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  Prologue






I stare up at the night sky. My back is resting in a puddle on the hard concrete below, and the persistent rain soaks my expensive suit. Large raindrops hit me square in my face, so I turn my head only to feel the cold liquid trickle down my pristine white collar. A soft gurgle is all I can manage as I try to call out. I want to lift my head, but it doesn't seem to be possible, however hard I concentrate. What am I doing lying in the street in this great British weather? All alone in the dark? 
I squeeze my eyes shut and try to piece together what I was doing before this. And then I remember…
It happened so fast. One minute I was heading home after a long day at the office, and the next I was involved in a confrontation outside my house. I'd been angry, a blood boiling kind of angry. Knowing I couldn't let the truth come out, and more importantly, that I'd do anything to stop that from happening. And now here I am, lying in the darkness, staring at a black sky dotted sparsely with tiny distant stars.
There's a sharp, burning pain in my neck, and I touch it. It feels sticky, and I strain to see my hand in the faint glow from a nearby lamppost. My heart pounds faster, and I gape in disbelief at the dark red stain smeared across my palm. My neck is bleeding heavily. I feel a wave of nausea, and my body starts to shake. Is that from the loss of blood or from the cold?
I take a deep breath, and the rich smell of damp leaves floods my nostrils. With my hand back over the injury, the rate at which blood spurts onto the ground below is frightening. The gravity of my situation strikes me forcefully. I don't have long to live, and there's no one here to help me. As my vision blurs, I know I'm not getting out of this alive. 






  
  1
Alice






I consider myself lucky. I've always been one of those people who attract others, much like moths to a flame. Friendships come easy and admirers even easier. I know it makes me sound arrogant, but my whole life has been like this, so to me, it feels completely normal. 
My boyfriend Brad is a complete romantic, and he goes all out to spoil me even on occasions when we have nothing to celebrate. He sends enormous bouquets of my favourite red or yellow roses, sumptuous dark chocolates, and cute little teddies with love hearts attached; that kind of thing. It makes me feel loved, and that's the best feeling in the world.
My parents have always looked after me, well, money wise at least, but they're both busy people and their lack of attention has always been a bone of contention. They are both successful in their jobs and travel all over the world; my father as a high-flying banker and my mother as a glamorous model. But truthfully, all I really ever wanted from them was their time.
My aunt—who was not so blessed in the beauty department—was the one who looked after me throughout my younger years whenever my parents were away. It's no wonder I yearn for others' approval and as much attention as possible. 
Aunt Jane and her quaint bungalow in Barton on Sea hold a special place in my heart. She has always been kind and patient with me, even during the times while growing up, when I behaved like a complete brat. A wild child, who Aunt Jane tried to tame to the best of her ability. Looking back, I can see now that all I wanted, even then, was attention; any attention, good or bad.
And by my teens, when boys began to notice my growing curves, I soon realised the power I could have over them. There were the shy ones who could barely look me in the eye; the confident ones who tried to woo me by showing how funny they could be; and the regular guys who would awkwardly ask me for a date. And I'd lap it up. Having their admiration made me warm inside and proved, to me at least, that I'm worthy of the love they throw my way.
There's movement outside, and I see the guy who delivers the post sauntering up the driveway. Opening the door with a smile, I watch his reaction as I pose there, waiting for him to close the gap between us. Someone should enjoy the effort I'd spent on my appearance today; the light curl of my chocolate brown hair and the make-up which, even though it's caked on, shows off my Audrey Hepburn like features. It's an art to put on make-up, and most girls don't take the time to learn how to do it properly.
I smooth my top down over my slim figure. I may have a dainty frame, but I have curves in all the right places, and I'm an incorrigible flirt.
'Hello young lady; how are you today?' He hands over my mail.
'Living the dream.' I reply, fluttering my eyelashes. I purposely lean forward so that he gets an eyeful of my cleavage. He drags his eyes back to my face as if he hasn't noticed, but I know he had a good look. Knowing he likes what he sees is a fantastic feeling. 
'You're certainly looking well,' he says, his face turning a bright shade of red. I smile prettily at him, giving him my innocent angel look. As if.
I've seen this same guy many times before, and I always flirt with him. He takes my teasing behaviour with good grace, although he never flirts back. There's usually a glint in his eye, but he always remains professional. Maybe he has a wife at home? I've never bothered to ask.
He only looks a few years older than my twenty-three years, but he has a worn-out look, which makes it obvious he's lived a hard life so far. I don't actually fancy him or anything; but my standard response, pretty much to any man, is to use my beauty and charm to get the most I can out of them. It works with a few women too, but there are some who make it obvious that they hate the way I act. Not that it worries me. I have a big enough ego not to let it bother me.
I wave coquettishly, grinning as I close my door, only to notice Sally across the street watching me again. She obviously thinks I can't see her tucked behind the curtain, but I know she watches me regularly. I give her a little pout to make sure she knows she's been spotted, and it amuses me when she jumps backwards out of sight. God, haven't people got better things to do?
I walk over to the breakfast bar and take a sip of my cooling morning coffee before I perch on a high bar stool. Shuffling through the mail, I put a couple of bills on one side and pick up a cherry red envelope.
A familiar knock at the door jolts me from my thoughts, and I rush to answer it. I know it'll be Brad. He stops by each day to drive me to work. We work in the same office complex, and it seems silly to take two cars when Brad has to drive past my house anyway, and parking in town is a nightmare. He works in accounting, and I'm in the marketing department, which is two floors above him. 
We met at work, in the canteen. My arrival coincided with Brad taking the last piece of carrot cake, much to my dismay. Silly, I know, but that cake is to die for. In short, he saw my sulky face, and this led to a bit of banter, and he ended up graciously swapping his cake for a date with me.
I thought he was gorgeous. Tall, athletically strong and with a playful twinkle in his eye, which intrigued me, so I heartily agreed to the exchange. That was around six months ago. 
As I open the door, an enormous bouquet of white lilies obscures my view of his handsome face. He hands them to me, and as soon as I place them on the side table in my hallway; he gathers me into his arms and kisses me like he hasn't seen me in weeks. 
We go into the kitchen, and I hand him a strong, freshly brewed coffee with just a dash of milk. The way he likes it.
'Alice, you're a lifesaver. I haven't woken up properly yet, so I seriously need this.'
'It's the least I can do with you being my daily chauffeur and all.' I go to the sink and fill a vase to the three-quarters mark. I emptied the flower food sachet into the water and cut the cellophane away before delicately placing each stem into place. 'Oh, and thank you for my letter too; I was just about to read it.'
Brad frowns.
'I didn't send you a letter.'
'Oh, I just assumed…' I stop. I'm just making it worse. His eyes narrow as he contemplates who else could be sending me love letters.
'What can I say?' I quip, trying to lighten the mood. I shrug my shoulders like it's a hard life to be so popular, but he knows I relish it. 'Well, thanks for the flowers,' I say, trying to move his attention back onto those.
'So, who's it from?' He looks annoyed.
This is awkward. I fill my mug with extra coffee and retrieve the letter from the table. Inside, I'm glowing. Brad is obviously not happy that someone else has a crush on his girlfriend, but for me, I'm loving the surprise adulation.
Ripping delightedly into the envelope reveals a folded letter, held together with a love heart sticker.
I slide my French manicured fingernail under the sticker and unfold the paper. My brow furrows as I read the poem typed in the centre.
Roses are red
Violets are blue
One last breath
Before I kill you

I drop my favourite Hello Kitty mug, and it shatters into pieces on the hard slate floor.










  
  2
Brad






I watch Alice's mug topple from her hand and cringe as it hits the floor with a resounding crash. Her face looks stricken, and I quickly rise to my feet. 
'What's wrong?'
She doesn't answer. Instead, she passes me the letter. I read the poem inside and feel my eyes widen in disbelief. 
'What the hell!' I take her in my arms. She's shaking, and I do my best to soothe her. 'Who would send you something like that?' I ask, but I'm not really expecting a reply.
She removes herself from my embrace. Obviously, she's distressed. She paces up and down while shaking her head before turning back to face me.
'Why me?' She looks close to tears. 'What have I ever done to anyone?'
'Nothing,' I say. 'Of course you haven't done anything.' I move towards her and stroke her shoulder. To be perfectly honest, she does have a habit of upsetting people. Nothing much, just little micro put-downs and the like. Nothing that warranted this kind of threat, though.
Maybe it's just someone having a laugh? This thought makes me feel even more annoyed. It seriously isn't funny, and if I find out who did this, they're in big trouble.
I turn over the envelope, but there are no clues. The address has been typed onto a sticky label and stuck on, and the poem inside is typed too. Who would send something like this, even as a joke?
I
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