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      When a beloved member of their community is found dead, Dr. Jack—and his new receptionist, Kate—are pulled into a case that hits too close to home.

      As suspicion spreads and secrets surface, their growing connection deepens into a slow-burn, steamy romantic suspense—while they race to solve the murder before the killer strikes again.

      Can Jack and Kate untangle the twisted conspiracy threatening their town… or will they end up as the next victims?

      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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      The antiseptic scent of the Bellbrook Medical Clinic mingled with the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee as Kate strode across the faded linoleum floor. Her heels clicked softly against the sterile walls.

      Kate smoothed her crisp white blouse and approached the reception desk. The first patients of the day were already shuffling into the waiting room—unfamiliar faces, to her, due to her short time in Bellbrook.

      “Morning, Mr. Jenkins,” she called.

      The old man grunted in reply, breath reeking of stale cigarettes as he leaned in close. “Best watch yourself around the new doc, missy.”

      Kate’s pulse quickened. The rumors were never far in a small town, especially Bellbrook. She managed a professional smile. “Thank you, Mr. Jenkins. I’ll be fine.”

      He gave her a look that might’ve been misDetective—or warning—and shuffled off before she could press him. Kate released a slow breath and turned toward the desk, determined to keep her head down and do her job.

      When she looked up again, Dr. Jack was stepping into view, crisp white coat on, smile easy and warm. The sight tugged at something in her chest—and just as quickly, she pushed it aside. Patients needed her. Kate smiled politely and resumed her work.

      After Kate finished speaking to the man at the front of the line, she slid into her chair and uncapped her fountain pen. She dipped the nib with practiced care⁠—

      A hip bumped the desk.

      Her blue ink tipped in a slow, bright spill. Tissues came up instantly, but not fast enough to save her hands. Blue smudged her palms, streaked her fingers, and soaked the edge of the blotter.

      “Oh— I’m so sorry,” the man blurted, eyes wide.

      Kate scrambled back, then steadied herself with a brisk, practiced laugh. “It’s— it’s alright. Really.” She wiped at her skin with a couple more tissues, smiling through the sting. “Could you please… sit back down for me?”

      He hurried obediently into the waiting room.

      Kate rose, crossed to the sink, and scrubbed her hands until the water ran clear. The stain didn’t budge. She was nervous enough around the doctor without the added embarrassment of having blue stained fingers. This wasn’t the impression of efficiency she’d hoped to give on her first day at this new job.
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      The golden rays of morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting a warm glow over the bustling Bellbrook Medical Clinic. Dr. Jack, immaculately groomed ever, approached the first patient of the day with a reassuring smile. Mrs. Thompson, a sweet elderly woman, sat patiently in her wheelchair, flanked by her adoring children.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Thompson,” Dr. Jack said warmly, his deep voice immediately soothing her nerves. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Much better now that I’m here, dear,” she replied, her eyes twinkling with trust as they met his. He had that effect on people—his very presence seemed to instill confidence and ease their fears.

      “Let’s take a look at your chart, shall we?” Dr. Jack suggested, skimming over the neatly typed notes that Liz, his efficient nurse, had prepared earlier. Her attention to detail never failed to impress him.

      As Dr. Jack tended to Mrs. Thompson, Kate greeted each patient with brisk efficiency. Her dark hair pulled back into a severe bun, she swiftly ensured that everyone signed in and completed the necessary paperwork.

      “Mr. Jenkins,” she called out, “don’t forget to update your insurance information.”

      “Thanks, Kate,” he replied, his voice low and gravelly. “You be the one needing insurance, working for our new doc.”

      Kate raised an eyebrow. She didn’t expect to encounter gossip at work. “Oh, really? Well, I’m new here too. I assure you I’m no trouble. I’ve been enjoying meeting new people through this job. I’ve found everyone so welcoming.”

      Mr. Jenkins grunted. “Don’t forget, now. The whole town be watching the two of you,” he said, before shuffling off down the hallway.

      Kate took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She knew that disrespectful patients like Mr Jenkins, and with the new doctor, would be a challenge, but she was determined to prove herself and not get caught up in a drama.
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      Dr. Jack moved from patient to patient with unwavering attention and care.

      The long term clinic nurse, Liz, assisted him seamlessly, taking vitals and preparing patients for their appointments with the gentle touch of a mother hen.

      In between patients, the trio found time to chat and catch up on the latest news in Bellbrook.

      As they discussed the upcoming town fair with Kate, Liz couldn’t resist teasing. “Come on, Dr. Jack,” Liz smirked, her eyes dancing with misDetective. “Surely there must be someone who’s caught your eye?”

      “Liz, you know I’m far too busy for that,” Dr. Jack replied, trying to brush off their playful jabs. But beneath his nonchalance, a pang of loneliness tugged at his heart. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d allowed himself to consider a romantic relationship.

      “Busy or not, everyone needs some love in their life,” Liz chimed in, her kind eyes searching his face. Dr. Jack felt a sudden flush creeping up his neck at her words. His gaze quickly fell to the floor, and he busied himself with straightening a stack of papers.

      “Maybe one day,” he mused quietly, more to himself than to his friends. “But if I did, I’d keep it one-hundred percent away from the clinic.”

      “Good idea,” Kate said. “I’ve seen a sample of the gossip that goes on here.”

      Dr. Jack nodded. “Yes, best to keep our private life totally separate from the clinic. Our patients are the priority here.”

      And with that, he moved on to the next patient, his sense of duty propelling him forward. As the day wore on, the clinic filled with laughter, camaraderie, and the gentle hum of a small-town practice. As Dr. Jack continued to care for the people of Bellbrook, who were as close as family, he couldn’t help but wonder what—or who—might be waiting for him just beyond the horizon.
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      The clinic door swung open, revealing a young woman wearing a surgical face mask, her breath ragged and her eyes wide with distress. Sarah stumbled inside, her fingers gripping the edge of the reception desk for support.

      Dr. Jack looked up from his notes, his brow furrowed with concern as he took in Sarah’s disheveled appearance. What could be causing symptoms this severe? he wondered. His innate sense of responsibility as the town doctor gnawed at him.

      “Sarah, what’s wrong?” he asked, swiftly moving to her side. His strong hand supported her elbow, his touch both steady and reassuring.

      “I… I don’t know,” she stammered, tears welling in her eyes. “I had a temperature, it’s gone now. I ache all over and I keep forgetting things.”

      Dr. Jack led her gently into his office, offering her a seat while he assessed her condition. “Tell me more about your memory loss. When did that start?”

      “About a week ago,” Sarah replied, her voice trembling. “It’s terrifying. I can’t remember simple things like where I put my keys or even what I had for breakfast.”

      “Let’s run some tests to see if we can figure out what’s going on,” Dr. Jack said, his brow creased with concern. His mind raced with possibilities as he took a nose and throat swab and drew Sarah’s blood.

      “Sarah, you’ve tested positive to flu. I’ll send away these other test samples because your symptoms aren’t typical, but it’s not unusual to forget things when we are ill.”

      Could this be an isolated case? As he handed Liz the test tubes to label and send to pathology, he couldn’t help but feel a growing sense of unease. The symptoms Sarah described were unusual, although not impossible for the flu, he’d keep a close watch over her.
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      It seemed that every second patient who arrived that day was reporting neurological symptoms. While Liz packed samples to send it for testing, Kate was a busy searching the Internet.

      “Look at this, Liz.” Kate beckoned Liz to the desktop computer she had opened at a social media page. Reading a few posts, Liz and Kate exchanged worried glances as they huddled over the computer at the reception desk.

      “Think I should tell him that all come in for a check up?” Kate murmured, her eyes widening as she scrolled through an online forum. “Several other people in Bellbrook have been experiencing similar symptoms in the past few weeks.”

      “They should all report their symptoms to their doctor instead of Facebook,” Liz snorted.

      “Maybe there are a couple of viruses going around at the same time, “ Dr. Jack said.

      “Whatever it is, we need to find out,” Kate replied, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she delved deeper into her research. “Let’s make a list of everyone who’s reported these symptoms and see if there’s any environmental connection between them.”

      “You are good,” Dr. Jack said.

      “I was an investigative journalist, before I came here,” Kate stated with a hint of pride.

      “Quite a change,” said Liz. “Aren’t you a little over qualified for a small town doctor’s receptionist?”

      “Well, I found out before Dr. Jack knew that there’s a lot of  people in Bellbrook with strange symptoms they appear more comfortable telling friends about than their doctor,” Kate said defensively.

      “And that’s valuable knowledge,” Liz agreed. “I guess we aren’t used to checking Facebook as a part of our medical record keeping. It’s a bit of a culture shock to me to do patient care research that way. But, thank you, Kate.”

      As Dr. Jack examined another patient with the same symptoms Sarah had, his mind raced with possibilities. Could the memory loss be an isolated case, or was something more sinister, such as an environmental factor, as Kate had suggested, plaguing the town? His innate sense of responsibility gnawed at him.

      “Once we get your tests back, we’ll have a better idea of what might be causing your symptoms.” He offered a reassuring smile. “But don’t worry—whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Jack,” she said, her eyes glistening with gratitude. “It all started when I bought this face cream for my age spots. I wasn’t wearing a mask. I think I caught something while out shopping.”

      “The flu virus is spreading early this year so tell Kate to book you in for a vaccination and It will reduce your risk of catching viruses if you keep up wearing a mask in crowded spaces, or just avoid them if you can.

      Dr. Jack led the last patient to the reception area. “If you feel any worse, give me a call and I’ll drop in and see you before heading home.”

      He turned to Kate and Liz. “When I close up the clinic, I’ll make a few house calls. Give me a list of anyone you think should be on my home visit list.”
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      The sun cast a warm glow on the walls of Dr. Jack’s clinic. He handed Isabella a prescription with instructions for medication to alleviate her pink skin symptoms. “Apply this twice a day and make sure you stop using that hand cream you bought. Drop the hand cream into the clinic. I’d like to take a look at it, and come back in a week’s time, so we can check up on you,” he said, his voice rich with concern and empathy.

      “Thank you, Dr. Jack,” Isabella murmured, clutching the paper tightly. “I don’t mind the pink skin if it gets rid of my dark skin patches. It’s the pins and needles and dropping things that worried me.”

      “I’m concerned about that too. That’s why I’ll get these tests away urgently. If I don’t find a treatable cause, I’ll refer you to an excellent neurologist.”

      Isabella left the clinic, clutching her coat tightly around her trembling shoulders, Dr. Jack frowned as he watched her leave.

      “Take care of yourself, Isabella,” he called after her. “Remember, if you feel you are struggling, give Kate, our new receptionist, a call. She will set up a time for either me or Liz, our nurse, to phone you back.” He watched her shaky walk, his brow furrowed with worry.

      Dr. Jack turned to Kate and Liz, who were still poring over their findings. He relayed what current symptoms he knew Isabella suffered from, and they shared all they had discovered about the other people experiencing similar symptoms.

      “Kate, check online if anyone is selling hand creams, especially age spot removal products, and get me the ingredients list.”

      Liz bit her lip, deep in thought. “If people are buying from overseas, online websites, it’s hard to check. Last year, eyeliner from China was picked up for sale here, and it contained lead. It’s up to customs to try to stop contaminated goods getting in.”

      “Something’s definitely not right here,” Kate said, her voice laced with determination. “We need to investigate and see if there’s a common link between our patients with similar symptoms. A commonly used product as a contamination source in the best clue we have to go on.”

      “I’m also worried about our patients,” Liz added, her compassionate nature shining through. “Quite a few of our female patients have reported pins and needles like sensation, and I’ve noticed they have been shaky. Not all of them elderly, either.”

      “Agreed,” Dr. Jack said, clenching his fists. “We’ll get to the bottom of this together.”

      “I sure hope your petty-cash will cover what I’ve been up to.” Kate gave an apprehensive smile. “I opened a fake Facebook profile as a seventy-year-old-lady, basically using a description of myself similar to Sarah’s. Then I started searching for and began ordering age spot removers.”

      “I’m not qualified to test products,” Dr.Jack said.

      “If we can show a connection between patient symptoms and a product, the Health Department will organize for the product testing. Kate said.

      Dr. Jack frowned. “As long as you don’t test any on yourself.”

      The trio spent the remaining daylight hours researching and documenting the growing list of affected townspeople. Dr. Jack spoke to colleagues in neighboring towns. There was some overlap, a few other doctors had noticed an increase in neurological symptoms amongst their patients, most had not.

      “Kate,” Dr Jack said, “before you head home, could you please contact the Australian Medical Association and requested the latest update on the common symptoms accompanying this season’s flu virus.”

      “Yes,” Kate replied. “And I took the liberty of contacting the local waterboard to ask for the latest water sample tests. They are sitting in the Fax machine ready for you to look over, but they looked okay to me.” She smiled sheepishly. “From my limited layperson’s viewpoint, that is.”

      As dusk approached, they shared one last cup of coffee before starting the task of closing up the clinic.

      “Thank you. Go home, ladies. Good work today,” Dr. Jack declared, opening the front door for them. “Let’s meet here first thing in the morning.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Kate agreed, offering a tired smile as she slipped into her coat. “See you then.”

      “Goodnight, Dr. Jack,” Liz called, her eyes soft with concern as she waved goodbye.

      “Goodnight, Liz,” he replied, watching the two women disappear into the rapidly darkening streets of Bellbrook.

      As Dr. Jack set out on his home call rounds, his mind buzzed with unanswered questions and theories about the mysterious ailments affecting some residents in his new hometown.

      The streetlights flickered to life, casting pools of light on the cobblestone pathways, illuminating the quaint shops that lined the streets.

      What could be causing these symptoms? he wondered, one hand absently rubbing the stubble on his chin. We need to find the connection between these cases. I won’t let my patients down.

      The weight of responsibility settled heavy on his shoulders, but so did the resolve to solve the mystery. Unbeknownst to him, the shadows of Bellbrook held secrets waiting to be uncovered, and Dr. Jack would soon find himself at the heart of a whirlwind investigation that would shake the peaceful town to its core.
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