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1: Liam
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Liam couldn’t take his eyes off the girl in the red backless sundress as she stood gazing out at the ocean with some kind of exotic cocktail in her hand. Her hair, he could see, was long, showing under some floppy sun hat, probably bought from a beach vendor. She was alone as she sipped her drink, looking around for a quiet place where she could sit undisturbed to read her emails on her expensive phone, away from the constant surge of sellers trying to offload their wares.

He knew he wasn’t the only male eyeing up the beauty in the red backless sundress and that irritated him. He didn’t like competition, but he did like being invisible.

The dress was tantalizingly short and revealed her nicely tanned legs. Not too muscular, not too thin, either. Even through his ‘genuine-fake’ designer sunglasses he’d purchased for a pittance of the normal selling price, he was able to see her long legs were hairless, smooth. He liked that. The woman had standards and class. 

Liam was thinking she may be the type of woman he would like to take back to his room and make her feel good. On the other hand, he could picture her pretty little head on an iron pole and leave it on the beach front. That would add a little excitement to the hordes of holidaymakers, providing them with a fantastic story to tell everyone back home. It was a tough decision to make on only the second day of his vacation.

Liam was nineteen and this was his first time holidaying on his own. He’d been saving and planning something like this trip for as long as he could remember, probably since his fourteenth birthday when his mother had asked him what he’d like as his gift. He pictured a long sharp bladed knife, smooth - not serrated, preferring clean lines that matched his vision of symmetry as opposed to the jagged and rough edges a serrated blade would undoubtedly produce.

Of course, he didn’t ask his mother for a knife for his birthday. He didn’t need to because he already had one and he certainly didn’t want to draw attention to his thoughts yet. Instead, he asked for a simple phone with no contract; he could purchase a disposable SIM card anywhere in the world.

Liam pretended not to notice the girl in the red dress, hoping she would in turn acknowledge that and notice him, but she didn’t, and that annoyed him a little.

He’d bide his time. It was still early days. He needed to acclimatise and accustom himself to this liberation he’d taken so long to achieve. ‘Everything comes to he who waits,’ his grandfather had always said. And Liam had waited, patiently. Very patiently, but the waiting game was now well and truly over. This holiday was going to be worth every penny and every minute of yearning and planning.

He hadn’t chosen the destination - that had been her decision. He wondered if she’d subconsciously decided she was going to die in Bali? Why would she choose such an idyllic place to end her life? He admired that about her.
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2: Ruth Long
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Twenty-three-year-old Ruth Long had made a lot of money as an ‘influencer’ on TikTok over the last few years and had built up a loyal following of over two hundred and fifty thousand. She provided her audience with dance routines, keep-fit regimes, make-up tutorials, and fashion advice. She even felt she had the experience to offer relationship advice though she’d never actually managed to hang on to a man for longer than the proverbial nine and a half weeks. Some of that was her choice, but more often than not, it was the man’s decision once he realised the desperation that concealed her major insecurities.

To the outside world, Ruth appeared mature, confident, worldly-wise. To her bathroom mirror there was a different reflection. Institutions had done all of that: foster homes, children’s homes, and a vivid memory of abuse, neglect, and a knowingness to remain silent.

She acknowledged she must have inherited her beauty from her mother, the only decent thing she did bestow on her. Not even her name was one she’d have chosen: Gabriella. Gabriella, for God’s sake! She was eight years old before she could even spell her ridiculous name. Her mother called her ‘Gabby,’ which she hated even more as her school classmates ridiculed her, implying she talked a lot which caused her to withdraw even more.

She remembered the exact time and date she decided to change her name to Ruth. Ruth Long. A far cry from the young Gabriella Hudson-Perkins.

At nine years old Gabby had no idea she could change her name until she met her caseworker, Ruth Bourne, a happy-go-lucky extrovert who spent months and months working with the youngster, trying to get close enough in an attempt she would eventually reveal all her past atrocities.

Gabby had looked a pitiful child, expressionless as she was brought to the children’s home that Sunday evening by two uniformed policewomen, her jeans, teeshirt and trainers covered in her mother’s blood. Ruth Bourne arrived minutes later, suggesting that Gabby remove her clothing, have a nice warm bath, and change into something clean. Her bloodied clothing was bagged up and taken away and she would never see any of it again.

Ruth bathed the young girl tenderly. She applied a squirt of soap onto a sponge and washed her pale body, her dirty neck, her arms and her blackened feet. She applied shampoo to her lank matted hair and lovingly massaged it, rinsed it, dried it, before wrapping her up in a big clean bath sheet and sitting her on her knee as she continued to dry her pathetically thin and neglected body.

Before the bath, Gabby had said nothing other than to ask for something to eat or drink. Ruth needed to establish a connection with the poor girl.

“How does this feel, Gabriella?” she asked as she gently combed her now clean hair.

“Nice,” she answered honestly, turning to face the smiling lady tending to her. “Thank you. Your turn now.”

Ruth laughed, “Oh no, Sweetheart! I’m here to look after you! Besides, I had a quick shower and blow-dried my hair this morning. I wanted to look nice for meeting you.”

“Did you know then, this morning, that you’d be meeting me today?” Gabriella asked inquisitively.

Taken aback by her question she answered in all truthfulness, “I didn’t, no. Not that it was going to be you, but Sundays I usually come to meet some lovely new friends that need my help.”

“I don’t need your help,” Gabby answered bluntly, “nor your friendship.”

Ruth smiled reassuringly, “I’m sure you don’t think so, but perhaps you might consider accepting my friendship? Don’t we all need friends?”

Gabby pondered her question, screwing up her face in concentration. “Why?” she asked.

“Because sometimes it’s nice to have a friend to talk to, to offload our problems to, to discuss things. Someone to listen to our ramblings and hopefully find solutions together. I’d like to think you and I could be friends, Gabriella. Wouldn’t you like that?”

The frown of concentration hadn’t left Gabby’s face as she mulled over the answers her care worker was asking for. 

“I don’t know,” Gabby replied, “My mother never let me have any. I’ve been my own and only friend forever, I think, apart from Mel.”
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3: Breakfast in Bali
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It was such a hot and humid day in Bali, and Liam was beginning to question why he’d followed her all this way when it would have been so much easier meeting her on their own territory. Another thing his grandfather would say, much to his annoyance, “Youth is wasted on the young.”

What a stupid statement! Youth IS for the young! It’s right there in the very statement. And what a time to be alive and young enough to enjoy the fruits of the old folks’ labours and mistakes. For the likes of Liam, he would never know the hardships his father, grandfather, great-grandfather endured in their days because he’d been the only child, doted on, spoilt, and been allowed to get away with murder.

He’d already taken great advantage of the buffet breakfast, going back for seconds, declaring to himself he wanted to get his money’s worth. He’d taken a little waist purse and stuffed a couple of boiled eggs and a few bread rolls inside to avoid buying lunch, not caring how pathetic the staff perceived him. They would turn a blind eye, being used to seeing it on a daily basis.

He was about to leave the breakfast bar when the girl in the red sundress walked in and went straight to the coffee machine, except she wasn’t wearing the red sundress this morning. Instead, she’d wrapped a green and pink sarong around her waist which revealed a bright yellow bikini bottom that matched her bikini top.

“Flaunting herself again,” he thought, and smiled gleefully when she was reminded of the Hindu dress code for restaurant attendance and was asked to leave and come back suitably attired. He couldn’t wait to see her TikTok page and what she had to say about that.

“Rules! Why do some people think the rules don’t apply to them? They’re everywhere, everyday, in every culture, country, home, and workplace,” he thought.

Personally, Liam didn’t like rules either, but he frowned on those who ignored them, especially the ones he was adhering to, like cultural dress code.

He watched her storm out and smirked. He couldn’t leave just yet: he had to witness her walk of shame when she came back wearing clothing that wasn’t going to turn young heads or indeed old heads, so he sauntered back to the coffee machine, poured himself yet another cup of coffee, and waited to be entertained.

He glanced around the restaurant watching the tourists queuing up at the breakfast bar then returning to their table to eat the heaps of food on their plates. Sheer gluttony, he conceded as he joined the line again for a third helping of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and a slice of watermelon.

He was drinking his coffee when he clicked on to TikTok. He wanted to scream with laughing, stand on the table and shout out to everyone willing to listen about the so-called influencer that was having a meltdown in Bali for being asked to abide by the rules, but he didn’t, nor wouldn’t. Discretion and invisibility were key.

Fifteen minutes later she returned, dressed in a pair of jeans that anybody’s grandmother would have declared unsalvageable, and a red crocheted top which clearly revealed she had forgotten her bra. Once again, she was asked to leave the restaurant and wouldn’t be allowed back until she was more suitably dressed. She was reminded that children were around, and that nudity in family places wasn’t respectable.

Ruth was now spitting feathers and argued her case, gesticulating that she was adequately covered.  However, the hotel manager totally disagreed and reconfirmed that if she didn’t cooperate, she would be asked to leave the hotel and find alternative accommodation.

That threat sent Liam into a slight panic. He didn’t want her to leave because he might have a problem locating her. Oh, he knew one of the taxi drivers would know but he’d have to ask a lot of questions very carefully and then dismissed the thought as soon as it entered his head. He could simply find out via her TikTok page.

Ruth had drawn quite an audience by now, but then suddenly calmed down, apologising to everyone, and left. She returned for the third time wearing a long floral cheesecloth dress and a wide brimmed chapeau and the whole restaurant clapped and cheered. She nodded graciously, clasped hands with the hotel manager, then decided on a table. She left her phone whilst she stood to order her eggs then went to the self-service section to put two slices of bread into the toaster, get a cup of coffee and place them at her table. She returned a second time to fill a bowl with pineapple, bananas, grapes, mango and yoghurt.

She sat upright, serenely, in her bamboo-framed chair and nodded to the approving smiles of the other hotel guests. She opened her phone, removed her chapeau and began a conversation with her phone, no doubt - Liam assumed - talking to her thousands of followers. Her eggs were brought to her table and, whilst still on her phone - to Liam’s horror - she began scanning the restaurant, giving a running commentary to the universe of TikTok.

He instinctively ducked down on the pretext of picking up a napkin he’d deliberately thrown to the floor. There was no way he was going to be seen. He did an about turn and left his table but not without hearing her exaggerated chuckle and cruel remark about the podgy ‘paedo’ making a rushed exit.

It felt like a knife penetrating his whole being, an intensely personal insult, and he wanted to go back to her and tell her what an absolute liar she was, especially the bit about being a ‘paedo’! And podgy? He wasn’t. He was nineteen, a little ‘puppy fat,’ perhaps, but he could easily shed a pound or two!

He scuttled back to his little bungalow in the beautiful gardens of the hotel like a guilty schoolboy. Clicking onto her page, he watched it all again for the second time. He saw himself in a split second, retreating from the breakfast restaurant, hearing her mention him, laughing contemptuously, and then moving on as she filmed the delicious fruit on her plate.

It was sickening how much money she earned, describing her mundane day-to-day activities. Absolutely sickening. He pictured an imaginary clock with the long and short hands either side of her familiar face, tick-tock tick-tocking away. He began to picture it further, with blood running from her eyes as if crying blood, and then slicing her botoxed lips into a wide smile but he hadn’t brought his knife, had he? Not allowed in his luggage, which wasn’t a massive problem. A knife’s a knife, after all!

He stood in front of the dressing table mirror in his one-bedroomed bungalow and saw his bed behind him already changed with pristine white sheets. Every morning was the same. He’d go to breakfast and return to find everywhere perfect. Except it wasn’t perfect, in his opinion, it was too white. Too boringly white. It smelled clean, fresh, and new. Like living at his mother’s house.

He went back to his phone and logged in to TikTok. She was no longer online, which was fine. He’d booked a trip out for the day, white-water rafting. Not something he’d usually consider but he needed to be seen doing the stuff of a normal holiday-goer and white-water rafting, he’d read, was exhilarating. 

Exhilarating was good. That meant he would be expecting something of an adrenaline rush and he was in dire need of another adrenaline rush!
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4: Gabby
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“I don’t need to be Gabby anymore,” she said solemnly to Ruth Bourne one afternoon during their session.

Ruth understood this. Lots of tormented children said the same thing. They didn’t like their lives, they wanted to change the past, to reinvent themselves and to be someone brand new.

“I understand,” she answered sympathetically, “but why don’t you want to be you?”

Gabby frowned at her apparent lack of understanding. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to be me; I just don’t need to be Gabby.”

Oh! That wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “OK, I see,” she said. “Well, you will always be you, of course, but you don’t want to be called Gabby, or Gabriella. Am I right so far?” 

Gabby nodded.

“Legally, you can call yourself anything you like. Did you know that?”

Gabby shook her head. She didn’t know that. She was only nine years old; how could she?

“You’d like a new name, then? What name would you like to be called?”

Gabby responded immediately. “Ruth Bourne.”

Ruth laughed, “But that’s my name. Don’t you think that would be difficult for two Ruth Bournes together at the same time? You can still be Ruth, and I’m flattered you want to be like me, but the long and short of it.”

“Ruth Long,” she interrupted, “my new name. I want to be Ruth Long, for as long as we both shall live.”

Bourne stalled for a split second. Those words were from a marriage ceremony. Everyone knew it, but it was such a strange statement coming from a young girl.

“Yes indeed, Ruth. Shall I call you Ruth now?”

Gabby nodded. “Until death us do part. You have to cross your heart now, and I’ll cross mine.”

Ruth Bourne felt slightly uncomfortable. She’d never had a charge wanting to change their name or indeed recite marriage vows, but she needed Gabriella to feel safe and if becoming Ruth was going to give her that security, she would do her utmost to make it happen.

“I can smell the blood, which is good because it helps me to get to sleep at night. I can still hear it and smell it. It’s like a rainbow. Have you ever smelled a rainbow, Ruth Bourne?”

Ruth had to make some boundaries, “It’s ‘Miss Bourne’ to you, Ruth. You must call me by my name and I’ll address you by yours. In answer to your question, no, I’ve never heard or smelled a rainbow because rainbows don’t have any smell or sound. They’re just illusions caused by atmospheric conditions. You can turn on a hose pipe and if the sun catches the water in the right direction, it will create the illusion of a rainbow. It’s not a physical thing so it can’t have either of the things you describe.”

“Why not? What makes you say a rainbow can’t have a smell?”

Ruth was unsure of how to continue her answers. “Why don’t you tell me how you know they can, ‘Ruth’, because I would dearly love to be able to hear and smell those beautiful colours that you’ve been lucky enough to have done. Tell me, please.”

Gabby slouched back into her chair, looking up to the ceiling as if trying to recall reading from a script. “The redness sprays into an arch and it gets higher and higher catching the sunlight and landing on the window that she’d cleaned that morning, so it smelled of window cleaner and blood. It was a nice smell. I got it all over me.”

She did. Bourne remembered seeing her new charge for the first time, clothing covered in her mother’s blood. The killer hadn’t yet been caught. The whole murder a total mystery. No forced break-in, no robbery, no rape, no apparent motive.

It was the school who’d called 999 several days later when she’d failed to make an attendance and the secretary received no answer to the many phone calls she’d made to ask why.

Two police cars arrived in silence, not knowing what to expect. They pulled up into the driveway of the very pretty park home next to the river, and the police ladies were surprised to see a young girl standing expectantly in the doorway, her body and clothing covered in dried blood.

“You said you could hear the sound.”

“Mmm,” she answered coyly. “Every time I see a rainbow I can remember the sound as well as the smell. You’re wrong, Ms. Bourne,” she emphasised her name, “you see, I did hear it and smell it. Splish, splash. Splish, splash. It was pretty. Rainbows are very pretty, don’t you think?”

“Indeed, they are. They’re beautiful phenomenons. I once saw a double one. That’s supposed to mean ‘good luck’.”

Gabby was confused. “What do you mean ‘a double one’? Side by side, like a double arch?”

“No, one over the other. It’s quite rare to see two at the same time.”

Gabby’s eyes opened wide with awe and smiled somewhat gleefully, “Wow! That sounds amazing. I’d love to see two at the same time.”

Ruth was concerned that Gabby rarely mentioned her mother in their chats. She was evidently a very intelligent girl and naturally extremely traumatised, too. Many young children who’d witnessed such atrocities would shut down and refuse to talk about it. Ruth could only continue to talk with her, make her feel comfortable enough over their sessions and hope to eventually get her to the stage when she could be placed into foster care.

She would need to find an experienced couple, perhaps with children already placed in their care so that she could make some friends. It wasn’t normal for a girl of her age to consider herself as her only friend.

Ruth Bourne had decided she wanted to become a care worker from as young as fourteen years of age. She was seven when her sister was born. She was over the moon at becoming a sister and having a baby to help her mother look after. She’d been a fabulous big sister too, always assisting with bathing, feeding, changing, and playing with. It was like having a real-life doll of her very own.

She could even recall the very first moment she’d been introduced to Joy, her brand-new baby sister. She was fast asleep in bed and her mother had placed the newborn next to her so that she could take a photograph of the two of them together. Ruth woke, wondering what was happening, and when she saw the tiny infant lying next to her, she exclaimed “Oh, Mum! Have I had a baby?” It was one of those funny stories that had been told a hundred times which fortunately meant it was a story and a memory she would never forget.

Ruth adored her sister. She insisted their mother dress them alike because she wanted everyone to think they were twins, despite there being so many years between them. She taught Joy her alphabet and numbers. She slept in her bed that Christmas Eve before and convinced her she could hear Santa’s bells jingling, whispering that they must squeeze their eyes shut tightly otherwise Santa Claus would know and wouldn’t leave them any presents.

She helped her build her first and only snowman and watched it melt completely away the day of the funeral, feeling so so guilty.

It wasn’t her fault, the accident. It was simply that, a tragic accident, and she vowed never to have a chest freezer after an innocent game of hide and seek took a drastic turn. The disused chest freezer in the garage must have been the perfect hiding place for young Joy to have climbed into. The lid was open. A small set of steps stood aside it to reach what was stored on the overhead shelves.

It took hours of searching for her, no one noticing that the freezer lid had fallen shut.
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5: White-water Rafting
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It was an early morning start, and the tour guide was already waiting patiently for his customers to finish their breakfast so he could take them to their adventure which was an hour’s drive away.

Liam had a small backpack and had secreted a boiled egg and a couple of bananas from the restaurant to eat on the trip. He decided to wear his newish Jack Jones denim shorts and a white Asda tee shirt. Being the first to arrive, he commandeered the front seat next to the driver, determined to get the best view, and was a bit miffed to see the girl in the red sundress walk towards the open side door. He hadn’t envisaged her wanting to participate in anything as dangerous as white-water rafting.

A Dutch newlywed couple climbed into the back seats and two heavily tattooed Australian guys took seats either side the windows, leaving Ruth Long with no choice other than to sit next to one of the Australians. 

“I’m Ruth,” she introduced herself to the man sitting next to her as the vehicle drove away from the hotel.

He nodded, “Yeah? Cool,” and offered no further conversation as he continued to look out the window, which really infuriated her as she was desperate to extol herself further.

“Are you on TikTok?” she asked casually, dying to tell him all about herself.

“My husband is,” he nodded affirmatively towards his other Australian buddy, “can’t stand social media myself. Can never understand why everyone wants to plaster their private lives on screens for the whole world to see. I find it weird.”

The husband, overhearing the conversation, was keen to join in. “I’m on TikTok and I love it. The wife is more conservative than me but give me your username and I’ll follow you if you do the same.”

She quickly moved from her seat to join the man showing the most interest in her and soon the pair became engaged in non-stop chatter about themselves and their popularity.

Liam was half listening and half bored. It was like reading a book for a second time. You knew the beginning, the plot, the characters, and had a rough idea of the ending. He loved to read books, especially those where he could predict the ending.

Everyone alighted the minibus and joined together to be introduced to their guide for the day. They were all issued the obligatory plastic helmets and life jackets. They were told the procedures to abide by: no foolhardy acts, work as a team and do exactly as the guide instructs. No, they were assured, nobody had ever fallen out of the raft, and no one had ever been injured.

To get into the water, they had to descend the steep slippery steps down to the river’s edge. Ruth was horrified to see Balinese women of all ages having to undertake this task carrying the raft between them whilst attired in tight sarongs. She began counting the steps: thirty, sixty, ninety... and lots more to go.

The actual descent was easy, even considering the humidity and the escalating temperatures. Coming back, she realised, was going to be horrendous, and were these same women going to be expected to carry the raft back to the goodness-knows-how-many steps to the top, after they’d had their expedition?

She’d paid the equivalent of thirty quid for the whole day, and that included being picked up and dropped off at her hotel, and lunch, too! Not once did she see any of the Balinese without a huge beaming smile. Thirty quid?!? OK, times that per person, per raft, and that was a decent enough living she supposed.

Their guides, Eka and Udin, assisted each tourist into the raft and ensured all were seated, double-checking helmets and life jackets, then slowly they set off.

The views were breathtaking. The trees seemed to go on and on, reaching for the skies. “First one to spot a monkey is guaranteed good luck,” Udin advised, and everyone turned their heads in different directions to scan the jungle hoping to be the one lucky enough to catch sight of a monkey.

It was something akin to silence, Ruth felt, as they continued downwards in the water. Not the kind of silence where one hears nothing. It wasn’t that kind of black silence. No... it was a colourful silence. She could hear the water rapidly going on its own journey, and she dangled her hand over to feel its chill. It was icy cold and yet the sun was beating down. She was enjoying the sound of the water splashing against the raft and rocks, the sprays of water creating a rainbow-like arc as the sun caught it in its rays, and the smell hit her.

“We’re coming to a big drop in just a second,” Eka announced. “You must all brace yourselves. Hold tight and keep still.”

What happened next was like something out of a cartoon sketch. As the raft went over the drop, Ruth was was left hanging in the air like a capital L, back straight, legs forward, and promptly landed in the cut unable to be seen, as the raft was flying away without her. Everyone leapt up in panic, desperately scanning the water to see where she was, screaming and hoping for some divine intervention.
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