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PROLOGUE 
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Saturday 22 November 2025 – Poole, Dorset

––––––––
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Ten year old Ezra Johnson never needed much prompting when it came to getting up for Saturday morning football. By eight o’clock he would be washed, dressed, eaten his breakfast, and be sat in his kit waiting impatiently on the settee as his mum got his younger sister ready before the three of them made the short car journey to the playing fields. Ezra’s team didn’t have a match this weekend but the manager had decided that after the previous weekends 0-11 defeat they could do with some practice. Ezra was the second choice goalkeeper, he was small for his age and this lack of height was such a disadvantage given his chosen position that he had yet to experience the simple pleasure of being on a winning team, but he gave the impression that he really didn’t mind. 

Today though he was even more excited. He had woken on this particular Saturday morning with a piece of paper on his pillow, at first he thought it was another of his sister Lana’s drawings of the pair of them having tea with the frogs who lived in their neighbours garden. When he looked at closely, that’s to say when he had his eyes open and fully focused, he could see that it was an autograph and that above the name was a dedication ‘To Ezra – your daddy is a star.’ He jumped out of bed and after three of four attempts to get both feet into his slippers he ran down the stairs to where his parents were getting breakfast ready.

“Hey, calm down,” his mother Frankie said, “you’ll fall down those stairs one day.” 

“Dad, dad. Have you seen this?” Ezra asked waving the piece of paper in the air.

His dad, Jamie, nodded silently, milking the moment for all it was worth before replying, “Impressed?”

“Awesome. Just wait till I show this in class on Monday. How did you get it?”

“SOS call last night. Car with a puncture. I thought I recognised the driver and well...the rest is an autograph as they say.”

“Thanks dad,” Ezra said putting his arms around his dad, “you’re a star.”

Frankie looked at her husband, “A star! Now all you have to do is plumb in the new dishwasher, do the shopping while I take Lana to the swing park and the whole family will be eternally grateful.”

“I will do all that once I’ve had a few hours’ sleep.” 
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PART ONE  




KICK, PUSH
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“Beware the fury of a patient man.”

John Dryden 1631-1700
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Sunday 21 September 2025

––––––––
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Chris Johnston was sat in a room in The Shores: Sexual Assault Referral Centre. He was picking at a thread on the sleeve of his red and black Dennis the Menace jumper whilst staring at an information notice on the wall imploring all victims of sexual assault to come forward and report any crimes, telling them that all information would be treated in confidence. He still wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing, he’d read the same words online when he’d searched for information on the ways of reporting sex crimes. It was one thing to read it another thing entirely to confess to a stranger that he had been raped.

He was tired, very tired, tired beyond the point where a couple of espressos purchased and hastily consumed in the Co-op store a hundred yards or so away could re-energise him. His shoulders sagged, his chest ached and his legs didn’t feel if they would support him if he stood to make a hasty exit. He was about to stand to walk around the room, he’d convinced himself that he needed to walk to prove he could, whilst there was also a nagging feeling that if he could walk he would walk out of there. He had only taken two or three long strides when the door opened and in walked Detective Sergeant Liz Cohen. 

“Morning. My name is Detective Sergeant Liz Cohen; you can call me Liz. I appreciate that you might not be able to take all this in but I’m here as a Sexual Offences Liaison Officer attached to the Dorset Major Crime Investigation Team. We are going to have a talk about the reason you are here, there is no time pressure, you take as long as you need. If you want a break and a rest at any point please let me know. Is that okay?”

Chris nodded.

“Do you prefer to be addressed as Chris or Christopher?”

“Chris,” was the barely audible reply.

“Would you like a drink of water before we begin?”

“I’m fine thanks,” he said, reaching for the half empty bottle that was next to the chair he was sat on.

“Fine. Now Chris I have listened to the treble nine call you made reporting a sexual assault that took place in the early hours of this morning. Is that why you are here?”

Chris nodded.

“Good. I’m here to listen to you, but I am also required to record our conversation, make notes I think are appropriate for our investigation and to assure you that this building is a secure, safe environment for this conversation to take place. No unauthorised persons can enter the building, none of the information you present will be disclosed to anybody not associated with or assigned to this investigation. Is that clear?”

“Yes,”

“Good. We will begin with an explanation of the process. I am going to interview you then take you down to a room where you will be given a medical examination. The examination will be conducted by a qualified nurse. I won’t be with you during the examination, but if you want somebody to be present with you I can arrange that. Do you understand?”

Johnston didn’t speak, he looked at Liz, eyes pleading with her to end this as soon as possible.

“Chris?”

“I’ll be fine...I think.”

“Good. Now, once the examination has been conducted the samples will be sent for analysis, it could be up to five working days before we receive the results, depends on the workload the lab has. Are those clothes the ones you were wearing at the time the attack took place?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, you are going to need some clothes to wear home as the ones you are wearing will be sent for forensic testing, is there somebody I can phone or you can call using my phone?”

Chris thought for a moment, thoughts swirling around his head like a thousand butterflies unable to decide where to land. 

“Megan.”

“Who is Megan?”

“My sister. She’s a pharmacist, works in Boscombe. She will probably be in Kings Park this morning with my nieces. Sunday is park run day,” he said smiling, a little sunshine piercing the clouds of doom.

“Would you like me to call her or would you prefer to do it?”

“I’ll speak to her; can you dial the number.”  

“Before I continue I have to ask you whether or not you would like somebody to attend this interview to act as an additional witness to the audio and visual recordings or to offer support. If you would like a registered intermediary to attend I can provide a list of qualified persons. Is there anybody you would like to attend this interview?”

Johnston shook his head.

“Okay. Before I ask you to tell me what happened early this morning when you were attacked I must inform you that this interview is being monitored by an investigation team in a separate building, it is also being monitored by the SARC manager who will plan the physical examination based on the answers you give to my questions and to any information you offer. Can you please confirm for the recording equipment that you understand that and you agree to the recording and monitoring of our interview.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, I want you to take me through the events of Saturday night into Sunday morning. Take your time.”

There was a long pause, Chris held his fingers against his face, it looked to Liz like he was going through a breathing exercise, calming himself down before he relived the trauma he had experienced.

Then he began.

“I’d been at a party in Poole, in the Old Town; it was for a friend who is moving to Australia. Started in the afternoon, carried on and I left around half midnight this morning. I’d taken some beers with me and realised I couldn’t afford a taxi and everybody else was too pissed to drive. I remembered the night bus runs Friday and Saturday and thought as long as I could walk there I’d be okay.” 

“What time did you arrive at the bus station?”

“Around twenty to one. I know it sounds silly but I’ve just got this new pair of trainers and it’s like walking on air, I have to slow myself down. And I was walking with this woman I met and she kept asking me to let her catch-up. It should have been the other way round really.”

“Okay, now this might sound strange but it’s best to ask at our first meeting, did you notice anybody following you on the way to the bus station? Hear footsteps, catch sight of a reflection in a shop window?”

He shook his head. “No, it was quiet. We walked over the railway crossing, you know the one on the High Street and then walked around the Dolphin Centre. It was locked at that time of the night or morning.”

“So, you got to the bus station. What time was the bus you caught?”

“One o’clock. The N2.”

“Were there many people on the bus?”

He thought for a second, “Three or four.”

“Did you know any of the other passengers?”

He thought for a long beat, “Two women. They work as cleaners. I don’t know them by name but when I’ve been on the late bus a couple of times after visiting the friend whose party I had gone to before. I’d seen them and we got into that habit of nodding acknowledging each other.” 

“Was there anything unusual about the bus journey? Did anybody cause any trouble for you or any of the passengers?”

“No.” 

“Where did you get off the bus?”

“Southbourne Cross Roads. I sometimes get off at Tuckton Corner, there’s not much difference time wise.”

“What happened after you got off?”

“I said goodnight to the driver walked down the road until I had to turn left to make my way towards my flat. I live on the opposite side of Sealand Park; I use the path through the park.”

“Did you notice anybody walking behind you?”

He shook his head as he replied, “No. There had only been two of us left on the bus by the time we got to the Cross Roads, and the other person was a woman who walked back in the direction of Southbourne.”

“I noticed that you had a mobile phone and noise cancelling headphones among your possessions that have been retained as part of the evidence. Is there any chance you might have not heard if somebody was following you?”

Chris shook his head, “No, I didn’t listen to anything on the phone on the bus or walking home, I like to sensory experience. I just wore the headphones around my neck to put people off trying to start up a conversation.”

“So, you are walking from Southbourne Cross Roads towards Sealand Park. Where were you when you were attacked?”

“I had almost reached the entrance. I noticed that the main Pavillion was being repaired and was wrapped in what looked like decorators sheeting. I was a couple of steps away from the steps that go all the way around the building when I felt a hand in the small of my back. It was so forceful and so unexpected that I could brace myself or prepare myself for what followed. I was kicked which sent me sprawling onto my front, then I felt my head being pulled back so hard that I caught my breath.”

“How did your attacker keep you on the ground?”

“To begin with he had hold of my wrists behind my back, he was sitting on me, at the bottom of my back. I tried to sort of buckaroo him off but I couldn’t move him, I just felt so helpless.”

There was a long silent pause. Thirty...forty...forty five seconds passed.

“Take as long as you need Chris. You’re doing very well.” 

“I then felt him start to pull my trousers down. I had this weird sensation.”

“What was weird?”

“I had this almost out of body experience where I wished I was wearing a belt. He would have needed to lift me off the ground or get me to undo they them. I’ve no idea if that makes any sense but it was like in all this pain and humiliation I had the clear thought.”

“Had your attacker said anything at all to this point?”

Chris shook his head. “No. It was silent.”

“I know this is going to be traumatic but I need to know what happened after you had been pushed to the ground before you were assaulted.”

“He put his mouth close to my ear. I could hear him breathing,” there was a long pause as he considered carefully what he was going to say next. “I had the sense that his breathing was controlled.”

“Controlled?”

“Yes, you know like as if somebody had been trained in how to breathe properly.”

“He didn’t threaten you at all?”

“No. He never said a word.”

“Apart from the breathing was there anything else you can remember about your attacker?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise, you are the victim here. I need to ask you if you showered or had a bath before coming here?”

Chris shook his head. “No. I was tempted, but I didn’t. Apart from brushing my teeth. He didn’t make me perform oral sex on him.”

“Were you aware during the moments leading up to penetration if you could sense that your attacker was putting a condom on?”

“Yes. I heard a tearing of a packet. Then there seemed to be a delay.”

“How long was the delay?”

“I’m not sure. To be honest I had lost all sense of time. It was as if nothing existed at that moment apart from the two of us.”

“And then after this delay he forcibly penetrated you with his penis?”

“Yes.” 

“What happened once he had finished?”

“He got off me. Again, it was almost total silence. There was one thing though.”

“What was that?”

“He slipped. His right foot slipped as he started to get up and he put his hand into the small of his back to stop himself landing on me. And then I was on my own. When I stood I deliberately scuffed the ground up where the attack had taken place. I didn’t feel as if I was in control of my actions at that time.”

Liz allowed a silent period of around twenty seconds to pass, time to allow Chris to both return to a sense of calm and to leave space for any further observations of his attack that might appear unprompted. When she was sure that the interview had reached a natural conclusion she spoke. 

“Okay. You’ve done very well under the circumstances. I am going to take you through to the pre-examination area.”

“Paint and leather!” He said, almost blurting the word out and stopping as if the act of saying the word had caught him off guard.”

“Paint?”

“When he was holding me down there was a distinctive smell of paint. And leather. He put his hand over my mouth and I could smell leather.” 

Chris Johnston was met by a nurse who explained the sampling procedure, she gave him a surgical gown to wear and asked him to place his clothes in the individual sample bags that she had given him. She then told him that once he had changed he was to knock on the door that led through to the next room where an examination table had been covered with a plastic sheet and a trolley was laid out with a number of sample bags based on the information he had given in the interview with Liz Cohen. 

DS Diana (Dee) Wallace, DC Lorna McGovern and DC Lance Stratton watched the interview with Chris Johnston draw to a close.

“Right,” Dee began, “the Safeguarding Unit are short of bodies at the moment and I don’t want a potential one-off attack, which is bad enough as it is, escalating because the perpetrator thinks there’s no chance of being caught. The site of the attack was taped off by a first responder as soon as our victim contacted SARC, I’ve arranged for a CSI team to be there in an hour, I’ll update them on a possible scuffed footprint.”  

“What about the Police National Database” Lance asked, “has anybody done any back-up checks on possible links to similar crimes in the area, possible suspects in the area?”

“Pete Corbett is doing a deep dive into the PND and intelligence resources. Liz Cohen is the most experienced officer in the whole of Dorset when it comes to crimes like this, that’s why she did the interview and she will be the link between you two, Pete and me.”

“Do we have any idea who our suspect could be?” Lorna asked.

“None at this stage. I want you two to concentrate on digital images at the moment which can then be married where possible with the physical and scientific evidence. To begin with let’s focus on the bus that Chris caught from Poole early this morning. And remember, evidence, evidence, evidence. When this case comes to caught I don’t want any half-baked, half-arsed theories being torn apart by a smart arse in a suit.”

Before the two detectives could leave the room there was a knock on the door and a tall, fresh faced young man appeared before them. Wearing a shirt, tie, blue three piece striped suit and carrying a black coloured A4 zipped padfolio in his right hand, he looked as if he might be attending an interview at an insurance brokers or as a solicitors clerk. 

“Detective Sergeant Wallace?”

“That’s me,” Dee replied slightly surprised to hear her name stated by somebody she wasn’t familiar with, “Oh, you must be Karl Nelson.” Dee said standing to shake his hand.

Nelson nodded, smiling as he accepted the offer of Dee’s right hand.

Dee looked at Lorna and Lance, “Karl is a DC joining us from Wiltshire. He is a trained FLO and he also has training in sexual offences; both qualities will help take some of the pressure off Kath and Liz. So, Karl Lorna, Lorna Karl, Karl Lance, Lance Karl. Right, introductions over you two get out there whilst Karl watches the Chris Johnston interview back with Liz and me.” 
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“I read something a few years ago that when one of the French car makers sacked one of their workers they would send a security guard to physically remove them from their place of work and literally throw them out on the street,” Lance said as they walked from the Dolphin Centre car park towards the office of the Operations Manager at Poole bus station.

“Not much in the way of fraternité there,” Lorna replied trying to catch up with her colleague.

“This place smells of work doesn’t it,” Lance said as they climbed the stairs to the top floor of the building.

“What exactly does that mean?” Lorna replied.

“You know, some places smell of timesheets, business lunches, suits from M&S, five week holidays, this smells of work, not time stealing or work avoidance.” 

Operations Manager Nathan Turner was sat at his desk on which were three computer screens, each of which was divided into a dozen or so live camera feeds. Lance and Lorna showed their identification and he motioned with them to follow him into a secondary room that was separated from the main room by a three quarter height glass partition.

“I’ve copied the CCTV footage from the night bus onto this stick; If you spot what you’re looking for and need any other information let me know. We can access tap on and tap off information and details of season ticket purchases and concession cards. It will take time and you’ll need a warrant but it won’t be a problem, just need to do everything by the book. For any cash transactions there won’t be anything other than confirmation where the stop where the cash was accepted. To be honest cash transactions are a bit of an outlier these days.”

He looked at the two detectives.

“That’s like the boring legal bit. We have a good working relationship with the police so it shouldn’t delay matters should you need more information. Hopefully, you can pull something off that lot that helps.”

“Cheers,” Lance replied. “How long do you usually keep the footage from the buses.”

“Legally we only need to keep it for ten days but we have a branch policy of thirty days, purely because of the vandalism and intimidation that’s been taking place on a couple of routes.”

“Catapult City,” Lorna sang to the tune of Abba’s Summer Night City.

“Exactly,” Turner replied. “Boring technical bit alert. When you’re viewing the footage bear in mind that there’s no sound other than from the immediate area around the driver. When we first started installing cameras on board there were concerns about data controllers being able to listen in to private conversations in real-time but it’s not possible. The most exciting thing you’ll hear is some chat between a driver and his ‘regulars.’ And if you listen for long enough you’ll get to know the regulars as well as him.” 

“Is the driver from the one o’clock N2 out of Poole around?” Lorna asked, “We were told he might be on his break?”

Turner nodded, “I think if you concentrate hard enough you’ll probably be able to hear him,” with that he stepped across the carpeted floor and opened the window, a voice could be heard from the area below the window murdering the Badfinger/Nilsson/Mariah Carey classic ‘Without You.’ 

“He’s a singer in a band,” Turner said by way of explanation. “Mike Curtis. Once we go full electric you’ll be able to hear that racket all the way to County Gate.”

“Singer is doing a lot of heavy lifting there,” Lance replied. 

“How frequent are the night buses on that route?” Lorna asked.

“One leaves Poole every half an hour between one and four in the morning, so seven in total, but it’s only the four on the hour services that go through Boscombe and Southbourne to Christchurch. The other four go to the Royal Bournemouth, like an ambulance service some nights.”

Back in the CCTV suite Lance and Lorna watched as footage from the one o’clock bus began. 

“We should have let ‘little’ Jack work on this first,” Lorna said, “this is his groove, all this Timespace recording in analogue and digital.”

“I’m sure he won’t be offended,” Lance replied, “it’s not as if he’s short of work, much like the rest of us. So, how are we going to do this, start the footage from Poole or from where our victim got on the bus?”

“Well, according to the statement he gave Liz, Chris Johnston boarded the bus at Poole Bus Station, and according to the information that our new best friend Mr Curtis the bus driver provided half a dozen people boarded with Chris and nobody else got on or off until County Gates. Let’s get a good look at those at the bus station before moving on.”

Chris Johnston’s Army Green jacket, which was being subjected to forensic testing, could be seen in a seat on the driver’s side, about half way down the bus. He was the first to get on, he was soon joined by a couple of women who boarded together, they could well have been the contract cleaners Johnston had mentioned to Liz Cohen because they both smiled at him and nodded an acknowledgment. They were followed by two more women and a man, the three newcomers sat separately, the camera at the rear of the bus showing that the male passenger sat over the rear wheel on the left side, one woman sat behind Chris, the other on the opposite side.

Shortly after the sixth and final passenger had boarded the doors closed and the automated reversing warning signal began to echo around the almost deserted bus station. 

Lorna and Lance sat in silence as the footage fast forwarded the bus through the deserted streets of Poole and its suburbs until it reached the pre-1974 boundary between Dorset and Hampshire at County Gates. There was little traffic around and the traffic lights were green all the way. 

The bus stopped, the doors opened and a woman wearing a denim jacket and Adidas trackie bottoms jumped from the pavement to next to the driver’s cockpit.

“Standing broad jump,” Lorna said, turning her head to look at Lance.

“I know, you were South Ayrshire Champion fifteen years running.”

“No. It wasn’t a proper event, just a warm up exercise.”

“Morning Jim,” the woman said to the driver, “you look lonely, shall we sing the flower duet from Lakme?”

“Well at least we know the sound in the cab area works,” Lorna said.

“Okay,” Lance said looking at the screens, “at this point apart from Johnston there are only six other people on the bus, five women and one man. I’ll go and get us a couple of coffees, according to the timetable,” he paused to consult the App on his phone, “I have eight minutes until the bus reaches the Square which is where the next passengers board.”

By the time Lance had returned, with two coffees and two mini packets of custard creams, the N2 was approaching Bournemouth Square, where about a dozen people were waiting to board. From their style of dress, it had either been an unusually warm November evening or these were clubbers making their way home.

The doors opened and the sound of loud, happy, and tired people filled the front of the bus.

“No alcohol on the bus,” the driver could be heard saying, “drink it before you get on.”

This request was met with an audible sigh from several of the perspective passengers. Bottles were finished and dispatched to the nearest bin or placed upright on the pavement. 

“You can see what that Nathan Turner meant about fares paid by cash being an outlier,” Lance said as they watched as six women and six men tapped on and made their way down the bus, their progress observed by the internal camera at the rear.

“So,” Lorna said making a note, “our newbies are five pairs and two Billy no mates.”

“Not quite,” Lance replied, “the sixth male is with one of the pairs, which leaves one female Billy. The bus is pretty busy considering it’s what...almost half past one in the morning. I reckon we have about twenty people on board, including our victim and the driver.”

“Other than tall, we don’t have a description of the attacker,” Lorna said, “we need to follow the footage to see if our victim and Billy get off at the same stop.”

“How tall was our victim?” Lance asked prising the lid off the coffee cup.

“Just under six feet,” Lorna said checking the information on a second screen.

“So, when somebody of six feet says ‘tall,’ do they mean six five, six six?”

“Well, let’s start with six feet and work from there. This lot all look around five ten, I wouldn’t say any of them exceeded that.”

“You know there are people out there who film this stuff and put it up on the Internet,” Lance said.

“I don’t know what is worse, the fact that people do it or the fact that you know people do it,” Lorna replied dunking a custard cream into her coffee and watching it fall apart before it had reached her mouth.

“Karma,” Lance said smirking.

The bus continued through Boscombe and Pokesdown dropping off more passengers than it was picking up so that by the time it turned onto Seabourne Road, to begin the journey through Southbourne and Tuckton before terminating at a leisure centre in Christchurch there were only two passengers left; Chris Johnston and a female passenger who was sat in a seat which was reserved for the elderly and disabled. 

“Some people are so on trend,” Lorna commented as the footage continued, “She’s wearing her sunnies at half one after a night clubbing.”

“It’s the seals I feel sorry for,” Lance said tipping the coffee cup up to drink the last few drops.

“Pelt up,” Lorna said smiling.

“So, no drop offs or pick-ups on the Grove, a couple of minutes to go and Chris will be getting off.”

The footage continued with the bus and about thirty seconds before it stopped Chris reached out with his left hand and pressed the ‘stop,’ button, the ‘Bus Stopping,’ sign was illuminated immediately, the orange light from the bus indicator could be seen reflecting off an apartment block as it slowed to a stop to let the two remaining passengers disembark.

“Can you rewind the footage to immediately after Chris presses the bell,” Lorna said.

Lance did as requested without comment, the recording played for the position Lorna had asked it to be rewound to. Lorna said nothing as the footage played forward, Lance waited for some words of wisdom and when none were forthcoming he turned his head to face her and spoke.

“Anything? Nothing?”

Lorna was staring at the paused image on screen, “No, it’s nothing.” 

“So, we have confirmed the bus journey part of his statement,” Lance said, “we need to see if any of the shops to the right of the bus have CCTV coverage of the road.” 

Lorna replied, “And check as many houses as possible on the route to where he was attacked for either CCTV or doorbell cameras. I’ll have a word with DS Owen to see if she has anybody available, if not it’s just us two.”  
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Lance had only been living in Dorset for six months and he’d been on the Major Crime Investigation Team as a replacement for DC Kevin ‘KP’ Parkinson for less than five months but he already felt at home. He couldn’t explain what it was; the absence of street shootings, gun wars, drug dealing on an industrial scale certainly helped but there was no shortage of work and the team he’d been placed on were friendly, determined to solve everything that became part of their caseload and a few jokes aside, and they were jokes not sly digs, there wasn’t a hint of resentment at somebody from outside the county being brought on board.

A CSI van was parked outside the entrance to Sealand Park, Southbourne. The park itself contained a children’s play area, two bowling greens, two pavilions and three tennis courts, there were also public toilets. It was flanked on two sides by tall pine trees that disappeared into the low lying cloud that was being blown in from the coast which was just about half a mile away as a seagull flew. The sound of church bells filled the air indulging in a call and response with the birds flying nearby. 

“Take it all in son,” Lance’s first DS had told him, “you’ll never have that clear slate in your head again. From the minute you begin to recall the crime scene your subconscious will begin to fly false flags. It’s like completing crosswords with words that fit the spaces but don’t fit the clues.”

“Morning Linda,” Lorna said as she recognised CSI Linda Oldham standing next to the van in her full-barrier clothing given instructions to a similarly dressed minion.

“Well, if it’s not the fair maiden of Kilmarnock with Sir Lancelot of Weymouth. What a great wait to spend Sunday morning, particularly the Festival of Saint Matthew the Apostle. Those bells aren’t ringing out just because they are happy to be bells.”

Lorna looked at Lance and raised her eyebrows, “Must be the sun. They just aren’t used to it in New Zealand; it’s blocked out by all the sheep.” 

“I shall ignore that remark. Okay, we’ve taken some photographs of what I think is the locus. The path that leads from the entrance down to the Pavillion has been overlaid with some sort of grit and there are footprints from what looks like every person who has ever lived in the BCP area. However,” she said beckoning with her head, “okay my party follow me and I’ll show you something very interesting.” 

The two detectives followed the CSI down the left side of the pavilion where a uniformed constable was standing by blue-and-white police tape that was gently fluttering in the breeze. All three of them signed the attendance log and Lance held the tape up so that Lorna and Linda could duck under it into what was the designated outer cordon. 

“The statement the victim gave to Liz Cohen mentioned the smell of paint, there aren’t any tins of the stuff around, but this,” Linda said pointing at a grit box, “is still tacky to the touch. They are usually painted yellow, but I guess somebody decided to go with green so it blended in, a complete waste of time and money to be honest, it’s meant to stand out so it can be located on dark winter mornings. Now, what is of interest is this..” She turned and pointed at an evergreen that was approximately two metres tall..

“Phormium tenax, New Zealand flax to you old worlders. It will grow happily in this area if offered some shade and wind protection, takes around twenty years to reach its full height of about four metres. What it really doesn’t appreciate is being given a hefty kick, look,” she knelt down on the path and Lorna and Lance leaned in to get a better view.

“Those broken leaves?” Lorna said.

“Yes. I didn’t want to get in among the long leaves so I stuck my smartphone on a stick and took a shot back towards the path. I reckon that if our victim was on the ground with his attacker on top of him and able to smell the paint then he must have been where the earth has been pushed back against the bushes on that side,” she pointed at the left side of the plant from where they looked, “we are looking at where the attack took place.”  

“Wow! That’s a long shot isn’t it, no disrespect but it could have been anybody,” Lance said.

“No disrespect taken, but this place has been closed for weeks whilst renovation of the pavilion has been taking place. That soil has been moved recently. We had rain most of last week added to which the frost we had early this morning has caused the smaller stones among the greenery to become stuck to the ground. They looked like pieces of fruit stuck in a Christmas cake.”

“Our victim did say something about deliberately scuffing the ground,” Lorna said.

“Rape victims can, in a few cases, experience moments of what I can only describe as extreme lucidity,” Linda said. “I’ve read mentions of the exact type of aftershave, colour of clothing, even somebody identifying what there attacker had eaten at some point. It’s not down to education standards or IQ, just primitive survival instincts kicking in.”

“Any chance of getting something that resembles a footprint and a clue to what type of footwear the attacker was wearing?” Lance asked.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I know.” 

Lorna and Lance stood on the pavement by the bus stop where, according to his statement and confirmed by CCTV footage retrieved, Chris Johnston had alighted in the early hours. 

“I reckon it’s about a hundred and fifty metres to the junction where Chris Johnston turned left,” Lorna began to record her thoughts into her mobile phone as they began walking. “Properties on both sides The first fifty on the right are residential with no external CCTV and no doorbell cameras. You take the right side, I’ll take the left, meet up at the junction down there,” Lorna said pointing to the point where there was a three road junction.

At the junction of three roads, they could continue carrying on straight ahead and that would take them to Tuckton and across the Stour out of Bournemouth into Christchurch, the road to the right was for the local landmark known as the ‘big deckchair,’ and the beach, the third road to the left was the one the victim had taken.

“Not a single CCTV camera among the ten commercial properties,” Lance said crossing the road to rejoin Lorna. “Orange or lemon and lime?”

“It’s about ten degrees less the wind chill and you’re buying ice lollies,” Lorna said.

“Calippo aren’t bothered about such trivia, they spend all their lives in a freezer,” Lance replied handing his colleague the orange flavoured lolly. “And none of those ten properties had doorbell cams, I asked the guy who served me in the Co-Op,” he said pointing in the vague direction of a parade of shops, “he reckons it’s because none of these have out of hour deliveries. Apparently the number one crime around here is twocking Audi’s and Range Rovers off driveways.”

“We’ve got one residential block with a doorbell camera that is linked to a dozen apartments, there doesn’t appear to be anybody at home just now,” Lorna said. “One interesting thing though is that there’s a cut-through from just this side of the bus stop that takes this corner right out of the equation.”

“Coverage?”

“Two ground floor flats in the block adjacent to this one have front doors opening onto the covered car park opposite and that has a CCTV at one end which appears to give full coverage. I’m going to call the number on the casing see if I can get any joy.”

“Why don’t you walk through and we’ll meet up on the other side of the cut through,” Lance said and a couple of minutes had passed when they rendezvoused where the cut-through met the side road. 

“Any luck with the CCTV provider?”

“Hengist Security,” Lorna said twisting the cap on her bottle, “they have an office off The Grove, I said we’ll call in on the way back. The receptionist seemed very keen.”

“Perhaps you were her first sensible call of the day, not some doddery old git who can’t operate the system and thinks it must be broken.”

“How’s that part-time job with Help the Aged going?”

Lance ignored the remark and said, “I had a look on Google Earth at the route our victim took from the bus stop to where he was attacked, “there are only two dozen properties to check, I’ll take the left side, you take the right.”

After knocking on the doors of various houses and two HMO’s Lorna and Lance met on the corner opposite Sealand Park.

“How did you get on?” Lorna asked.

“One doorbell and one CCTV. Problem with the CCTV is that the camera only covers the owners front garden, any view of the pavement and road is completely blocked by a huge fuck off hedge. I’ve asked if we can access the doorbell app, details to follow. You?”

Lorna smiled, “One doorbell. I get the feeling we are going to have to do some sort of public appeal. Online, leaflet on a lamppost, news conference.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“I feel like somebody who has gone to a car boot and paid good money for a boxset of The Wire only to get home and find it’s a pirated copy of Heartbeat,” Lorna said as footage from one of the CCTV cameras began to play on the screens in front of them.

“Quality not quantity,” Lance replied, “these might be the most important images we look at this week. So, this is the view from that apartment block?”

“Yes, they actually have two cameras, one on the car port and one on the corner of the building facing the direction of the park where Chris Johnston was attacked. Now, according to the data from the bus company we should see the bus at just after twenty to two.”

They watched as the clock in the bottom right corner ticked forward in units of minutes and seconds and the bus appeared as promised, moving right to left across the screen. Less than twenty seconds had passed before Chris Johnston appeared.

“So, he didn’t take the shortcut,” Lorna said.

“Law abiding citizen,” Lance replied, “the sign on the wall clearly states it isn’t a public right of way. So, if he walks along the footpath he should be visible on the other camera in about forty five seconds to a minutes time.”

“True, but we need to stick with this camera to see if he is being followed.”  
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Monday 22 September 2025

––––––––
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Dee perched on a table in the room off the main incident room that would be the base for the purpose of the Chris Johnston rape investigation, she was reading a preliminary reports from CSI and SARC, as Lorna filed in, Liz Cohen followed closely behind complete with a bag of Maltesers in her hand.

“Is Lance on his way?” Dee asked.

“He’s on coffee duties,” Lorna replied.

“I hope you’re not treating him like your pet gopher,” Liz said smiling.

“I wouldn’t dare,” Lorna said, “who knows where that would lead.”

Lorna had just finished talking when Lance appeared carrying a tray with four cups on it, he handed round three of them, took the remaining one and sat down.

Dee stood and then sat on a chair at the head of the table, a SMART board behind her displayed crime scene photographs together with an aerial image of the location taken from the Internet. 

“The good news is that the lab prioritised the samples overnight and have got DNA from them. Chris Johnston mentioned feeling the attackers breath on his neck, there wasn’t anything left on him but there was some dry salvia on the collar of his coat. The not so good news is that there is no match on the system,” Dee said.

“It’s about control either way isn’t it,” Lance said.

“Either stranger danger or assault from a friend, partner, work colleague,” replied Dee.

“The latest study using Home Office case files seems to have resulted in a huge splinter in the arse from sitting on the fence when looking for clues as to the various differences in stranger rape v rape by known persons. In fact, one conclusion was that so little evidential work has been undertaken on the psychology of stranger rapes that a conclusion couldn’t be drawn,” replied Liz. “The one thing all studies agree on is that offence motivations centred on sexual gratification and sexual entitlement aren’t the whole story.

“There is however sufficient case evidence available to form a consensus that our perpetrator will be between mid-twenties and mid-thirties. Half of them will be in relationships and half won’t be. Half will be living with partners and half will be living alone. Europe wide studies show that violence is more common with stranger rape, you can draw your own conclusions on the psychology going on where victims are known to their attackers.”

“I’ve gone through the system to see if there have been any similar attacks reported,” Dee said before taking a sip of her coffee, “we haven’t got anything similar with regards to a victim getting off a bus and being followed or even getting off the bus and being randomly engaged with. There are a depressingly large number of physical attacks on women and girls matching those parameters but none where victim and perpetrator were male,” Dee said.

“Statistically male rape victims are far more unlikely to come forward,” Liz said.

“Well unfortunately as a police force we haven’t been that receptive historically, if that’s the right word, to victims of either sex coming forward,” Dee said. “Male on male rape wasn’t even recognised in law until within my lifetime.”

“Seriously?” Lance said.

Dee nodded, “Nineteen ninety five if I remember correctly.”

“Too often they have been missed because they’ve been recorded as incidents of domestic violence. It’s fairly recently that rape has been noted separately from other incidents which may have triggered our involvement,” Liz said.

“Right, can you bring me up to speed on how the evidence gathering is going?” Dee asked.

“Pretty poor just now to be honest,” Lorna said. “We’ve reviewed the CCTV from the bus, from the block of flats and car park by the cut through and it’s a big fat zero.”

“The doorbell cameras didn’t produce much either,” Lance said. “All we’ve been able to confirm so far is that Chris Johnston was on the bus, got off the bus and walked part of the way towards the park where he was attacked.”

Dee turned her chair round and sat in silence looking at the aerial photograph on the SMART board in silence for a good thirty seconds.

“Are you two too young to have played garden runs, or did you grow up where there weren’t any gardens?”

“I lived on the fourteenth floor of a block in West London, our garden was a couple of pots from B&Q,” Lance replied, “with flowers in them that died every few weeks.”

“I did before I became a teenager,” replied Lorna, “what are you thinking Sarge?”

“The CCTV evidence that you’ve looked at is too geographically specific,” she looked at the dejection on the faces of the two constables, “nothing wrong with that, to a point. Look, the gardens where the attack took place has two pavilions, there’s one by the original bowling green and one for the other green and the tennis courts. Our victim was attacked near the newer one. What if the attacker was waiting by the old one.” She lifted the phone off the receiver, tapped out a number and waited for a reply.

“Linda? Hi, it’s Dee. The Sealand Park attack, I’m not trying to teach you how to suck eggs but did you carry out a search by the old pavilion, not the one where the attack took place?”

Dee waited for a reply, “Okay, thanks.” She looked at the two detectives, “You two need to check everything that comes through the Incident Log and all emails received that relate to this case, you’re both too experienced to be constantly puppy walked. CSI Oldham and her team found footprints by the pavilion on the right which match the partial found near the attack near the pavilion on the left. Go back and check CCTV or doorbell cameras from the other side of the park. That information was received and logged as soon as she returned to her lab probably while you were still eating ice lollies. Remember, expect the unexpected.”

“Well, we well and truly fucked up that test,” Lorna said. 

“Test?” Lance replied.

“Sergeant Wallace knew what was on the log and we didn’t look or think to ask. We were made to look like green newbies. We need to check the two roads we didn’t look into earlier plus farther round the corner and for a longer time period before the attack.”

“How did she know about the Calippo? That’s what’s freaking me out,” Lance replied. 

Lorna shook her head slowly, “Never underestimate the all-seeing DS.”

“So, how are we doing with the additional footage?” Dee asked.

“I think we have two possibles,” Lorna replied, nodding in Lance’s direction who pressed the keyboard initiating the play facility.

“This is from a house on Sealand Road, beyond the park, where Kent Road crosses from south to north. The footage starts thirty minutes before Chris Johnston got off his bus; it took him five minutes to walk from the bus stop.”

The three of them watched as a man appeared on the corner of the two roads mentioned by Lance, he was looking around in a furtive manner, he bent down to tie up the laces on his right hand shoe. As he bent down it became clear that he was wearing a backpack.

“Well, that looks encouraging,” Dee said, “the footprints the CSI team took from the site have been compared with the database and we are looking for somebody who was wearing a well-known German brand of trainer.”

“He then turns down Kent Road, we lose sight of him for around twenty seconds before he re-appears on the camera of a carport,” Lorna added.

“He’s going to go through the Fairy Garden,” Dee observed much to the bemusement of the other two.

“The what?” Lance asked.

“You’ve not heard of the Fairy Garden?”

“I came across a fairy ring myth when we had that case out at Tarrant St. Mary a few years ago,” Lorna replied.

“Well, this is myth made real. You’ve got a pond, stepping blocks, balance beams, and a log pile where the fairies live. Anyway, the crucial thing here is that if you keep to the left side of the Garden you are beneath the height of the hedge boundary for the park and out of sight of any cameras. There’s one thing that concerns me.”

“The backpack?” Lance asked.

Dee nodded, “Exactly. If this was the first time our attacker had carried out an attack he might have had something more serious in mind but then chickened out once he realised how big Chris Johnston was. That’s not trying to minimise what was a horrendous attack, but this development is very worrying.”

“We’ve got more,” Lorna said, “footage from outside the public toilets at the Cross Roads,” she tapped on the keyboard and a second footage sequence appeared. They watched the footage for five minutes before Dee spoke.

“I’m going to have a word with the DI and Maya Taylor, see if we can get a public appeal started.”

“Sarge, about earlier,” Lance began.

“Lance, what gets cocked up in this room stays in this room, put it down to you two being a bit over enthusiastic. Good work both of you.” 

DC Karl Nelson pulled his trousers up at the knees before sitting down, it was a habit he had learned from his father before his first day at ‘big’ school. “You’ll feel more comfortable if half your arse isn’t hanging out the back and it also helps with the maintaining the crease.” He was at Chris Johnston’s flat in Southbourne; it was located approximately two hundred metres from where he had been attacked. Karl, according to protocol, should not have been on his own, two FLO’s were required to attend the victims of crime, Liz and Kath were however engaged elsewhere as was Lance who had also passed FLO training. 

“Sugar and milk?” A voice from the kitchen asked.

“Neither thanks,” Karl replied as he sat looking around the apartment, taking it all in, wondering how a history graduate could afford this location. He’d only been living in Bournemouth for three weeks, but he knew long before his transfer which areas he could afford to live in on a police salary and this wasn’t one of them. 

“Family Liaison Officer. Sounds...important,” Chris Johnston said placing two coffee cups on the pine table that was barely big enough to accommodate both of them. 

Karl smiled, it was a habit he had developed as part of a reset programme, it didn’t matter what the circumstances were it was something that helped him regain what his wife called ‘mental equilibrium.’

“It is, I could go into all the thought behind it, but it would make me sound like a smart arse and you’d begin to wish I’d never started.” 

Johnston laughed. It was the first time he had laughed since opening the door to see Karl standing there, padfolio in hand, rain running down his neck.

“Have you had any more thoughts on the attack?” Karl asked.

Johnston took a deep breath.

“I’ve done nothing else. I mean I got some sleep after being interviewed yesterday but when I woke up I just lay there staring at the ceiling. Same this morning. I went down the beach for a walk and found myself sitting on the beach staring out into the sea. I go the long way round. If I took the quickest route I’d go past where it happened and I’m too raw to face my demons just yet.”

“Does the walk help?”

“Honestly? I think the walk helps in the sense that I get exercise, but other than that...”

“What about friends? Have you tried to talk to anybody?”

“It’s too raw at the moment.” He lifted his coffee cup, took a sip, and held the cup for a few seconds before placing it on the table. “I come across as this big guy, sure of himself, leader of the pack, Alpha male. But it’s all a defence or some sort of mechanism. Psychologists would have a field day with me.”

“What about your partner?”

“Don’t have one at the moment. To be honest I was hoping to score at that party in Poole,” he smiled ruefully. “If I hadn’t been led by my nether regions none of this would be happening. Not so much an Achilles heel as an Achilles cock.”

“Have you remembered anything new?” Karl asked, wanting to seize the moment whilst Johnston was still in the mood to talk. He began to unzip the padfolio, trying to ensure that the zip didn’t get stuck so it drew attention to the fact he was going to take notes. 

“Something, it might be nothing.”

“It’s never nothing. People overlook things in the immediate aftermath and recall things gradually. It’s often said that it’s like putting a jigsaw puzzle together, it is and it isn’t, we don’t have a box lid to work off, but we can take bits and see where they fit in the overall scene.”

“I got the sense that somebody was watching me.”

“Where?”

“On the bus.” Johnston took a deep breath through his mouth and exhaled through his nose; it appeared to Karl that he was counting to ten before speaking again. “There was a woman on the bus, sitting near the middle. I took a seat on the driver’s side; she was on the other side nearer the front.”

“What was it that made you think she was watching you?”

“She was on her phone a fair bit, but I was sure she was filming me. Like she was sizing me up, I don’t know, it sounds daft when I say it out loud.”

“Was there anything about her that stood out from the other passengers?”

Johnston paused, Karl couldn’t decide whether he was choosing his words to avoid being thought of as daft or if he genuinely was struggling to recall events that preceded the assault.

“Sunglasses and disabled seat. She was sat in that seat that has the sticker on the window.”
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Maya Taylor had arranged for newspaper and television appeals; she went through the wording of the newspaper appeal with Dee so that she was aware of what information was being disclosed publicly before the DS drove to Southbourne to film an insert for the local television station. The newspaper appeal would appear in the online edition in the early afternoon; the television appeal would be broadcast on the Monday evening on the local television station.

Detectives are issuing appeal for witnesses to come forward as they investigate a report of a rape in Bournemouth. Dorset Police received a report that in the early hours of Sunday 21 September 2025 that a man aged in his late twenties was assaulted at Seafield Gardens, Southbourne. 

Detective Sergeant Diana Wallace, of the Dorset Police Major Crime Investigation Team (MCIT), said: “We are continuing to investigate this incident and following extensive enquiries, it has become clear that there are two key witnesses to this incident at 1.50 am who may provide vital information that can assist the investigation team.

“The first is a person with short blonde hair who was walking a light brown, midsized dog, possibly a labrador, near the public toilets at Southbourne Cross Roads. They were wearing a dark long-sleeved top, dark trousers and dark shoes and walked in the direction of Hengistbury Head. The second is a person in dark clothing carrying a backpack, who was walking close to the park on Sealand Road where it forms a junction with Kent Road. 

“I would be very keen to hear from these two witnesses who we have established were in the area at the time the reported rape took place. We would also like to speak to any of the passengers who travelled on the Morebus night bus route N2 at any point between leaving Poole Bus Station at 1 a.m. and Southbourne Cross Roads. 

“The victim is continuing to be supported and updated with the progress of the investigation by specialist officers.”

Anyone with information is asked to contact Dorset Police at www.dorset.police.uk or by calling 101, quoting occurrence number 57270147468. Alternatively, independent charity Crimestoppers can be contacted anonymously online at Crimestoppers-uk.org or by calling Freephone 0800 555 111.
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Dee bent from the waist and undid the laces of her Doc Martens. She stood and rubbed her lower back, a combination of early middle age, she was thirty-five and the only person who was allowed to consider her at that stage in life, a well-worn office chair and the smallest car in the whole of the Dorset police force were having a cumulative effect. Perhaps she really should trade in ‘Bess,’ and buy a more mid-thirties friendly car, she had a secret project on the go, perhaps the time had come. Her shoulders ached so much she was sure that if she lay on the bed she’d fall asleep within seconds. The key was to keep moving.

With her boots deposited in the shoe rack in her hallway she walked into the kitchen, placed the brown paper bag she was carrying on the worktop and selected a plate from the stand. She then opened the fridge, took out the litre bottle of orange juice, poured herself a glass and then unwrapped the fish and chips she’d bought from the chippie a few hundred yards from where she lived. Drink, meal and cutlery were placed on a ‘Greetings from Weymouth,’ tray and carried into the living room.

BBC South Today would be on as soon as the national weather forecast had ended and the early evening national newsreader had précised the bulletin points before handing over to the regional studios.

Fish and chips were part of the weekly ritual she had grown up with in the Wallace family home, a loving home seemingly filled with rituals; Monday was bed linen change over day, Tuesday was the day her dad would leave on one of his European trips and her evenings were spent with Army Cadets, Wednesday was netball practice, Thursday was Top of the Pops, Friday was fish and chips, Saturday would be a visit to the Dolphin Centre, not necessarily to buy something but simply to hang out, Sunday was a ‘big tea’ in the living room followed by all three girls taking it in turns to have a bath, as the eldest she got to have the most hot water. Times changed and Monday fish and chips were for savouring after a hard day.

She was just pushing two chips onto her fork when her mobile rang, she ignored it the first four rings, on the fifth she decided she should answer it.

“Hello?”

“Detective Sergeant Wallace?”

“Depends on who am I speaking to?”

“Oh yes, sorry, this is Elaine Moore, Crimestoppers liaison. Sorry to be a pain, but I wanted to give you a heads up. We’ve had a response to the online appeal, a name that has been mentioned in three different online submissions and two calls directly to the appeal number. I’m sending the details to your e-mail address so that you can action them first thing in the morning.”

“Thanks Elaine.”

Dee had been watching the evening news programme whilst listening to the phone call, the first two items were about a planning application for an ice rink in the Lower Gardens, Bournemouth and the success of the park and ride service in Oxford. The word local was doing a lot of heavy lifting in the world of local television news.

“Dorset police have launched an appeal for information regarding a savage attack on a man last weekend. The attack which took place in the early hours of Sunday morning in the Bournemouth suburb of Southbourne. I’m joined now by our chief crime reporter Helen Bailey. Helen what can you tell us?”

The television cut to the lady who had interviewed Dee earlier that day. It was dark now and Dee couldn’t help wondering if this woman had been standing on the spot where they had conducted the interview, outside of the public toilets at Southbourne Cliffs for the past two hours. Helen Bailey explained what the police already knew and then the interview with Dee was spliced in.

“Detective Sergeant Wallace, do you have any information on the motive behind this attack?”

Dee looked at herself and cringed, she badly needed a haircut, there was a point where windswept and interesting crossed over into cat lady who talks to herself in supermarkets and she was currently riding that line like a fare dodger desperately trying to evade the inspector.

“At the moment we don’t know why such a vicious attack should have taken place. Our victim had been on a bus from Poole where he had attended a party at a friend’s. He got off the bus just over there,” Dee pointed somewhere vaguely over the reporters left shoulder, “walked along the road for a couple of hundred yards and was then attacked by an unknown perpetrator.”

“Was the victim able to give a description at all of the person you are looking for?”

“Unfortunately, our victim did not see the attacker, but from the information he was able to provide we believe that we are looking for a man who is around six feet tall, physically strong and is almost certainly somebody who is familiar with the area the attack took place.”

“You’ve already released CCTV footage on the Dorset Police website and we are about to show the brief clip showing a person of interest, do you have anything you would like to add?”

“Only that we are interested to speak to the person in the footage. We are not treating him as a suspect at this stage but we would like him to come forward so that we can interview him as a potential witness. It’s often the case that people don’t realise they have seen something relating to a crime until they have their memory jogged. So, if you are the person in this video or think you know who it is please contact the number on the screen now. Your call will be treated in confidence.”

“Thank you Detective Sergeant Wallace.”

The camera then cut directly back to the studio in Southampton where the next item was an appeal by Hampshire Police regarding a member of the public being racially abused in a park in Southampton by a woman wearing dark glasses, a Covid mask and a fur lined hat. “Good luck with that,” Dee said to the television.
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Tuesday 23 September 2025   

––––––––
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Dee, together with Lorna and Lance were reviewing the data that had been collated in response to the appeal for information regarding the attack on Chris Johnston. 

“We’ve got a name that has come through Crimestoppers at least half a dozen times so far, without conducting an interview we can’t know whether they are genuine or malicious.”

“Malicious?” Lorna said incredulously.

Dee nodded, “Happens a lot more often than you’d like to think, neighbours fall out, friends, partners, pretty much any relationship that could lead to heightened emotional responses. Used to be letters in green ink, these days an anonymous call to an 0800 number seems to sate ill feelings.”

“What do we know about this person?” Lance asked.

“His name and address. Every call mentioned those trainers, more than one of the calls said that they know he collects them, I would have thought vinyl was cheaper. Now, before we go and bring him in for questioning I want you to check out the CCTV from surrounding streets, we need to establish where he entered our field of vision. I’ve managed to get hold of footage from two ANPR cameras in the area and one from the health practice at the bottom of the hill. That way we have the three possible points of ingress covered. It’s all set up.”

“What do you call a walk-in shoe cupboard?” Lorna asked looking at the backlit shelves that had, at a quick conservative guest, nearly five hundred pairs of trainers on them.

“There must be as many pairs here as there are on the top floor of Deichmann or the Foot Locker,” Lance replied, “people who collect trainers are called sneakerheads. This is sneakerhead central.”

“Okay, pens, labels, bags, let’s get this party started,” Lorna said as she took the first pair and placed them in one of the exhibit bags.

Sam Wharton looked relaxed for a man who had been suggested as the perpetrator of an assault and rape a couple of days ago, although to be fair to him no mention of either crime had been made, he had simply been told by the officer who knocked on his door that he was being brought in for questioning but that he wasn’t under caution and could leave anytime he wanted to.

The review of CCTV footage that Lorna and Lance had undertaken had shown that he had approached the site of the attack from the east side of the park, they had followed footage from another four doorbell cameras that he had activated together with one of only two ANPR cameras in the area to a location over a mile and a half away, close to his address which had been checked and confirmed by the Electoral Register.

“Showing Mr Wharton exhibit LM1, this is CCTV footage from Kent Road, the date and time of the footage is shown in the top right hand corner. Can you please explain what you were doing there.”

“Why?”

“Because a serious assault took place approximately five minutes after this image was captured and you are the only person to appear on either CCTV or ANPR cameras.”

“I was planting clues.”

“Clues for what?”

“Scavenger hunting,” he placed his right hand on his forehead rubbing at an imaginary mark. “I organise a hunt once a month. I was putting a clue in place; you can check footage of me putting all eighteen objects in place from the café at Hengistbury Head to the water tower at Sealand Park. I film myself in real-time, the footage is uploaded in real-time as well. You can see the camera attached to my backpack.”

“We will need access to the camera,” Lance said.

“Knock yourself out,” Wharton replied.

“Do you have any idea why your name should be suggested in a number of calls to Crimestoppers?” Lorna asked. 

“I have two; firstly, it’s members of a rival group of scavengers, probably that anti-Durotriges lot and secondly and a bit scarier, it’s a group of timewasters seeking a cheap thrill at the expense of the taxpayer.. Your time, not mine, that’s being wasted and costing money. I’m a freelance illustrator, paid on a commission basis.”

“Who are the Durotriges?” Lance asked.

“A Celtic tribe that inhabited this area before the Romans, more importantly who are the anti-Durotriges, apart from the Romans,” Lorna added, an intervention that caused Lance to give her a sideways glance and for Lorna to smile by way of reply.

“Well, yes and no. The originals were indeed the locals pre Roman invasion, in my case they are a group of men and women who come together for a laugh once a month, spend a few hours looking for clues and finish the day off with a pint or two at one of the local hostelries.” He looked at the two detectives and could sense what their next question was going to be. “The anti-Durotriges are a group of permanently angry men of a certain age who we won’t allow access to our group because they have what can only be called some extremely unpleasant views about race and immigration.”

“And because of that you think they’d put your name forward?”

“They are a vindictive lot so I wouldn’t out anything past them. I bet they didn’t leave a trail when they contacted Crimestoppers, but it wouldn’t surprise me if you followed the nonsense they post on social media you’d find one of them. I can give you some names.”

“Leaving aside the very serious nature of our investigation,” Lance began, “isn’t this all a bit, my dad is bigger than your dad playground stuff?”

Wharton nodded, “I agree one hundred percent. It’s a waste of taxpayers’ money; it takes you two away from your investigation and it means I’ll likely appear on some nutters social media site watching you carry out bags with my footwear collection in them. Clearly a lose-lose morning for all of us.”

“This is all very, well slightly, plausible,” Lorna said, “but all those trainers will need to be sent for forensic testing.”

“Why?”

“Transference, soil in the area of the attack checked to the soles of the trainers,” Lorna said.

“They aren’t all Adidas, and anyway at least one hundred of them have never been worn and haven’t left the display room.”

“We are investigating a serious assault,” Lance reiterated. 

“Do I get a receipt for each pair?”

“Of course. Do you have a car?”

Wharton nodded, “Yes, is it relevant?”

“Testing will take around forty eight hours, when it’s completed either myself or my colleague will contact you and let you know you can pick them up. I’ll think it will need more than a bag for life and a bus ticket,” Lorna replied.

“Can you write down the names of any of the anti-Durotriges you think may have been responsible for the malicious calls to Crimestoppers.”  
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Anything for an easier life, Lorna thought as the front wheel of Lance’s car ‘kissed’ the kerb outside of the bungalow where George Reynolds, one of the names that had been suggested by Sam Wharton as being behind the phone call to Crimestoppers, lived. 

They were within sight of Hengistbury Head, Durotriges spiritual home, the air was filled with the sound of children from the playground of a nearby primary school. Lorna wondered how Jake was doing at school today. He seemed to have retreated into himself since mixing with a new group of children after having enjoyed the same circle of friends during his time at the nursery where he had been a daily visitor for more than two years. The confident ‘little man’ of the cheeky looks and equally cheeky comebacks was struggling with the ‘new,’ something he’d have to get used to in life.

“I’ll bet your lunch that he lives with his mum,” Lance said as he stepped over the grass verge and onto the pavement to stand next to Lorna.

“Judgemental much!” Lorna replied.

“Used to get this in London all the time, they get some buzz from hearing words like, ‘the police are following some new avenues of enquiry. He’ll have a collection of Airfix models hanging from his bedroom and a collection of Star Wars model figures in their boxes.”

The front door of the bungalow opened and woman stood before then, she was holding a baby on her right hip, the baby like its mother regarded the two detectives with an air of indifference bordering on outright contempt.

“We’re here to speak to George Reynolds, is he in?” Lorna asked.

“Not unless that cloak of invisibility really does work,” the woman replied.

“Is he at work?” Lance asked.

“Work! He’s twelve, he’s not old enough to do a paper round, let alone do anything that might bring in some decent money. Look, why don’t you come in and you can tell me what this is all about. This one needs her lunch.”

A miasma of cannabis was all pervasive as they followed the mother, who had introduced herself as Daisy and the baby, who they were told was called Star, into the rear reception room of the bungalow, the three adults sat around an old dining room table and Star was plonked down inside a high chair next to a cot that was inhabited with stuffed animals, giraffes keeping watch as a couple of hyena tried to force their way through the wooden bars. The smell enabled Lorna’s motherly instincts to kick in and they jostled with her detective training as she made a mental note about a welfare referral visit when Lance spoke. 
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