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Chapter one
PROLOGUE: ONE YEAR EARLIER


The man bent forward and turned on the tap, waiting for the bathtub to fill up. When the water neared the brim, he turned towards his beautiful girl, her head lolling from side to side where she leaned against the bathroom wall. He stooped low and caressed her dark brown, matted hair. Her piercing brown eyes, beautiful buxom figure, and dainty, delicate hands aroused him.
The girl groaned, but her eyes remained closed due to the medication in her system. He entered the kitchen, uttered a few words to his companion reading on the couch, pulled a jagged knife from a drawer with a gloved hand, and returned to the bathroom. Putting down the knife and leaning forward, he pulled the girl up and gently submerged her in the warm water, the resulting splash in itself a piece of artwork. He smiled and got to work while kneeling beside the tub.
If only she had loved him.
Picking up the knife, he pushed it into her hand and forced her to cut herself. Beautiful. Such artwork. The self-made cuts created a masterpiece, joining the jagged patterns on her wrist, as his hand enfolded hers, forcing it to cut another line. She tried to fight but the medication made her weak. Blood oozed into the water, forming a pattern of whirls and blooms. Aesthetics in the work. He manoeuvred her hand so that the knife in it sliced two gashes into her right leg. More blood seeped into the water. She was getting weaker and her eyes drooped as he watched her slowly wither away. He was a patient man and could wait.
He sat back against the wall, eyes lit up above a feral grin. What a piece of artwork. His front door slammed and his companion yelled out to him. 
When the life was gone from her eyes, he pleasured himself until reaching a climax, thinking that maybe one day he would find someone to love.




Chapter two
PRESENT DAY: THE CLIENT


Gabriella Jamitson ambled up the concrete path, scrutinising a multitude of windows, an arched entryway, and white timber posts. Her eyes flicked towards sunflowers lining the front garden and a well-kept lawn surrounding the brown-brick building with its green tiled roof. Low shrubs and a boulder to the side of the building’s entrance gave the local community health centre in Altona Meadows an inviting appearance. She passed the signage and entered through the sliding doors with a quick step, and came upon her first client for the day.
“Hello, Nora. I’ll be with you in five minutes.” She nodded to the receptionist and walked into her office. She unlocked her filing cabinet, inserted her handbag into it, and took out her client’s file and case notes. Putting them on her desk, she threaded her hands through her dark brown hair with its blonde highlights and took a breath. In less than two years, Gabriella would finish her studies and become a fully qualified social worker. As a Drug and Alcohol Counsellor, Gabriella thrived on helping struggling addicts reduce the harm that the  substances they took did, and she wanted to ensure she did her duty well. 
Wishing she had fewer curves, Gabriella pressed down the wrinkles and folds in her red cotton dress where it stretched over her buxom figure. She stepped back into the waiting room and called for her client. “Come through, Nora.”
The young twenty-year-old smiled. Her blue eyes looked tired and her long, red hair appeared unwashed. She wore a stained blouse and a rumpled skirt. Nora had been getting worse over these last few months. Having controlled her addiction and stopped taking too many non-prescription drugs, Nora should have been improving, but instead, she was going downhill. It must have been due to the stress of having to learn to live without something that took away her pain. Or was she lying about ceasing drug use?
Gabriella took a seat in her office while Nora sat opposite in an armchair. She gave her a reassuring smile and leaned forward in her chair to put her client at ease. Nora always needed a bit of time to relax into the session, and Gabriella wanted to make sure that all her clients were comfortable and open. Getting through the usual greetings and breaking the ice with topics like the weather, Gabriella dove into the session. “Tell me about your week, Nora. Have you been working on those goals to mend your relationship with your mother?”
Nora nodded, her hands shaking. “I have, and she’s starting to forgive me for all the times I got angry with her. I even  practised those self-care activities you gave me. The mindful walking, the rituals before sleep, and calling my sponsor if I’m struggling with temptation. It’s all been helpful. Thanks, Gabriella.”
Gabriella took notes and uncrossed her legs. “Have you been sleeping?” She hoped Nora hadn’t relapsed, and the shaking and bloodshot eyes were a concern.
Nora shook her head. “Not really. I feel tired and drowsy all the time, even first thing in the morning, and I’m jittery and out of breath. I get dizzy and have issues with my memory and concentration. I’m not taking drugs anymore and I don’t want you to think I am.”
Gabriella gave her a reassuring smile. “You’ve done great work, and we’re at the stage of relapse prevention, given you’ve abstained for about three months now. But as I’ve mentioned before, you need to have a medical check-up to rule out anything physical. You seem to be doing everything right.”
Nora pursed her lips and stared at her hands. Even her fingernails looked brittle. “I hate hospitals and I refuse. It’s most likely me adjusting to my new life since I stopped using.” She averted her eyes. 
What wasn’t Nora telling her?
Gabriella nodded. “Are you sure everything’s okay in your life? There has to be a reason why you’re feeling this way. You’ve been off the drugs for a while, and when you did the rehabilitation program, you managed your withdrawal then, so that can’t be it.”
Nora crossed her arms with pursed lips. “Everything’s fine.” She gazed past Gabriella as if she was in another place.
Gabriella wouldn’t pressure her. She would tell her the real reason for her behaviour in her own time, but something wasn’t right. Maybe her friend, Claudia could get her to open up. “Are you sure there’s nothing on your mind? I am here to help and won’t judge. You’ve come a long way, Nora, and I am here for you.”
Nora averted her eyes. “Hmm. All good.”
Gabriella could refer Nora to Claudia who had a different set of skills. There was time for that. “What I suggest then is returning to your previous psychologist, Claudia. She can look more deeply into the underlying source of these issues if you’re not willing to do a medical. Will you ring her and make an appointment later today?”
Nora hesitated, her eyes looking past her. “Fine. I’ll give her a ring after our session. I guess it can’t hurt, and she did help me the last time I saw her.”
“Is it okay if I speak to Claudia after you’ve had a few sessions with her? I’d like us to work together and make a plan to keep you sober.” Nora nodded. “This is the consent form.” Gabriella handed her the document and Nora signed it.
“And how’s your youth work role? Are you enjoying it?” Gabriella asked.
Nora nodded. “I love it. It’s so rewarding to help young kids break through the drug demon after what I’ve been through.”
Half an hour later, they ended their session. “I’ll talk to you next week and see how you went with Claudia. Take care of yourself.” Nora left with hunched shoulders and Gabriella sat down and wrote her case notes. She believed Nora when she said she had stopped taking drugs, but something else was causing all these symptoms. Claudia might be able to convince her to have a physical check or uncover what was really going on with her.
***Gabriella left her car in the driveway and lifted her face up to the warm rays of sunshine. She had recently moved into her period home in Spotswood, Victoria, and appreciated having her own space, especially in the spring season. The cottage-style home had latticework and timber posts at the entrance with several small trees in the front yard, a raised walkway to the house, and white, timber-framed windows. Unlocking the front door, she made her way down the narrow corridor, put away her handbag in her bedroom, and headed towards the bathroom. She splashed hot water over her face and wiped it with a towel. Her mind and body were physically and emotionally drained from the day, and she still wasn’t sleeping well. The dark circles under her eyes culminated from multiple losses in her life, more recently the death of her friend, Erica, one year ago. It still felt like it had happened yesterday, but she had to move forward and embrace her new life. 
She found who she was looking for in the rumpus room past her bedroom and bent down low to pat her grey-furred kitten, Angela, who was lying in her padded bed. Angela greeted Gabriella with a stretch and a yawn, then left her bed to rub against her legs. “You are so cute, Angie, and you are the one bright spot in my day.” Having  Angela around brought Gabriella comfort and settled her nerves after a challenging day, focusing her attention and giving her an outlet for her nurturing side. She had always wanted a pet, and when her neighbour asked if she wanted one of her cat’s babies, Gabriella jumped at the chance.
 She rose, holding the kitten in her arms, and pulled out a tin of food from the overhead cupboard. Taking her back to her area filled with soft toys, a water bowl, plastic plates, and a litter box in the corner of the room, she lay her down gently, gave her another pat and rubbed her nose. “How about some food, Angela?” The kitten purred while Gabriella emptied the tin’s contents onto the plate and waited for her pet to devour it. Then, giving her one last pat, Gabriella beamed and left the kitten to enjoy its meal.
After dressing in sweatpants and a casual top, she took leftover chicken salad from the fridge, and while eating it straight from the bowl, her phone rang. She put down her fork and answered the call. It was her client, Nora, who didn’t normally call her after hours.
“Hi Nora. Is everything okay?” She held her breath.
“All good. I wanted to let you know that I’ve made an appointment with Claudia for next week. Can we reschedule our appointment to a fortnight’s time as I don’t want to be too overwhelmed next week? I can only take one counselling session at a time.”
“Of course we can, Nora. I’ll make it for the same time and day the following week. Is there anything else I can do for you in the meantime?”
“No, thanks. I’m feeling positive about Claudia. She helped me out last time and I’m sure she can help me again.”
“Not a problem. I look forward to seeing you in two weeks. You take care.” Gabriella ended the call and thought about Claudia. The woman had appeared intimidating to her at first, but once she got to know her, Gabriella realised that she was soft and mushy on the inside. At first glance, people could misunderstand Claudia’s behaviour as being aloof and self-entitled, but it was a mask to hide her true emotions. She was a big softy, and they had become friends.
Taking a deep breath, she was thankful that Nora was moving forward to a better life without drugs. She had come a long way. Hopefully, Claudia could help Nora with whatever was going on in her life.




Chapter three
A DEATH


Three days later, Gabriella and her friend Joy made their way across the grey living room rug, between the blue three-seater couch and the coffee table. They admired the dust motes dancing in the sunlight, coming through the large window and dappling the stone fireplace as they headed out the glass sliding doors to the roofed decking in the backyard. 
“Let’s sit here,” said Gabriella, pulling out one of the steel-backed chairs tucked underneath the round table. 
Joy joined her at the table. Her blue eyes glowed in the sunlight and her blonde hair shone. Her slim and toned body was completely different from Gabriella’s, and men usually stared at Joy due to her natural beauty. “It’s a nice evening. How are you doing, girl?”
Gabriella looked at her strangely. “The same. Why do you ask?” She looked out over the freshly mown grass, recently cut by her stepfather, and the small vegetable garden. This place was Gabriella’s safe haven whenever she had anxious thoughts.
“I ask because Jesse’s still struggling with Erica’s death a year ago. He still seems to think she didn’t commit suicide, but there was no evidence to suggest that.”
She nodded. “Your brother probably knew her better than either of us. But in those last couple of months before her death, she was acting strangely. She was down and agitated. It’s sometimes hard to know what someone else is thinking.”
“She was our friend. Why didn’t we see it, Gabi? We could’ve helped if only she had come to us. Christ! I hate seeing him obsessed with this. He refuses to let her go, and I don’t blame him. Suicide. Everyone feels guilty and wonders if they could’ve done anything differently.”
When she’d first heard the news about Erica’s death, Gabriella had been out for dinner with friends. She got the call from Joy’s mother, who couldn’t reach Joy at the time. It was heart-breaking to hear that Erica had died in a bathtub, an overdose of medications in her system. She’d also cut herself on her legs and arm and left a suicide note. All it mentioned was, “I can’t cope with life anymore.” She signed it at the bottom and forensics had proved that it was her own writing. How could she kill herself knowing those who loved her would suffer afterwards? “We have to accept that whatever was going on with her, it was probably bigger than what we could’ve handled. She needed professional help.”
Joy’s phone buzzed on the table. She answered the call. “Hey, Jesse. We were just talking about you, bro. What’s up?” She waited. “Okay. I’ll check it out now.” She ended the call and scrolled through her phone, skimming through an article. Her face froze and she looked away while shaking her head.
“What’s wrong?”
Joy handed her the phone. “A news story about a young girl who died last night. Tragic, but tell me what it reminds you of.”
Gabriella swallowed and took the phone. She read through the article and gasped. “Oh my God!” The tightness in her chest. The palpitations as if her heart was about to explode. Her head spun as if she was about to faint, and her hands shook. She struggled to breathe as she put down the phone and bowed her head. Joy reached out to her and caressed her hand. She knew when to talk and when to remain quiet, and Gabriella was thankful to have such an understanding friend who understood anxiety. Once she recovered, Gabriella turned to her friend. “Joy, this can’t be happening. It sounds exactly like Erica. This can’t be a coincidence, can it?”
Joy flinched. “This is going to set Jesse back.” Gabriella nodded in agreement. “She died in the bathtub, had medications in her system with cuts around her legs and arms, just like Erica. Not similar, Gabi, exactly the same.”
Gabriella shrugged. “This can’t be true. It cannot be true.” A chill permeated her spine. “Do you think this girl’s death…Erica’s…I mean it didn’t make sense that Erica would die by suicide. We both thought that and just accepted her death as the coroner called it. Jesse still doesn’t think it was suicide. Could their deaths be related? Could he be right?”
Joy tucked her phone into her pocket. “I don’t know, Gabi. Right now, I’m worried about how Jesse is handling this. Hold on.” Joy walked inside the house and returned with a glass of water. “Here, drink this. It looks like you need it.”
Gabriella picked up the glass and drank it down quickly. It soothed her parched throat, but dizziness hit her like a ton of bricks, and she didn’t know what to do next.
“There are coincidences in this world, and it is possible that this girl’s death is just that. I’ll stay with you for a bit, and then I need to go check on my brother.”
***Jesse Warrier read the news article again, shaking his head. This poor girl had died in the bathtub and they ruled it suicide. He didn’t believe in coincidences, and he wondered why it had similarities to the death of his late girlfriend, Erica. He never believed she had killed herself, but law enforcement thought otherwise. Here was the proof he needed. There had to be a connection.
He sat back against his brown chequered cotton sofa and peered through closed sliding doors. The view of the turf yard offered little solace, but Jesse appreciated the low maintenance of it. As the sunlight filtered through the glass, shadows danced on his shiny white living room flooring. Hoppers Crossing had been his home for the past year. The single-front home was modern with a simple landscape garden in the front and a decorative paved driveway that still looked new.
Jesse got up, needing a distraction from the news article. He was letting his imagination get away with him. This poor girl probably did die by suicide, and he was comparing it to Erica’s death out of grief. What would he gain by doing that? The police had already ruled Erica’s death as a suicide. It was a closed case. Only he continued to struggle to move forward over the past year. Neither his work as a physiotherapist nor his social activities with his friends could deter him from thinking about her death. He suffered from nightmares and was lucky if he got three hours of sleep every night. 
Erica’s death wasn’t the only one he was grieving. Though his sister Mia’s passing was thirteen years ago, Jesse remembered her death like it was yesterday, too.
Inside his garage, Jesse distracted himself, tinkering away with an old car, sanding down the body to restore it. He enjoyed buying old cars and restoring them to make them shiny and brand new. Restoration was a distraction from his troubles, and it could make a pretty penny once he sold them to interested buyers. His friend, Derek, had given him the idea.
Jesse’s hands became sore after an hour, and he moved his shoulders up and back, rotating them to get the kinks out. No, he refused to think this girl had any link to Erica’s death. They hadn’t even known each other. He had to get on with his life and find some way to get over the tragedy. It was a closed case and he had to learn to accept it.




Chapter four
 POLICE STATEMENT


Gabriella sat inside an interview room with Detective Senior Constables Marco Petrazini and Angelo Ricci, who she knew. Marco and Angelo were boyfriends of her friends Bella and Jamie. Both men were straight-shooters, but Angelo tended to be more impulsive and rougher in his approach than Marco.
“Why am I here, Marco? Is this about Erica? Have you had a new lead?”
Marco gave Angelo a dark look and hidden communication passed between them. He leaned forward opposite with a reassuring smile, playing with his stubble. His hazel eyes bore into her own. “I am sorry to tell you this, Gabriella.” He cleared his throat and touched it. “The girl in the news who died in the bathtub…. she was a client of yours. Nora Trueman.” The room spun around her as she bowed her head, letting the tears run down her cheeks. A coldness settled in her spine and she quivered. A warm hand rested on hers. “I am so sorry for your loss, Gabriella. So sorry.”
Angelo intervened. “I know this is hard, but we do need to ask you a few questions. Will you be all right?”
Gabriella nodded, swallowing. She took a few deep breaths as Angelo held out a box of tissues. Taking one, Gabriella wiped away her tears, straightened in her seat, and steeled herself as best she could. She had to be strong for Nora, and needed to know what had gone wrong with her.
Marco dove in. “Can you tell us about Nora’s state of mind while you were counselling her? Even how she normally presented to you.”
She stared into her hands and took a calming breath, fighting back more tears. “I’d been working with Nora for about three months, and she’d abstained from drugs in the last two months. More recently, she seemed to have issues with memory and concentration. She complained of not being able to sleep. I could see how fatigued she was and how she’d get dizzy at times. They appeared to be symptoms of anxiety, but I thought there was something triggering it. She was sorting out family issues and relationships.” Exhaling, she continued. “She was taking care of herself with nutrition and exercise and had a generally positive attitude. But something was going on. Only she wouldn’t admit to anything.”
Angelo’s strong, dark brown eyes looked straight through her as he threaded his hands through his short, jet-black hair. “Do you know if Nora had any physical conditions or medical problems?”
Gabriella shrugged. She clasped her hands and briefly closed her eyes, trying to shut out this nightmare of Nora’s death. The poor girl had had her entire life ahead of her, and she would no longer be getting the help she needed. “I don’t know. She refused to get a physical check-up when I suggested it. I thought with a medical check we could rule out those symptoms if they were physical. In the end, I suggested that she return to more intensive therapy with Claudia. She worked with Nora about a year ago.”
Angelo knit his brows making his dimples prominent as he fixed his gaze on her.
 “What about medications? Was she taking any?”
Gabriella shook her head. “No, she didn’t need medication, in my opinion. But if she had needed it, she would most likely have refused any form of drug because of her history with addiction.”
Angelo gave Marco a strange look as if they shared a secret message. “It sounds like you gave Nora a lot of options. Referring her back to Claudia was a good idea.” Marco clasped his hands together. “Gabriella. Nora’s toxicology report showed high levels of tranquilisers in her system. She also had cut marks on her wrist and leg. Did she have a history of self-harm or suicidal thoughts? Did she ever disclose that to you?”
Gabriella flinched. “No, she never cut herself and was not suicidal, detectives. This is ridiculous if you think she would do this to herself. She had plans to get better and start counselling with Claudia again, so why would she kill herself? Besides, her relationship with her mother was getting strong. She had no reason to do this.” Gabriella found her heart palpitating, but she ignored it and waited for their responses.
“It’s possible that Nora was too drowsy and disorganised to the point she could’ve intentionally or accidentally drowned in the bathtub,” said Angelo. “She either got the tranquilisers illegally or...”
“Do you think someone could have given her the tranquilisers?” Gabriella said.
“We don’t want to speculate at this stage,” said Angelo.
Gabriella clenched her fists, wondering if she had killed herself or whether someone had intentionally hurt her. What if she’d missed the signs and Nora could no longer cope with the fight to stay off drugs? 
Nora had appeared mentally stable. Sure, she had symptoms, but they were problems that could be fixed. The reality of losing a client this way was a heavy weight on Gabriella’s shoulders, and she wondered if her manager would sack her after this. Maybe she would think she was incompetent and should have taken crisis action. She hadn’t done a suicide risk assessment as there were no signs. In spite of depressive symptoms, they were manageable and treatable, so she refused to believe it was suicide.
Marco flicked a short, brown strand of hair out of his eyes. “Gabriella. I know this is hard to accept, but without hard evidence to suggest it wasn’t a suicide, we can’t rule it out. We’ll keep digging and see what more we can discover. Octavia will be working with us on this case, but she won’t be able to tell you much. Your friendship with her still means she has to abide by the rules with civilians.” 
Gabriella shrugged. “I understand that, Marco. It’s fine.”
Marco nodded. “Octavia will be doing what’s known as a psychological autopsy which will assess Nora’s mental state to determine suicidal ideation and self-harm. We’ll look at her social media posts and medical records and interview all her friends and family. We’ll get to the bottom of this. Don’t worry. For now, you need to take care of yourself, especially after…”
Angelo continued. “You’ve experienced two deaths in the last year, Gabriella. Make sure you talk to the girls. Hang in there and we’ll keep you updated. We might need to request your case notes, but we’ll let you know if that’s the case.”
Gabriella responded to several more questions and breathed a sigh of relief when the interview was over. “Did you find a knife matching Nora’s cuts on her wrist and leg?”
Marco nodded. “Yes, we found a knife underneath her in the tub.” He cleared his throat. “One more thing before you go.” Gabriella waited. “Did Nora ever complain of being harassed by someone at work or by old friends?”
“No, she didn’t. As I said before, she was getting her life back on track. She was not depressed and wasn’t taking any medications for mental health issues. I still don’t believe she would do this.” Gabriella didn’t sound convincing as she had doubts. Some people could mask their pain well. Angelo and Marco stood up and showed her out towards the exit of the station. “Bye, detectives. Please keep me in the loop.”
Angelo nodded. “We will. You take care of yourself.”
Marco cleared his throat. “We’ll talk soon. Bella will call you.”
Gabriella walked out of the building with a prickle of fear running down her spine. Why did she get the feeling that Marco and Angelo didn’t fully believe it was suicide?




Chapter five
FRIENDSHIPS


One week later, Gabriella sat on a small wooden chair at a large table with her friends, Joy, Bella, Liz, Jamie, Octavia, and Claudia. She stared outside the large rectangular windows of the Docklands Cafe, watching passersby. The smells of fresh coffee beans, hot pastries, cinnamon, mixed spice, and nuts filled her nostrils and made her peckish for a sweet dessert. The open counter displayed assorted pastries and various styles of coffee. The women ordered their drinks and pastries.
Gabriella looked over at her friends. Bella, Liz, and Jamie had their own trauma-filled pasts. Octavia, she didn’t know much about, having met her through Claudia. On a professional level, she had been impressed with Claudia’s clinical skills and had got to know her well on a personal level too.
“A penny for your thoughts, girl,” said Joy.
Gabriella turned to her high school friend. “I’m thinking how you guys are great and always help each other out.”
Bella lay a hand on hers with a reassuring smile. “We’re here for you, Gabriella. Day and night. But whatever is going on in that head of yours, you are not alone. Asking for help is an actual strength.” Bella flicked back her shoulder-length brown hair and fixed her green almond-shaped eyes on Gabriella.
 “Yes, and know that, whatever the police find out about your client, we’ve got your back.” Liz was the tallest of the women. She had glowing jet-black hair and long, dainty fingers. Gabriella admired Liz who served as her mentor and was a passionate social worker.
“Thanks, Liz. You’ve always been there for me, but it’s going to be hard accepting what happened.”
Jamie leaned forward with a frown. “Sometimes going with your intuition is the right thing. Angelo and Marco know what they are doing. They’ll get to the truth.” Barely a year ago, Jamie had faced a traumatic trial within her own family, but she had survived and now had the love of a good man in Angelo.
“I’ll be able to give you general information about my assessments, Gabriella, but not anything that’ll compromise the investigation. We will get to the truth.” Octavia drew a hand through her long, auburn highlighted brown hair. The mole on her right upper lip and deep green eyes enhanced her beauty. Gabriella often wondered about the burn scars on her hands. Octavia unconsciously covered her hands to hide them.
Claudia toyed with her fingers as if pondering. Claudia’s strawberry-blonde hair was tied up in a bun, and she was petite with grey eyes. Her expression turned serious and she looked downcast. “I was looking forward to working with Nora again and couldn’t believe what I heard. I know I’ll be interviewed next, given my history in working with Nora.”
Gabriella shook her head. “I cannot get my head around this. What did I miss?”
Claudia cleared her throat. “Nothing. You did right by Nora. Let the police investigate. We can only tell them what we know and leave the detectives to do their job. I’m certain they’ll find the answers soon.”
The waiter interrupted, handing coffees to each of them, and a tray of pastries. The women sipped their drinks and dug into their pastries in comfortable silence.
Bella broke the quiet. “How’s your brother, Jesse, doing?”
Joy shrugged. “Not too good. He’s still hung up on Erica. He cannot accept her suicide, especially with how similar Nora’s death was. He’s thinking of getting in touch with the police to get them to reopen Erica’s case.”
Bella nodded. “I know we spoke about this a year ago, but does Jesse have evidence that Erica’s death wasn’t a suicide?”
Joy’s eyes turned a shade darker. “No, he doesn’t, but he believes it’s the detectives’ job to find the evidence if they look hard enough. I know different detectives were assigned to the case back then, but I’m sure they did everything they could.”
Jamie squared her shoulders. “Angelo will not rest until he solves Nora’s death, Gabriella. He will do a thorough investigation.”
Octavia sighed. “It is strange how similar Erica and Nora’s deaths are, but we cannot assume anything until we have all the facts.”
Bella faced Octavia. “Facts or not, intuition plays a big role in this too. It can lead to finding new evidence, given that a murder can be staged as a suicide.”
Octavia nodded. “I hear you, Bella, and I agree with you, but we need evidence.”
Claudia touched Bella on the shoulder. “You are an amazing psychologist, Bella, and if only I possessed one-tenth of that strong intuition of yours, especially with what you went through with Marco.”
Bella chuckled. “Are you getting soft on me, Claudia?” 
“I think she wants to apologise again for how she treated you,” said Liz.
Claudia grinned. “I’m glad it all worked out in the end. You and Marco had a close call with that psychopath.”
Bella stared at Claudia. Due to a shared harrowing experience, the two women had grown from rivals to friends over the past year. “Thanks, Claudia. I’m glad we both survived. You were a great help then.”
Liz put her hands together. “Listen, lovely ladies. How about we change the subject and talk about more positive things like Bella’s wedding in the next couple of weeks. I am so excited you’re finally going to marry your hunky detective.”
Bella’s eyes glittered and her cheeks flushed. “I cannot wait, Liz. Fiji here we come.”
Gabriella listened as the girls continued their banter and discussions around Bella and Marco’s wedding. Anything to take her mind off her troubles.




Chapter six
A PAST CASE


Jesse walked towards the police station, fixing his gaze on the grey building with its blue and white square patterns above the glass entrance doors. Low brush grew to the side of the doors, and a multitude of square windows clustered above a smaller roof. The signage and patrol car made it obvious it was a police station.
He looked at his friend, Derek, whose brown eyes bore into his own. Derek had dark hair and a short, solid build, and worked out at the same gym as Jesse. “Are you ready to go in and see what we can do?”













