawled across its face and throwing up the offending party calling way too early for my pay.

      Gideon O’Donnell.

      I frowned. Figured.

      I let it buzz a few more times, popping the top to my grande Sumatra and taking a mouthful that did the taste buds good, flooding my senses with earth and herbs and spice. Better than I thought it would, that’s for sure. Usually tasted like cardboard and gym socks, but today they scored a win.

      Just before the thing went to voicemail, I answered it.

      “Gideon O’Donnell,” I grunted. “What a surprise.”

      “Where are you? What are you doing?”

      I took an obnoxiously loud sip of my grande Sumatra, holding the phone up to my mouth as I imbibed, then I rustled my New York Times and held the phone aloft, capturing the hustle-and-bustle of the morning crowd.

      I heard Gideon bellow for my name as I brought the phone back to my ear.

      “Where do you think I am, genius? You know where to find me on a Monday morning. Hell, you could pop on over if you deigned to come out and mingle with us peons.”

      “Can’t. I was called up on a case.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Another sip, another headline from that knucklehead with too much Twitter time on his hands making headlines that could flair up another conflict to rival Nam. “What about?”

      “Arson.”

      I raised my head and looked out onto Main Street, the morning sun now shrouded by a threatening wall of shelf clouds, dark and stacked to Heaven itself, threatening nothing good. A fire engine ambled south. No lights, no sirens. Wondered if it was coming back from where Gideon had been called to duty.

      “I need you, JP,” he said, refocusing my attention.

      I took another sip of my dark roast, then another before replacing the white plastic lid. Getting her ready for the road.

      I sighed and folded the Times back into place, then again and slid it under my arm. “Figured as much when I saw you pop up on my caller ID. And on my day off, I might add.”

      “Sorry, brother. But I need you on this one. Could get dicey.”

      I stood and grabbed my beret, fitting it back on my head as he gave me the lowdown. I took my coffee up to the counter to top it off, the guy yammering on about a case that kept getting curiouser, then headed out into the crazy.

      I was gonna need the full grande.

      A rumble of thunder in the distance greeted me as I left Starbucks, a hot wind chased by a cool breeze whipping something fierce as I reached my F-150. A retro-style throwback model to the 70s I saw advertised down on a lot in Ohio. The kind from an era when Ford still knew how to make a pickup truck. Painted crimson with a cream panel ringin’ the perimeter, fat tires with treads that meant business lifting my baby off the cracked pavement an extra few inches. Was a spittin’ image of my first car, the one I’d picked out after gettin’ home from Nam.

      A drop hit me square between the eyes as I opened the cab door. Felt like a flashback to Nam and a near miss with the Grim Reaper when my platoon leader was smacked by a Viet Cong hornet standing behind me as I bent down to tie my shoe. Could have been me bleeding out from the knob on the forehead. Hell, should have been me bleeding out from the knob on the forehead. But the Holy Father had other plans.

      I climbed inside the beaut that reminded me of the one I got back from Nam after serving right up until they’d hauled our backsides back April 30th. Drove the original into the ground after settling back in the Junction and settling down. Then Lynn happened, then seminary and taking a post with my childhood parish, Saint Thomas Catholic Church after Lynn passed, and I traded my original heart’s desire for an Oldsmobile.

      Didn’t know why I was thinking of her then, but I was smacked upside the head back to reality when another few water hornets smacked me in the face, then started soaking my shoulders and back, the static scent of rain and charged atmosphere filling my head until a crack of thunder shuddered through my teeth.

      I slipped inside the cab and slammed the door, the rain really beating down now but the wind not carrying it far. Just a late-summer storm is all, the heavens opening up and letting loose, Noah’s Ark style. It was gonna be one of those days; the rain seemed to portend it. And Gideon’s phone call—a curious case, to be sure.

      Roaring my crimson beaut to life, I ambled down Main Street as another fire engine ambled back the other way, then another. Three in one morning heading back into town? I guess Gideon was right. It was that bad.

      I flipped the station to WGRD, the local oldies rock station and caught the tail end of “Born to Run,” The Boss letting loose along with the rest of the gang and sending me back to an era I’d soon forget. In fact, I thought I had. But for some reason the past was surfacing in a way I couldn’t escape.

      I shook it off and focused on recalling my convo with Gideon, and the mess his client had gotten himself into. Which apparently had something to do with a previous case he’d just won.

      Gideon’s client, Jeffrey Peterson, a Mill Creek councilman, had been the talk of the Junction some months back after some auto parts store John got fresh a few too many times with his wife. Until the offended husband sliced and diced his wife’s neck.

      For posterity’s sake, I should add allegedly, especially since the councilman who’d been caught drunk as a skunk on Main Street beat the rap on a not-guilty jury verdict. And now the store of said auto parts store John had been torched to high heaven, and the councilman was facing new charges.

      Arson.

      Nothing official yet, and Gideon didn’t even know if his client was being fingered. Wanted to get in front of it all just in case.

      Hence Gideon’s early morning phone call to the Junction’s finest private investigator.

      I took another sip of my dark roast growing cool, The Boss giving way to Queen, which suited the morning about right. Then I saw it, Burt’s Auto Parts smoldering like some field after a napalm bombing raid.

      It had been a good-sized warehouse, painted forest green on the sides stretching back half a football field with a few windows that looked like they were still standing. Brown brick faced out toward another main drag off the far end of Main Street where a bunch of big-box retail outlets sat. Not the big corporate type, but some locally owned joints, along with Meyer’s General and Happy Day Inn and The Green Thumb and the like.

      I pulled up behind a remaining fire engine and rolled down my window. I raked a hand across my bald cap and whistled, shaking my head at the sight, feeling for Burt.

      The arched roof that was normally covered in bird crap had collapsed in on itself, like someone had taken a fist to one of those old-school Jiffy Pop popcorn plumes, tearing a hole clear through and the smoldering remains of the inside belching black smoke and hissing something fierce and throwing up white steam from the rain picking up speed. A part of one side looked like it had collapsed inward, as well, leaving the joint a complete DOA loss.

      A man with a clipboard wearing a faded yellow rain jacket caught my attention. He was head down, scribbling something fierce while some lackey in a Carhartt jacket held a large black gold umbrella over his head.

      Billy Babcock. Local chief inspector for the fire department. Decent fellow who was thorough and fair, if not earnest with a bit of a stick up his rear. If he was working the case, this one must have gone right up the food chain at the butt crack of dawn.

      Should be interesting...

      I grabbed my own umbrella, navy blue with white, and unfurled it as I got out of the cab, those kamikaze raindrops rapping against the fabric something fierce. I hustled toward the man just as it looked like he was wrapping up, clicking a pen shut and stuffing it on the inside of his rain jacket before drawing his clipboard inside an open flap for protection.

      Running up to him, I said, “Hey, Billy. How’s it hangin?”

      The guy didn’t startle, but twisted his skinny frame around for a viewing. Then brightened into a knowing grin. “Johnny Pope! Figured you’d show your mug around here sooner or later.”

      “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

      The man shrugged. “Given the prime suspect is your boss’s client and all.”

      I frowned and crossed my arms. Now that’s interesting...

      “First of all, O’Donnell ain’t my boss. And second of all, where’d you hear one of his clients was being fingered for this?”

      Billy took the umbrella from the underling and waved him off. “The Prosecuting Attorney’s office nabbed this straight away, given the arson victim had a material connection to a case they just tried.”

      “Alleged victim, you mean? And how do you know it’s arson?”

      “Oh, it’s arson, alright.” The man pointed off toward the still-smoldering building and shook his bony little pointer. “Started in the back and raced forward along a line of accelerant before blooming up toward the roof and wreaking havoc.”

      I took in a measured breath and followed his finger, taking in the view. A part of the roof shifted, crashing down into the still-smoldering remains and sending up another protesting plume of smoke and ash and white steam.

      I folded my arms and sighed. Just great. Accelerants meant only one thing.

      Deliberation and premeditation. And more importantly: a human cause.

      “Accelerant?” I said, acting surprised.

      “Yessiree, Bob.”

      “Inside or out?”

      “On the inside, running along the wall that collapsed over yonder.”

      I twisted up my face. “Then how do you figure my guy is the perp? Did you find any sign of forced entry
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