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      Small Town Puppy Love  brings the Spilled Ink Mysteries series, to Belbrook, where a small-town dog groomer learns to trust her pooches' instincts. Originally a short story, readers clamored for more!

      

      Are young Detective Aidan Walsh and his police dog, Zeus, too charming to catch a drug dealer?

      Jacinta embraces the thrill of teaching at Bellbrook High and cuddling adorable pups at her mom’s salon—but she didn’t sign up for the electrifying connection she feels with Aidan or the challenges of managing her headstrong mother.

      

      In the enchanting Australian town of Bellbrook, picturesque landscapes and quirky characters set the stage for a whirlwind of mystery, romance, and danger.

      Jacinta, a kind-hearted teacher turned dog groomer, relies on her instincts and deep bond with animals. When a captivating Doberman raises her suspicions, her world is turned upside down, leading her on an unexpected journey.

      Meanwhile, Aidan, a dedicated police officer, patrols Bellbrook with his loyal K9 partner. Though the village may not need a highly trained unit, Aidan’s bond with Zeus is the backbone of his efforts.

      As fate intertwines their lives, Jacinta and Aidan are drawn together by their shared commitment to uncover the truth. Amidst the close-knit community, they must navigate danger, hidden secrets, and their own blossoming feelings. Sparks fly and hearts race as they discover that love can thrive even in uncertainty.

      

      The Spilled Ink Mysteries series blends cozy mystery with heartwarming romance. Join Jacinta and Aidan as they uncover the secrets of their tight-knit village, and root for the underdogs in a world filled with intrigue.

      This is the second book in series to introduce you to Gita Appleyard’s, cozy, soft-boiled, Spilled Milk Mysteries series featuring women amateur sleuths. You may read the books in any order.

      

      Read it now!
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      I set this series, predominatelly in the imaginary Australian town of Bellbrook in the Dandenong Ranges of Victoria.

      Readers should not confuse Bellbrook for an actual place. The author has created fictional characters and events for the reader's pleasure and intends no connection to real people or happenings.
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      Detective Aidan Walsh

      

      As my alarm clock jars me awake, I find myself greeted by Zeus, my loyal companion and partner. He seems to have already anticipated our morning routine.

      I scratch behind his ears, eliciting a low, satisfied rumble from him. His golden fur is like spun sunlight under my fingers, soft but dense from his double coat, a trait typical of Retrievers. I ask him if he’s ready for another day of keeping Bellbrook safe, and his tail thumps against the floor in response, showing his eagerness.

      The smell of freshly brewed coffee draws me to the kitchen, where we quickly share a simple breakfast of eggs and toast before heading to Bellbrook Police Station.

      As a detective, with narcotics training I received during my time working with Detective Harrison in the city, I’ve spent the last six months working tirelessly to track down the major suppliers bringing crystal meth into our otherwise peaceful country town in the Dandenong Ranges.

      It’s not a glamorous job. It involves extensive research and record-keeping, often relying on subtle leads that don’t seem quite right. And in Bellbrook, there’s no shortage of those.

      I put through a video call to Harry—retired Detective Nathan Harrison. He’s a good bloke, always there for me when I need to chat off the cuff about work or when I’m seeking a bit of guidance. Suddenly, my former boss appears on my screen, his reassuring face breaking through my thoughts and bringing a sense of comfort.

      “Aidan, I’m heading out to Bellbrook soon to check in. Mind if I stop by the station to see how the investigation is progressing?”

      I look up, grateful for the opportunity to discuss my concerns with someone I trust. “Actually, Harry, there’s something that’s been bothering me. I’d like to run it by you. It’s not directly related to the drug case, but it’s been nagging at me.”

      Harrison nods, giving me his full attention. “I’m all ears, Aidan. What’s on your mind?”

      “Well, it’s this unusual number of single-car accidents we’ve had on that winding stretch of road, especially the sharp corner called Devil’s Elbow, I explain. “A disproportionate number of them have involved husbands of domestic violence survivors in our community. It’s statistically significant, and it’s got me wondering if there might be something more sinister going on.”

      Harrison furrows his brow. “That is concerning. Is there any evidence to suggest this is more than just a dangerous stretch of road? Perhaps these men are prone to speeding. Or if they’re not locals, they might not realize how treacherous these mountain roads can be, especially in winter when black ice forms in the shaded areas, particularly in the gullies.”

      “Yes, I’ve considered all that,” I reply, “but these are car accidents that occur when vehicles roll off the side of the cliff—incidents that would require an unusual turn of the wheel, especially at the crest of the hill. These aren’t just seasonal or cold-weather accidents.”

      I let out a frustrated sigh. “I’ve tried to make inquiries. The locals are usually helpful. Bronwyn at the Windmill Café is normally hard to stop once she starts talking. And those women lawyers who rent offices above your sister’s art gallery? Between them, there’s not much they don’t know about Bellbrook. But whenever I bring this up, they just clam up. No one seems interested in exploring the possibility of foul play. I can’t shake the feeling that there’s some kind of cover-up happening here.”

      “Hmm, that’s troubling,” Harrison muses. “I’m definitely interested in taking a closer look at this with you. Let’s dig into the details when I get to the station. I want to see what we can uncover.”

      I nod, feeling grateful for his support. “Thanks, Harry. I know it’s not directly related to the drug case, but this has been weighing heavily on my mind. I could really use a fresh set of eyes.”

      “No problem, Aidan. That’s what former partners and friends are for,” Harry assures me, already reaching to disconnect. “I’ll see you soon.”

      The screen went blank, leaving me with a sense of longing for my days working with Detective Harrison. I felt stuck in my current investigation, and today, I had a more pressing matter to tackle—our ongoing battle against teenage drug use in the community. Zeus’s enthusiasm and loyalty were invaluable assets in this fight.

      I check the overnight police reports and prepare for the morning briefing, hoping for a breakthrough. Unfortunately, the overnight arrests were just small-time dealers, easily replaced by the elusive principal supplier.

      I clench my jaw in frustration, knowing I’m after the kingpin calling the deadly shots in our area. I want to see him out of business. It’s an endless uphill battle, but I’m determined to win, no matter how many setbacks and false starts we endure.

      Zeus seems to sense my resolve, giving an affirmative bark. We’ve got this. I’ll stay vigilant for the break we need. Eager for our morning walk, he practically drags me out of the police station and towards the park across the street.

      As we step outside, I take a deep breath of crisp morning air, already feeling centered. Patrol time with Zeus is the eye of the storm, when I can disconnect from the harsher sides of the job and simply be present with my loyal companion. The work continues soon enough, but for now, we play.

      Zeus absolutely lives for our daily romps in the park. From the moment we exit the doors of the station, his tail starts wagging eagerly, knowing what fun awaits. The park is the perfect reset when the darkness of the drug world creeps into my psyche after hours of poring over files and crime scene photos. Out here surrounded by nature and normalcy, I can finally breathe and remember what I’m really fighting for.

      Morning dew glistens on the grass as Zeus rolls around joyfully, unleashing pent-up energy. Nearby, kids laugh and shout as they head to school, while early-rising adults exchange friendly smiles and waves. Watching my community awake to a new day full of possibility renews my spirit.

      I inhale lungfuls of crisp mountain morning air scented with fresh rain and fallen leaves. The sound of birdsong fills my ears, a tonic after a long night listening to wiretap recordings of cryptic conversations between dealers. Out here, life goes on untouched by the darkness I battle.

      Playing fetch with Zeus in the tranquility of the park, I’m reminded of the better future we’re working towards - kids living free from the scourge of drugs, families trusting their neighborhoods are safe. The glimpse of everyday hope in this park sustains me. Our important work continues soon, but for now, we play.

      As Zeus happily chases after a thrown stick, bounding through piles of crisp leaves, I find myself picturing the kind of settled life I dream of having someday. A life where my relentless work schedule finally slows down enough to make space for new priorities. A loving partner to share quiet mornings like this with, her intelligent eyes gazing into mine as we sip coffee on the porch. The pitter-patter of little paws running around the yard. Lazy weekends spent curled up together reading, going for long hikes, and playing with a growing family.

      But I quickly shake myself from those reveries - now isn’t the time. There are criminals to catch, lives, teenage lives, to protect. My calling is clear right now—stop the drug dealer who’s targeting tho local kids. This dream will have to wait.

      Suddenly, Zeus’ attention is caught by something across the park. He lets out a happy woof and strains against his leash. I follow his gaze to see a young woman jogging with a beautiful golden retriever at her side. Her long dark hair bounces as she runs, flashing a vibrant smile at her canine companion.

      A breeze kicks up, making the woman’s hair dance around her shoulders. Her shirt collar flaps in the wind, leaves swirling around her feet.

      I can’t help but admire the active woman who seems to be near my age, at ease with nature’s forces. She and her energetic dog appear to be an ideal match, enjoying their fitness routine together. For a moment, I picture how nice it would be to have such a companion to share this kind of active lifestyle with.

      But I quickly brush that thought aside. As pleasant as the idea seems, it wouldn’t be right to approach her during her private workout. I respect this woman’s space and her right to exercise in peace without being hit on by strangers.

      It was a pleasantly cool morning in the park, the kind that invites you to linger. The air was crisp, with the scent of eucalyptus mingling with wattle in bloom, and the sun cast a gentle glow over the mountainside. Birds chirped cheerfully, and the world felt peaceful.

      But then, as they say in nearby Melbourne, “If you don’t like the weather, just wait a minute and it will change.” The wind began to pick up, rustling the leaves and sending a shiver through the air. Dark clouds rolled in quickly, blotting out the sun and casting an ominous shadow over the park.

      The temperature dropped noticeably, and the once gentle breeze transformed into a biting gust, whipping around me with increasing intensity. I could feel the tension in the atmosphere, a palpable shift as the impending storm approached. Thunder rumbled in the distance, echoing off the mountains, signaling that the calm morning was about to give way to something fierce and wild.

      “Let’s go, Zeus,” I call, turning us back toward the station. I didn’t want a drenching. Finding cover fast should be my primary focus right now. But the image of that graceful, vibrant jogger lingers in my mind, a reminder of the possibilities life can hold. Someday...
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      Jacinta

      
      The sharp rap at my classroom door startles me, echoing through the empty room. I glance up from wiping the whiteboard clean, surprised to hear a knock after the final bell has rung. Most students bolt for the exits once classes end.

      Through the narrow window in the door, I see our principal, Mrs. Howard standing outside. Her usually cheerful round face looks somber today, her eyebrows knitted with concern. Beside her is Marco, one of my quieter students, studying the scuffed tiles intently. His wavy dark hair hangs over his eyes, obstructing his face.

      My stomach tightens anxiously, sensing something is very wrong. The cheerful contemporary pop song playing softly on the classroom radio as I tidied up feels jarringly out-of-place now. I turn the music off and approach the door, smoothing my knee-length navy skirt and sensible cardigan.

      Before I open the door, my gaze falls on an opened letter sitting on my desk - a note from Detective Aidan Walsh. He wants to come speak to my students about the dangers of drug use, with my permission. His words are thoughtful, respectful of the kids, sensitive to their needs. It seems we share the same educational philosophy when it comes to reaching troubled teens.

      With a deep breath, I tuck the intriguing letter into my top drawer to ponder later. Right now, something serious is at hand. I turn the knob and invite Mrs. Howard and Marco inside, pushing thoughts of the kind detective aside for the moment.

      “Sorry to disturb you, Ms. Marbles. We had an incident with Marco here during last period gym class,” Mrs. Howard explains grimly.

      She goes on to describe how Marco suddenly became aggressive and confrontational with the coach for no reason, shouting and shoving. When restrained, he grew extremely agitated, sweating and vomiting.

      The coach searched Marco’s bag, finding a small ziplock bag of crystal shard meth inside. My heart sinks, shock and dismay coursing through me. Sweet, shy Marco using methamphetamines? I never would have expected it from this mild-mannered boy who actively participates in class discussions.

      Marco currently sits slumped in a chair, eyes bloodshot and movements twitchy. But he seems past the violent outburst now, rendered docile in the aftermath. I gently ask him to follow my finger and squeeze my hand, assessing his responsiveness. His reactions are sluggish but present - whatever he took is likely still in his system but wearing off.

      “Did you ingest any of those crystals, Marco?” I ask directly, but kindly. He gives the slightest nod, not meeting my eyes. My heart aches for this good kid who got caught up in something dangerous. We’ll need to call his parents and arrange medical attention, experts, to watch over him as the drugs leave his body. But for now, he seems

      “Thank you Mrs. Howard sincerely for coming to me with this. Could you please call both his parents and the paramedics?”

      Together Marco and I will get to the bottom of how those drugs ended up in his possession, and work to make sure he gets back on the right path after this wake-up call.

      “Marco, why don’t you relax and wait here while I speak with Mrs. Howard,” I say gently. He shuffles silently to his front row desk and sits down, still not meeting my eyes.

      I follow Mrs. Howard out into the empty hallway, the click of her heels echoing off the scuffed linoleum floors. She stops and turns to face me, arms crossed over her floral blouse. Her usual matronly smile is gone, replaced by a grave expression.

      “Please don’t expel Marco,” I plead preemptively. “He’s a good kid who made a mistake. Give me a chance to talk to him first.”

      Mrs. Howard sighs, her wrinkled forehead creasing further. “With his record, expulsion may be on the table. But you’re right, he is a good soul underneath it all. See what you can find out before I make any decisions.”

      I nod, grateful for this chance. As an educator, my priority right now is getting Marco whatever help and support he needs, not doling out harsh punishments. There will be consequences, but I know this boy is worth fighting for.

      I re-enter the brightly decorated classroom, the afternoon sun streaming through motivational posters on the walls. I pull up a chair to sit directly facing Marco, who seems small and vulnerable now. With care, I start to gently ask questions, peeling back layers to understand what led him here.

      “Marco, can you tell me what’s going on? This isn’t like you,” I say gently.

      He shrugs, eyes glued to his lap. “I dunno. I just...tried some once. It was a bad idea. I’m really sorry Ms. Marbles,” he mumbles, voice wavering as he blinks back tears.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m not here to judge you, Marco. I want to understand what happened so I can help,” I say kindly.

      He’s silent for a few moments, shoulders hunched defensively. I wait patiently until he glances up, looking very young and scared.

      “Where did you get the drugs, Marco?” I prod again, keeping my tone free of accusation.

      Marco’s eyes dart away guiltily. He shakes his head. “Nowhere. I found them.”

      I reach out and touch his arm. “It’s alright, you can tell me. No one will be angry with you.”

      His eyes glisten with shame. “Travis gave them to me. He...he said if I didn’t hold them for him, he’d beat me up.” Marco’s voice cracks as the confession spills out. “I didn’t know what to do, Ms. Marbles. I was too scared to say no...”

      “Oh Marco, I’m so sorry. You shouldn’t have had to face that alone,” I say, heart aching for this boy. We talk through options to get him help and discuss alternatives next time he’s pressured. He seems relieved. The burden of secrecy lifted. I won’t let Travis intimidate my student again.

      “We are going to have to inform the police about this,” I say gently. Marco’s eyes widen in terror and he vigorously shakes his head.

      “Please, no police,” he pleads. “They’ll arrest me!”

      “Hey, easy now,” I soothe, patting his arm. “Don’t be afraid. I know a kind officer I can set up an informal meeting for you with, together with your parents. We’ll do it before summer break.”

      At the mention of summer, my mind flashes briefly to visions of finally relaxing on a beach with a good book, free from work and stress. My first real solo vacation as an independent adult. I tuck those daydreams away for later.

      “I’ll stand by your side and vouch for your good character,” I assure Marco. “You won’t let me down now that I’ve placed my trust in you, will you?”

      Marco meets my gaze, sitting up a bit straighter. “No way, never Ms. Marbles. I won’t disappoint you.”

      I smile warmly. “I know you won’t. You’re a good young man who got pressured into a bad situation. We’ll get this sorted out properly together.”

      Marco nods, some of the fear leaving his eyes. With support, he has the strength and conscience to get through this difficult lesson and come out better for it. I won’t abandon him to navigate these shark-infested waters alone.
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