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One


A desperate scream echoed out over the scratchy laptop speakers. The shriek was abruptly muffled and then there was silence.


Slowly, Grace looked over at Kitt. She was perched on the end of the bed in Grace’s dorm room, allocated by the administrative powers at Venerable Bede’s Vocational Academy in Durham. Secretly, Grace was revelling in the juxtaposition of the strait-laced Kitt and the kitsch-cool Powerpuff Girls duvet cover she’d brought up from Leeds. If she let on about it, however, Kitt would move seats and this somewhat comical view was the only thing distracting her from the morbid story of what happened to Jodie Perkins the year before. After just four weeks at the academy.


‘All right, that scream’s enough to give anyone nightmares. How did you find out about this?’ Kitt asked, frowning.


‘I’d have to be deaf and blind not to know owt about it. It’s been all the first years can talk about. They never caught her attacker so everyone’s wondering who’s next? If one of us is going to get picked off, disappear, just like she did.’


Kitt stared for a moment at her ex-assistant who had worked with her at the Vale of York University library before starting on the library studies course here at Venerable Bede’s. ‘And this recording was just, lying around, I suppose?’


‘Not exactly,’ Grace said, tucking a brown curl behind her ear. ‘The academy has a student radio station. It was in their recording archive.’


‘Tell me you didn’t hack in,’ Kitt said, closing her eyes as if that might shield her from the inevitability of Grace’s answer.


‘Their password was VENERABLEBEDE2020. Come on, you can’t really classify that as hacking. I’ve seen pub Wi-Fi passwords harder to crack than that.’


Kitt opened her eyes and gave a vague shake of her head. ‘Just so long as you know, I’m not paying your bail money when you get caught.’


A look passed between the two women. They both knew that when Grace’s rambunctious streak at last put her behind bars Kitt would definitely be the person footing the bail charges. After all, it wasn’t as though Grace could call her parents, especially not after what had happened over the summer.


‘Play it again,’ Kitt said.


Grace took a deep breath and prepared to listen to the somewhat unnerving audio clip once more. It wasn’t exactly what you would call Sunday night easy listening. Assuming Kitt had her reasons for asking for the encore, Grace obliged and clicked the mouse over the play button.


‘You’re listening to Castle Rock FM, a radio station for the students by the students, and I’m Randy Hobbs.’ The presenter’s voice was sickly smooth, almost cloying enough to make Grace cringe. She’d listened to this clip five times already and the DJ’s voice hadn’t got any less annoying for it. ‘Now, any first years out there might be familiar with our next caller, mechanics student Jodie Perkins. She got in touch with the show because she claims she’s uncovered a secret that’s going to rock the entire Venerable Bede’s community. Quite a big claim just four weeks into her study here. We’ve got her live on the line now. Hello, Jodie?’


‘Randy?’ Jodie part-screeched the DJ’s name and there was a rustling sound as though she was running and the phone was moving up and down as she did so.


‘Yes, Jodie, we can hear you. Everything all right at your end of the line? I understand you’ve got something to tell us about someone pretty important here at Venerable Bede’s.’


‘Yeah,’ said Jodie. The rustling sound slowed and then stopped. Given how she was breathing into the receiver she seemed to be trying to catch her breath. ‘The way things are at Venerable Bede’s, this probably won’t be a surprise to some but I’ve been doing some digging and now I’ve got proof that . . . that . . . what? No . . . What are you doing here?’


‘Jodie, everything all right?’ Randy pushed.


‘No! It’s . . . Sssssss . . .’ was all Jodie managed to say, before there was a scuffling sound and then that all too familiar ear-splitting scream rattled out.


There was a moment’s pause before Kitt spoke again.


‘What was that sound at the end there? She seemed to be hissing through her teeth.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Grace. ‘She seemed to be trying to say something. A name maybe?’


‘And the police never found Jodie, or a body?’


‘Nothing. The police could never be sure a murder had even taken place. No body. No forensic evidence of a struggle.’


‘What about witnesses?’ asked Kitt.


‘Nobody ever stepped forward. Randy Hobbs works the graveyard shift. This all took place in the early hours of the morning on a Wednesday. Not many people about at that time.’


‘But she was clearly talking to someone at the end of that clip, likely an assailant. That in itself is at least some evidence of a struggle.’


‘I don’t know all the ins and outs but we don’t hear the other person’s voice so we don’t know what was going on at her end of the phone. She screams out, but she might have done that as she was running away from whoever was there, and maybe she got away and disappeared. We don’t know if whoever she were talking to got hold of her or did anything physical to her at all.’


‘We don’t know it, but her disappearance might suggest it,’ said Kitt. ‘It is tragic, Grace, especially given how young the lass was, but I’m not really sure what I can do to help at this stage.’


Grace stared hard at Kitt. ‘Don’t give me that. You’re the most qualified person I know to sort this out.’


‘I wouldn’t let Mal hear you say that if I were you,’ Kitt said with a funny little smirk.


‘DI Halloran’s gang have already had their go at solving this one. It’s our turn now.’


‘Investigations don’t exactly work in turns. And I’m not sure referring to the police as “Halloran’s gang” is entirely appropriate either . . .’


Grace folded her arms. ‘I thought you did that private-investigation qualification to help people?’


‘I did, but PIs help their clients. Paying clients.’


‘So, what? You won’t work this case because you can’t turn a profit?’


Kitt let out a sigh almost too quiet to be heard. Almost. ‘It’s not about profits. It’s about costs. Forgive me for not wanting to throw money away on a Grace Edwards-coordinated goose chase. Setting up any kind of operation takes some funding. I’m just starting out and only have the basic apparatus. Speaking of which, is this why you asked me to bring my kit with me? I thought you just wanted to have a play with it.’


‘Well, nobody can judge a girl for wanting to have a go with a coffee cup holder that’s really a camera, but the opportunity to play with spy gear is a secondary consideration when a young girl is missing, possibly dead.’


‘It’s a terrible business, just terrible, but it would take a lot more than the resources I have to dig into a trail that went cold a year ago. In cases like these, where someone so young has gone missing, there’s a responsibility to be sensitive to those who lost the victim. You can’t go charging in and dredging up memories like that lightly.’


‘I’m not suggesting we do, but surely there’s somewhere we could start. The limited resources only make this case more of a creative challenge, don’t they? And anyroad, I thought you wanted to set up your own agency?’


‘I still do.’


‘Well, you’re never going to be able to go part time at the library and fund your book habit if you haven’t built a reputation as a hard-boiled detective, and the odds of you doing that by following a couple of cheating spouses around the centre of York are low.’


‘Oh really,’ said Kitt, with a knowing look. ‘And you have a better plan, I suppose?’


‘Solving a cold case like Jodie Perkins’ disappearance would definitely put you on the map.’


Kitt’s nose crinkled; her expression dubious.


‘Don’t make me play you the YouTube video of Jodie’s parents appealing for information. It’s heartbreaking,’ said Grace. She kept to herself the fact that she’d cried over the footage for a good ten minutes after it had finished. ‘We know you’re out there somewhere, Jodie, love,’ Jodie’s mother had said. ‘We will not let you become just another lost girl who’s never found. We will never give up.’


A parent appealing so lovingly to bring their daughter home to them would have drawn a tear or two on any ordinary day, but right now it hit a particularly raw nerve. It had been six weeks since she’d even spoken to her own mother on the phone. She’d tried to convince herself this was a good thing. That maybe some time apart would finally help her mother get used to the idea she was never going to show the level of obedience traditionally expected from a young woman of Indian heritage. All that said, she didn’t believe there was anyone out there who wouldn’t pine for family after watching the Perkins’ TV plea.


Life in Durham had felt more insulated than expected. She was isolated from her friends back in York and Leeds, FaceTiming wasn’t quite the same as meeting down the pub or going out to some local dive for a dance, and she hadn’t really connected to anyone here yet. The fact that Durham was essentially its own little peninsula cut off by the River Wear didn’t help with the sense of separation. A TV news plea from parents trying to find their missing daughter had well and truly knocked down the last of Grace’s defences.


‘There’s no need for that,’ said Kitt, interrupting Grace’s musings. ‘I can only imagine what her parents went through, which is why I’m reluctant to open up old wounds. At any rate, haven’t you got enough going on without diving into a private investigation? Usually, you want in on these things because you’re low on excitement levels but you’ve just started a new course in a new institution in a new city. I can’t think that you’re short of things to do with your time.’


‘Yes, I’m busy enough with the academy but when I heard what happened to this lass, it . . . well, it preyed on me.’


Kitt’s frown deepened.


‘I know I made a crack about everyone thinking they were going to be picked off next but the truth is, I’m genuinely worried that somebody took this girl and did something to her and that the same thing might happen to someone else. I know you’re saying we shouldn’t reopen old wounds, and I hear you. But when a parent doesn’t know what happened to their kid, do you really think a wound like that ever heals?’


‘I suppose not,’ Kitt admitted.


‘We don’t actually have to involve Jodie’s parents until we’re sure we’ve got something real to go on. If we do find something that offers them some closure, isn’t it worth having a go?’


‘Yes, you’re right, it is. And if it’s causing you genuine concern that also puts a different complexion on the situation.’


‘I’m sorry, did you just say I was right? Can I get that in writing?’


‘Oooh, give over!’ said Kitt. ‘Maybe I’m just appeasing you so you don’t run off and start your own investigation – which without my guidance you’d no doubt make a real hash of. Besides, it’s true that cheating spouse cases, though my bread and butter so far, can hardly be considered stimulating work.’


‘So, you’ll help?’


‘If it will bring you some peace of mind, I’ll look into it. But I can’t make any promises about solving it. Don’t get me wrong, I am skilled. And my encyclopaedic knowledge has served me well during similar investigations.’


Grace tried not to smirk at Kitt’s bragging. She recognized the sight of her former boss getting into the spirit of an investigation and wasn’t going to do anything to derail her enthusiasm.


‘I don’t want to get your hopes up though. I’m only in town until Wednesday which gives me three short days before I’m due back at the library. I can continue to look into it over subsequent weeks but it’s likely that momentum will slow after that. Work tends to overtake.’


‘I’m sure three days is more than enough time to find a pertinent clue for Kitt Hartley, super-sleuth!’


‘If you call me that again I’m going home right now,’ Kitt said, though a small smile betrayed the fact that she might get used to the name given half a chance. ‘I had enough grief getting out here in the first place without you adding to it with silly nicknames.’


‘Oh yeah. You’re not supposed to take annual leave in October because it’s so busy. Did Michelle play war with you?’


‘Of course she did. But I tuned out most of it by replaying the 2006 Jane Eyre mini-series in my head. Took the edge off. Even if I had a month, though, you’ve got to understand that the trail’s gone cold now and . . . and . . . Grace!’


‘What?’ Grace said, but on seeing the direction in which Kitt was looking she had to put a hand over her mouth to stifle a chuckle.


‘Why have you got that silly picture of me on your bedside table?’ Kitt pointed over to a photo Grace had framed. She’d taken it yonks ago, not long after she’d started working as Kitt’s assistant. In the photograph, Kitt was biting into a large slice of her home-made ginger cake. Grace had placed the frame on her bedside table as a prank ahead of Kitt’s arrival and – truth be told – was a little put out Kitt hadn’t noticed it sooner. She’d arrived some thirty minutes ago and Grace wasn’t a fan of delayed gratification.


‘I don’t know what you’re taking that tone for. I don’t get to see you every day now and I miss that. You should be flattered.’


Kitt shot Grace a sharp look in response. But if Grace was really honest with herself, that wasn’t so much a lie as it was a mild embellishment. She had missed Kitt, a lot more than she was letting on. Excited as she was about her place on the library studies course here at Venerable Bede’s – at the same institution Kitt had taken Library Studies herself, no less – it had meant leaving behind the only family she had after her own flesh and blood had made it clear they wanted nothing more to do with her.


‘If you were hoping I’d be flattered, you should have chosen a more flattering photograph,’ said Kitt. ‘I’m starting to reconsider that recommendation letter I wrote to win you your place here, I can tell you.’


Grace responded with a long, rich chuckle.


‘You can redeem yourself by telling me you at least have a starting point for us on this investigation.’


Grace, still smiling, tapped the mouse a couple of times. ‘Where better to start than with the people who never stopped looking for her?’


Grace watched as Kitt skimmed the webpage she’d brought up that appealed for information on Jodie’s disappearance. The page header was comprised of a large photograph of Jodie. Her big green eyes had seemed to plead with Grace the moment she saw them and Grace had made a silent promise that she would do everything in her power to find her. As a young woman suddenly in unfamiliar environs, fending for herself, Grace had developed a heightened awareness of the number of young girls who were lost and never found. Grace had no hope of finding her way anytime soon, but, with Kitt’s help, she believed she had the power to help find Jodie.


‘Who’s this guy?’ said Kitt. She was pointing at a picture of a man who looked about the same age as Grace. He had short black hair that was gelled back. Grace had viewed this website a number of times before Kitt arrived and on closer inspection she had noticed that his deep brown eyes had a naturally wounded look about them.


‘That’s Patrick Howard. He’s a third-year Community Justice student here. He’s probably our best contact in the first instance if we want to wait before contacting Jodie’s parents. He was seeing Jodie when she disappeared.’


‘Puppy love? Or something more serious?’ said Kitt.


‘They were engaged, and according to the rumours he’s never forgiven himself for her disappearance.’


Kitt leaned forward to take a closer look at Patrick’s photograph. She looked his face up and down a number of times, examining every feature. ‘I wonder,’ she said at last, ‘if he never got over Jodie’s disappearance because he had something to do with what happened to her.’









Two


‘We’re going to be late if we don’t stop faffing about,’ said Grace, glancing at her watch.


‘I know, I know, just give me one more minute to look at her,’ said Kitt.


Grace stifled a sigh. On any other given day, it would be she who was holding up the painfully punctual Kitt – she wasn’t much enjoying the taste of her own medicine.


Late last night, just before Kitt departed for her guest house in the centre of Durham, it had been agreed that Grace would organize a meeting with Patrick Howard to discuss Jodie’s disappearance further. Patrick had got back to her right away so in no time whatsoever she’d been able to schedule a meeting at noon – right after her morning lectures. Subsequently, she and Kitt had arranged to touch base at quarter to twelve, outside Venerable Bede’s Academy library. Grace wasn’t surprised by Kitt’s choice of meeting place but she hadn’t expected Kitt to stand outside in the gathering October chill, mooning up at the building in a similar manner to how Grace had – on occasion – seen her look at her boyfriend, DI Halloran.


Grace studied Kitt in profile for a moment. Her maroon trilby was perched on her head, as it always was in the autumn and winter months, and her red hair billowed in the sharp breeze. Focusing on the wide, almost searching expression in her ice blue eyes, Grace wondered what Kitt would do if ever she had to choose between her love for books and her love for Halloran. Luckily for Halloran, that was a dilemma unlikely to present itself.


Despite Grace’s nudging, Kitt continued to gaze with admiration at the Victorian lines of the old library rendered in red brick. Looking up at the building itself, Grace agreed with Kitt that the library was a beauty. Students scurried in through a grand arch, held aloft by two tall columns. As the eye travelled upward, it was greeted with four large bay windows, one for each floor of the library, which was topped with a row of ornate gables. Perhaps the most striking element of the building, however, was the tower, which was located at the rear and stood proud of the roof by some margin.


The architects of Venerable Bede’s had obviously recognized that the library was the jewel in the institution’s crown as it was situated at the very heart of the campus, next to the student union and a lake that, the academy brochure had crowed, was the widest artificial lake in Europe to be lined with recycled plastic. The department buildings and lecture halls, also built of red brick, had been constructed in a large square around the library, and beyond them stood the halls and a small campus shopping complex.


‘Hard to believe it’s been more than ten years since I sat here and studied everything there was to know about cataloguing and organising the written word, just as you will,’ said Kitt with a dreamy look on her face. ‘Since I started work at the Vale of York University, it’s been my mission to ensure my section of the library rivalled the overall grandeur of this one.’


‘Well, the sooner we get inside, the sooner you can see if you’ve managed it,’ said Grace. It was five past twelve. They really were late for meeting Patrick Howard now, and she was concerned he might leave if they didn’t show their faces soon. Grace had waited a long time to be at the forefront of one of Kitt’s investigations and she wasn’t about to let the chance to close a case for herself slip through her fingers because of Kitt’s obsession with all things library-related. Especially given her private, silent promise to the victim.


‘Oh all right, come on then,’ said Kitt. But it transpired that getting Kitt up to the top level of the library, where they were due to meet Patrick, wouldn’t prove any easier than getting her over the threshold. Seemingly high on the smell of old books, Kitt at once started to roam the stacks, take photos of particular volumes on her phone and skim read almost every journal that caught her eye.


Only after Grace had assured her that there would be plenty of time for all that after the meeting with Patrick, did Kitt acquiesce and follow Grace up the staircase to the top floor.


‘That’s him there, I think,’ Grace said. She waved at the man sitting at a bank of desks near the window, through which the spires and battlements of the medieval city beyond could be glimpsed in the distance.


Patrick waved back and stood while Grace and Kitt navigated some low bookshelves and another row of desks to get to him.


Grace’s first thought was that Patrick looked taller than she had expected. Which, of course, was a silly thing to think because it was almost impossible to tell a person’s height from a selfie. His hair was longer than it had been in the photograph and fell in waves about his ears. He was wearing a pair of glasses that hadn’t been evident in the photograph either; they were perched on a nose that some might say was a little bit too big and sharp for his face.


‘Patrick?’


‘Grace?’


‘Yes, and this is the friend I mentioned, Kitt Hartley.’


Patrick reached out and shook hands with them both. There was a tenderness about the gesture that made Grace’s smile widen.


‘I saved these seats for you,’ Patrick said, gesturing to a couple of chairs. Grace and Kitt obliged. ‘I’m so glad you showed up. I – I thought you might have had second thoughts.’


‘Yes, sorry for the slight delay,’ Grace said, trying not to make it sound too pointed whilst simultaneously wishing there was a way of letting Patrick know the lateness wasn’t her fault. The guy had been put through the wringer enough without having to wait around, wondering if some strangers who promised to help him were going to show up or not. ‘But we do have some experience in this area and would like to help if we can.’


Patrick smiled. ‘I was . . . pleased to get your message. Most people we’ve hired to look into this, and most of the people who volunteered out of the goodness of their hearts, have given up now. Written Jodie off as a lost cause.’ His smile faded and a pained look crossed his face. At this, Grace felt a hard tug somewhere inside. She’d never had a long-term relationship herself – she reasoned she hadn’t really been alive long enough to get that serious about another person – but in that moment she found herself trying to imagine the horror of your first love disappearing like Jodie had. How did you live with the idea that the last thing you might ever hear from them was a desperate scream recorded live over the student radio station? For some reason, she couldn’t quite make her brain go there. But the look on Patrick’s face gave her a small hint about how much grief was involved.


‘Out of the people who volunteered, is there anyone left who’s willing to work with us?’ asked Kitt, following Patrick’s lead of getting straight down to business. ‘The more hands on deck with these kinds of things, the better.’


‘My mother is the only one still as committed as I am, so we can always call in a favour with her if we need it. She feels sorry for me, I think. That I can’t let it go. Move on, you know?’


‘Yes,’ said Kitt. ‘I know what it’s like to hold onto something you feel you can’t let go. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone and I’m sorry you’ve been through it.’


Patrick nodded slowly, sombrely, but then seemed to make a conscious effort to offer a smile. ‘On the plus side, Mum is pretty comfortably off. Thanks to a divorce settlement a few years back she was able to retire early and can pay you for your time and expenses – Grace mentioned that you’re a trained PI. I’ve already had a word with Mum and she’s more than happy to pay for professional services.’


Kitt’s face visibly brightened at this. ‘I completed my training a couple of months back and have taken on a few modest cases since.’


Grace narrowed her eyes. Modest cases? That seemed a bit of an understatement considering they had once brought a serial killer to justice. It wasn’t like Kitt to underplay her role in solving the crimes she’d worked on with Halloran and Banks but then, Grace remembered, her friend’s reserve was likely due to the fact that she wasn’t really supposed to talk about working on those cases in any detail. If Halloran’s superiors ever found out quite how much case information he had shared with Kitt, it would likely cost him his badge.


‘I’m not interested in profiteering in this instance,’ Kitt continued, ‘but with a budget I could set up a proper investigation for you. I’ll need to do some initial research before anything else, mind. I won’t string you along. Given it’s a cold case, I can’t make you any firm promises.’


‘I understand that, but you’ll have another go? Look into it, I mean? See if you can find her or, at least, what happened to her?’


Kitt nodded. ‘If there’s anything left to be found out about what happened that night, I’ll do my very best to uncover it.’


‘I really appreciate it. Any hope is welcome right now. The anniversary of Jodie’s disappearance was . . . hard.’ Patrick looked down at the desk for a moment. Some student, bored of whatever book they’d been looking at, had scratched the name ‘Gemma’ into the wood and etched a heart around it. Grace prayed it was a detail Patrick wouldn’t notice. By the cut of him, the last thing this guy needed was more reminders of all he had lost.


‘I’m so sorry for all you’ve been through,’ said Grace.


Kitt, as if sensing she had already raised Patrick’s hopes too far, added: ‘This time of year must be very difficult for you but again I have to underline that it may be a little too soon for hope.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Patrick said. ‘Though I’ve been praying for the best, I’m all too aware of the kind of things you might uncover. Right now, no matter what you find, I just want to get to the truth.’ Though the loss of his fiancée was clearly still raw, Grace noticed Patrick straightened his posture when he said this and it gave her a little faith that he could handle whatever they discovered – which of course could be almost anything.


Kitt removed a notebook and pen from her coat pocket. ‘I’m afraid there’s no way of me getting to the bottom of this without asking you to recount some things you’d probably rather not.’


‘I understand,’ Patrick said, his voice gentle. ‘Like I say, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to do right by Jodie.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ Kitt said with a small, encouraging smile. ‘I need to start first with Jodie’s disappearance. I’ve heard the radio clip and can see the time and date stamp on it is 3.32 a.m. on Wednesday the ninth of October of last year. Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything the police dug up about the nature of her disappearance that might be helpful? Please, spare no detail.’


‘From what the police said not long after Jodie disappeared, and what was reported in the local press, they triangulated her mobile phone just before the time of the radio call. At 3.25 she took the cut through down Moatside Lane and then headed down to the riverside path in the direction of campus, walking along the cathedral side of the river.’


‘From the clip of the recording I heard,’ said Kitt, ‘I’m not sure if she was walking at all. She was out of breath. Sounded to me like she’d been running.’


‘Yes . . . you’re right. I haven’t listened to that clip in a long time. Too painful, you know? But I remember she was out of breath. I assumed it was nerves or something, about what she was going to say on the radio show. But you think perhaps she knew she was being followed? And was running away from someone?’ said Patrick.


‘I think it’s quite likely, given . . . well, given what happened at the end of the recording,’ said Kitt. ‘But don’t let me interrupt you. Tell us what else you know about the police’s findings.’


‘There’s not too much more to tell. By 3.33, the signal on her phone was lost. The police found it washed up at the weir a little way downstream a few hours later and took it in for analysis. One of their theories was that Jodie’s attacker threw it into the river so that – wherever he was planning on taking her next – they couldn’t be tracked.’


‘Seems a sensible assumption, and tells us something about our attacker,’ said Kitt, making a few notes, while Grace tried not to imagine what might have happened to Jodie directly after that. ‘They were savvy enough to get rid of the phone, which suggests some calculation. Somebody who attacks impulsively might not think of that, so it was premeditated. Either that or this wasn’t the attacker’s first offence. They had some kind of plan. I take it there were no fingerprints on the device?’


‘If they threw the phone in the river would there be any fingerprints left on it?’ asked Grace.


‘It makes it less likely,’ Kitt conceded. ‘But there’s always a chance that some latent fingerprints were left behind. They’re not visible to the naked eye but certain chemicals can make them show up in a lab setting.’


‘We didn’t have any such luck in Jodie’s case,’ said Patrick. ‘If we had, the prints would be on the police database and they might have found a match while investigating some other crime. But the only fingerprints on the device were partials that matched Jodie’s. Which lent weight to one of their other theories – that Jodie wasn’t abducted at all. That she had some kind of altercation down at the river that night and threw her phone in the river because she wanted to disappear of her own free will.’


‘Do you believe that?’ asked Grace.


‘Not for a second,’ said Patrick. ‘Even if for some reason Jodie couldn’t cope, she wouldn’t just leave. Leave me and her parents wondering what happened to her, or if she was even alive. It just wasn’t in her to hurt us like that.’


Kitt raised her eyebrows and made a few more notes in such a way that Grace suspected she still wasn’t ruling out the possibility that Jodie was a runaway. Though it would be a bitter pill to swallow if someone you loved put you through all that, at least Jodie would still be alive. Which would surely be the best-case scenario?


‘The scene of Jodie’s disappearance didn’t offer any other clues then?’ said Kitt. ‘I take it the police searched the stretch of the river they tracked Jodie to while she was on the phone to the radio station?’


‘Yes, the students at the radio station called the police as soon as it all happened. They tracked her phone down to the river and from what they said they were on the scene in just over an hour.’ Tears formed in Patrick’s eyes for a moment but he blinked them back. ‘Despite what the police or anyone else say, I know she didn’t just run off. She even tried to come to me that night, before she disappeared.’


‘She came to your house?’ said Kitt, while Grace acknowledged privately that Jodie’s appearance at Patrick’s house that night didn’t mean she hadn’t disappeared of her own accord. Perhaps she went to say goodbye to him, for good.


‘According to the phone-tracking the police did, she was outside my house for several minutes around the quarter to three mark – which is weird in itself. We’d arranged to see each other much earlier than that – the plan was for her to come around about nine o’clock. But I fell asleep well before nine and didn’t hear her when she knocked. We’d had so much fun going out together during Freshers Fortnight we didn’t want it to end so we’d been out every night the week before and a couple of nights that week too. I was wiped.’


‘I didn’t know second years were interested in Freshers Fortnight activities,’ said Kitt.


‘We’re encouraged to go out and meet the new arrivals. And, of course, a lot of the second years go out in those weeks hoping to hook up with someone new. But I would’ve been out anyway because it was Jodie’s first year and I wanted to celebrate her first couple of weeks here. I’d not got back before four a.m. for the first three weeks of term and it must have caught up with me.’ Patrick paused and his features tightened. ‘Early the next morning, when the police came to the house, I woke up to so many missed calls from her and several cryptic voicemails that just said she wanted me to meet her but didn’t say where or when. When I didn’t respond to any of her calls, she must have come round to find me in person. I try not to think about it, you know. That she was stood outside the house, probably banging on the front door trying to get to me. If only I’d stayed awake, I’d have known when she didn’t show up at nine that something was wrong. Or I’d have picked up one of her calls. I’d have been able to help her.’


‘If something did befall Jodie, then the only person responsible for it is the person who hurt her,’ said Kitt.


‘I know. It’s just the idea of me being sound asleep, peaceful, oblivious, while she . . .’ Patrick shook his head. ‘Well, who knows what happened? They didn’t find any blood by the river. They didn’t find any trace of Jodie at all, in fact, except her phone.’


‘Not even a footprint that matched hers?’ said Kitt.


‘Nothing,’ said Patrick. ‘The night Jodie disappeared we had heavy rain and it gets muddy down by the river.’


‘So clear footprints, or even partials, would be unlikely and any other evidence might have been washed away, even in the space of an hour – especially if there wasn’t much of a struggle,’ Kitt said with a small sigh.


‘The police got a break when Jodie phoned into the station. They knew straight away that something was happening but the weather put them at a disadvantage before they even started. Not that I’ve ever been convinced they tried as hard as they could have,’ said Patrick.


‘Why would you say that?’ asked Grace. ‘You think the police investigation wasn’t thorough, for some reason?’


‘I don’t want to cast the police in a bad light,’ said Patrick. ‘Jodie was eighteen when she disappeared. Old enough to do her own thing. And there were circumstances to Jodie’s disappearance. It’s not just the lack of forensic evidence that led them to believe that Jodie ran away rather than properly investigate the possibility she was taken.’


‘What circumstances were those?’ said Kitt, pausing her note-taking and staring hard at Patrick.


‘The day she disappeared, Jodie was in a right state.’


‘How come?’ asked Grace.


‘She had a place at the academy on a scholarship programme. The morning she disappeared she received a letter from our dean, Regina Berkeley, saying her scholarship had been revoked and that she was being expelled.’


‘Why?’ asked Kitt.


‘The story was that a random locker search had turned up a sizeable bag of pot in Jodie’s locker.’


‘Who conducted the search?’ said Kitt, her pen poised.


‘It’s academy policy to carry them out sporadically. It will have been someone who works here, somebody in a custodial role more than likely, but we never got a name. The whole thing was hush-hush. Berkeley swore us to secrecy about the drugs situation. She was paranoid about the press finding out. Claimed she was trying to protect Jodie’s memory but it was obvious she was more concerned with how it reflected on the academy. That said, I didn’t want to drag her name through the mud – the media will take any excuse to imply the victim had it coming and the idea of Jodie being mixed up in drugs after just a few weeks here was upsetting to her parents, to say the least.’


‘You’re not wrong about the media,’ said Kitt. ‘But the drugs found in Jodie’s locker, they alone were grounds for expulsion?’


‘I take it Grace has filled you in on how the funding here works?’


‘I used to study here myself, actually,’ said Kitt. ‘So I’m familiar with it anyway. They don’t accept students with government loans so you have to have a decent pot of money or, in a somewhat Dickensian manner, rely on a wealthy benefactor.’


‘Well, like I say, Jodie had a scholarship place. When it comes to what they found in her locker, someone with rich parents, who wasn’t on a scholarship, probably would have got a slap on the wrist for something like that and then it would be buried to maintain the academy’s impeccable reputation.’


‘But someone like Jodie, who was here on scholarship funds, wasn’t granted the same leniency?’ Kitt said, bristling.


Patrick shook his head.


‘In the recording, Jodie made some reference to “the way things are at Venerable Bede’s”,’ said Grace. ‘Is this what she was talking about? The double standards?’


‘That, and the atmosphere here had become . . . oppressive is a strong word but let’s just say Berkeley runs a tight ship and suffers no fools,’ said Patrick.


‘Sounds increasingly like Regina Berkeley is the first person I need to speak to about all this,’ said Kitt.


‘It’s worth a go, though whether she’ll tell you anything, I don’t know. Jodie was livid about the accusations Berkeley made against her.’


‘I can imagine,’ said Kitt. ‘You were engaged, is that right?’


‘Yeah. Let me guess: you think we were too young to get married,’ Patrick said with a knowing smile.


‘It is quite unusual for people to get married so young these days,’ Kitt conceded.


‘I know. We got that a lot,’ said Patrick. ‘But we had been together for a good few years by the time I got around to proposing.’


‘How long?’ asked Grace, wondering, given how young they were, if he was about to tell some story in which he and Jodie had got married on the playground when they were seven and decided to make it official once they were old enough.


‘I started dating Jodie during my GCSE years. We both grew up in Chester-le-Street and went to the same school. Her family inherited a house in the area but weren’t in the same income threshold as the rest of the school’s students. One day I defended her from some idiot bullies who were getting at her for being poor and within about a week we were going out.’


‘Very gallant,’ Grace said with a smile.


Patrick shrugged. ‘I was just trying to do the right thing but it did work out quite well. I was in the year above. We stayed together during sixth form and when it came to choosing a place to study community justice, I decided to study in Durham to stay close to her. We kept the relationship together for the first year I was here before she got a scholarship place. In all the time I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her use drugs. She could drink as well as the rest of us – actually, better than me sometimes – but she used to joke that she was too hard up to indulge a drug habit.’


‘So, where did the drugs come from if they weren’t Jodie’s?’ asked Grace.


‘That, I don’t know. The day she disappeared, we met in the morning. She told me about the letter and said the drugs weren’t hers, that they’d been planted there. She said she had an idea what had happened and was going to look into it. I offered to help but for some reason she wasn’t having it. We . . . argued . . .’ Again, tears rose in Patrick’s eyes. Again, he blinked them back. ‘We didn’t part on the best terms that morning. I was angry at her for not letting me help. I didn’t see why she wouldn’t just let me do what I could to sort it out. But she was adamant. She could be so stubborn,’ he said. ‘Ironically, that was one of the qualities I loved most about her.’


Grace and Kitt offered Patrick a small smile apiece.


‘In the end, we agreed she’d come round to mine that evening to let me know what she’d found. Next thing I know, I’m woken up by the police barging into my house at five a.m. I realize Jodie isn’t there and then the police told me about what had happened. It was only then that I found out she went to the radio station with whatever she’d found when she couldn’t wake me.’


‘Why do you think she went to the radio station?’ said Grace.


‘I wish I knew. The police weren’t giving much away right after Jodie disappeared so I was reliant on Bertrand for information, and he wasn’t much use either.’


‘Ber— Oh, Randy? Randy Hobbs?’ Grace said.


‘Yeah, that’s what he calls himself on air. And he insists you call him that if you dial into the show but nobody who knows him can bring themselves to call him that off mic.’


‘Hardly surprising,’ said Kitt. ‘What did he have to say for himself when you approached him? About Jodie calling in to him?’


‘He didn’t have any answers,’ Patrick said, running a hand through his hair. ‘All he could tell me is that Jodie had uncovered a secret about somebody senior at the academy and that she’d called just after three o’clock begging him to let her on the show as soon as possible. It had the makings of a major scoop so he didn’t need too much persuading. As soon as he’d played the music he had queued for the next twenty minutes, he called her back so they could do the reveal live and, well, you know the rest.’


‘Why did she choose Randy’s show?’ said Kitt. ‘Surely revealing a big secret is going to have a bigger impact on prime time?’


‘From what Bertrand told me, there wasn’t any real planning behind it. She called into the show at the last minute to try and get on air. She was probably hoping she’d be able to come to me about it and when she couldn’t reach me, felt she had to go public for some reason. If anything happened to her after that, even if not many people had heard the show, there would be a recording of whatever she’d uncovered. But, as you know, she didn’t get that far.’


‘Whatever she was uncovering couldn’t have been of national importance though,’ said Grace. ‘Otherwise she could have just gone to one of the big media outlets that run news twenty-four seven. It must have been something at a local level – something that largely affected the community at Venerable Bede’s.’


‘And Randy didn’t know what the secret was or who it involved?’ said Kitt.


‘He said he tried to get Jodie to tell him before she uncovered it on air,’ Patrick said. ‘But she wouldn’t give anything away. The whole thing is just weird and totally out of character for her.’


‘Well, it’s too early to draw any conclusions just yet about what was really going on with her,’ said Kitt. ‘Like Grace says, given the way Jodie handled it I can’t see this being of national importance. But Jodie’s been missing for more than a year and nobody’s seen her since that night. The last thing she was trying to do was reveal a secret about somebody in this community. I’m sorry to say that, for now, you need to prepare yourself for the worst. By the sound of things, the secret she uncovered might not have meant much to the world at large but it seems to have been big enough that somebody here could have thought it worth killing for.’
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