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PROLOGUE


WARNING: If this logbook – the true account of the first (un)official case investigated by the Common Criminals’ Club– becomes public, something HORRIBLE has happened. Call the Guards, make sure we’re alive, and get to safety. Because if you’re reading this, something has gone VERY wrong.



Okay, now Shonda is just after giving out to me for not taking a vote to determine whether this should be our first case at all – official or not. We did not, she reminded me, start this club to become amateur sleuths. She was right. We started this for the chats and sweets.
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But then I reminded her that we couldn’t just sit on our hands because in the past forty-eight hours we’ve:

* Discovered a dead body

* Rediscovered that same body

* Been tormented by mean girls

* Uncovered legit murder suspects in our very own school

* Been annoyed by one eejit sergeant


WE HAVE NO CHOICE. WE HAVE TO INVESTIGATE. TIME IS TICKING.



When this all began, none of us intended this book to be used as a sort of ‘break in case of emergency’ manual to take to the Guards or our principal or simply my mam. It was mainly a log of how much money we’d spent on sweets and biscuits to keep things even. I was the secretary of the Common Criminals’ Club – our top secret, exclusive club whose sole purpose was (until that fated day) watching stolen Netflix and eating snacks. In the highly underrated self-appointed role of secretary, I oversaw important things like noting who bought the last Shrimps and Bananas sweets (and making sure they never bought them again) or collecting funds for a bulk purchase of microwave popcorn at Aldi. Only, when things started happening in the murder department, I took it upon myself to become the club’s scribe and historian to ensure we had an airtight account of events. Just in case.
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But I’m getting ahead of myself. For this account to be of any worth in a court of law, we’ll need to start at the beginning. Back when my friends and I realized there was something horribly wrong going on at Our Lady of the Sacred Heart Boarding School for Girls in Ballymallooney, Ireland.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BULLET LODGED SQUARELY IN MY BUM

That morning, I woke up late, which wasn’t unusual. The skull-shattering echo of a gong from the hallway destroyed the peaceful silence of the morning, waking me from a cracking bit of kip. The night before wasn’t the first time we’d returned to our dorm rooms after curfew (or the last), but it was thankfully one night we hadn’t been caught. At the time, I woke up stunned but relieved, knowing we’d dodged a bullet, so to speak. Later, I learned that when you dodge one bullet, another one inevitably hits you right in the bum.

‘Oh no! Breakfast!’ I said, shooting out of bed onto a pile of clothes I always left on the floor of the room I shared with Shonda. Shockingly, three of my nine detentions had been for failed room inspections. My mam had nodded knowingly when told of the third. Apparently, she and Shonda agreed that I had never been one for organization.
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Flailing, I searched for rumpled but clean uniform pieces on my side of the room, which contained a bed, a desk, and a wardrobe with its doors open spewing rumpled clothes onto the floor. Shonda’s side of the room was, in theory, the exact same. Except her half was spotless, everything artfully organized on her desk, including an electric kettle and a wooden tree with teacups hanging like leaves. Her bureau never vomited her clothing onto the carpet. Instead, her blue school jumpers and crisp cotton shirts were always folded perfectly, navy pleated skirts hung beside our school-issue navy pea coat, and a pair of brown loafers were lined up neatly next to bright white PE runners. Shonda even made her bed with artfully arranged pink and green throw pillows, something that was more than I could fathom most mornings.

Knowing I was late, I threw on a skirt and shirt found on my floor, which I’d determined to be mostly clean with a sniff test. I slipped on my loafers and rushed to our tiny shared bathroom to brush my teeth. Shonda, meanwhile, was still carefully selecting a pressed white blouse from her wardrobe. We had been roommates since we started boarding in fourth class, when we were nine. I am not, by nature, a lucky person (see: record number of detentions and this entire logbook), but I couldn’t have asked for a better room-mate. Shonda is American, gorgeous with huge brown eyes and dozens of small brown braids that nearly reach her waist. She is incredibly clever but is also fussy and a bit of a neat freak, which meant I was constantly waiting for her.

‘You coming? We’re late,’ I said, pulling my hair into what I hoped was a respectable ponytail.

Shonda waved me off as she folded a lime-green blanket at the foot of her bed, smoothing out all the wrinkles with her long brown fingers. ‘I have five minutes before anyone notices, ten if you get a breakfast tray for me. Would you mind . . . I can’t leave without making my bed,’ she said in her lazy Texan drawl, shooting a troubled look at her messed-up duvet. Shonda was never on time to breakfast and never got caught. Perhaps because she had friends like me who agreed to fetch her breakfast and put it at the table like she’d just stepped away. No one would ever guess that she was a member of the Common Criminals’ Club. She was friends with every teacher, made thank-you cards for the security staff at the end of each term, and was on a first-name basis with every member of staff at Our Lady of the Sacred Heart. As a result, she rarely got in trouble.

I left our room, my itchy crested jumper thrown over my shoulder. I hoped it was the one without the hole in the armpit. Aoife was already in the middle of the wide dormitory corridor. She paid no attention to our classmates weaving around her as she crouched down, eyes narrowed, shining a tiny torch at the wooden floor. She worried a knot of shoelaces in her right hand, an athletic version of a fidget toy. Aoife was another of my friends, for the record, and a member of the Common Criminals’ Club.
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‘Lose an earring?’ I asked jokingly.

‘I do NOT wear earrings,’ she said loudly, still focused on whatever was on the floor. As stereotypically girly as Shonda was with her pink hair bobbins and multi-step skincare routine, Aoife is the complete opposite. She even has a waiver from the school to allow for her short haircut, barely long enough to run a comb through. She says it helps keep her aerodynamic, which is important because Aoife is one of the top cross-country runners in Ireland. She also wears the uniform trousers instead of the skirt, because a person never knows when they’ll have to break into a run.

‘Get outta the way,’ a voice shrilled as Lissa, our very own mean girl, elbowed past Aoife causing her to stumble forward, circling her pale, freckled arms like windmills. ‘Some of us care about not getting a detention.’ This elicited titters of nervousness from Lissa’s two followers, Áine and Emma. Lissa thought she was God’s gift.


[image: ]News flash. She wasn’t.[image: ]



Now, Lissa was striking, a very conventionally pretty girl. She was the type who knew how to wear clothes well, even our uniform, which made the rest of us look like itchy, overripe blueberries. She also knew how to use make-up so it both made her look amazing and like she wasn’t wearing any at all. Dewy-faced, Shonda called it. Whatever it was, she had eyelashes as long as my small finger and not a single teacher ever called her out for it. At least a handful of girls had crushes on her every year and the ones who didn’t desperately wanted to be her. Her personality, though, was hardly as pretty as her looks. I’d seen Lissa’s magic work on almost everyone but me and my friends.
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‘I’m gonna report you,’ Aoife snapped. She stood tall but barely cleared Lissa’s pointy chin. ‘Between this and what you said about us—’


(Just a note: The reason it was so urgent to violate curfew and conduct an emergency meeting the night before was because of Lissa’s rude and, if you ask me, completely petty comment about how we’d end up single cat ladies. I was livid and wanted to report Lissa’s comments to Sister Benedetta, our PE teacher, coach, and unofficial guidance counsellor. Shonda had just rolled her eyes, Beck told me absolutely not and turned ninety shades of red. Aoife shrugged and said she kind of agreed with the assessment. In the end I stood down, but still might say something because . . . rude!)



‘Try it,’ Lissa said over her shoulder. Her perfectly orchestrated curls bounced in unison as the trio pranced past, their spiteful laughs somehow louder than the usual early-morning chatter that filled the hall.

‘Don’t tempt me!’ Aoife called after her. Aoife was a fierce, loyal friend who would do anything at all to protect our little foursome. Also, she could be very loud.

‘It’s not worth it. Let her go,’ came a voice from down the hall. It was Aoife’s room-mate Beck, the fourth and final Common Criminal. Tall and lanky, with long dark stick-straight hair that they carefully pulled into a low ponytail to hide the shaved sides that were very much against uniform code. They were also (as far as we knew) the only nonbinary kid at Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, which made them a constant target for snarky comments.


(See my note on the previous night’s urgent meeting. We were equally annoyed that Beck had been labelled a cat lady and not cat person. We were fierce fighters of misgendering in our group as well and truth be told I’ve always preferred dogs.)



Beck’s pale skin looked the colour of chalk but was as thick as granite, though underneath they were a gentle soul. I caught them looking over their shoulder at Lissa’s crew and they weren’t scowling like I was. Beck’s expression was completely soft and forgiving. They were so nice, even to our enemy.

‘Ignore her. Let’s get breakfast,’ Beck encouraged, linking arms with Aoife and sweeping her further down the hall.

As if on cue the gong rang again, indicating an event worthy of our principal scaring the pants off us – in this case, the start of breakfast. Now we were late. And we all knew what that meant.

This gong was our principal’s pride and joy. Our principal, who we called Sister Mary-Margaret, was one of the few nuns who worked at our Catholic school. Back in the day, the school was run by the nuns and religious education was a huge part of student life. These days, Sister was more concerned with keeping enrolment from declining and maintaining the school building, which was old and needed constant repair. But back to the gong. It was an ugly thing that sat at the top of the stairs, a few strides from Sister’s office. The circular brass plate was suspended from an ornate bronze frame and raised from the ground on sculpted feet decorated by spiky metal dragons. It was likely ‘borrowed’ from China by someone’s British ancestor back in the day. Regardless, Sister whacked the gong before meals, fire drills, assemblies, or whenever she wanted to gather students and teachers in the dining hall. Usually, the loud bang was accompanied by her voice screeching out instructions:
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‘The buses are here for the fourth-year trip to Delphi!’,

‘Choir students are now officially LATE for rehearsal in the chapel!’,

‘Drop everything and hunt for the escaped rats from the Science lab!’



Hoping to avoid Sister’s wrath, we rushed into the wood-panelled dining hall and queued up at the buffet. The cavernous room smelled of sausages, toast and salty butter, which made my stomach do a hungry backflip. At mealtimes, the teachers and our principal sat at the front of the room, their long table perched on a little stage that we used for plays and concerts. We were to sit with our peers, by year, in the unspoken assigned seats that we’d had since we joined the school.
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There was already a metal teapot on our table and four plain white mugs when I rushed to my seat with two trays – one for me and one for Shonda. I poured myself a half cup, heaped in the milk and sugar, and scrunched my forehead in disbelief at Shonda, who had somehow beat us here.
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‘Didn’t you see me slip by you in the hall?’ Shonda asked, reaching over to nab her tray from me.

Before we could answer, there was the hair-raising shriek of the microphone as our principal stood up at the front of the room.
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‘Good morning, ladies!’ came the booming voice of Sister Mary-Margaret. She leaned on her shiny walking stick, microphone too close to her mouth as usual. The loud din of the room quietened to a low rumble as Sister read the morning prayer and made several announcements. ‘As you all know, the local tree-lighting festival is next week and, as usual, we’re selling cookies and crafts made in Ms Purch’s Home Economics classes to raise money for the school. We’re expecting masterpieces, aren’t we, Ms Purch?’ she boomed, nodding in the direction of our Home Economics teacher, who sat rigidly at the end of the table. Ms Purch smiled politely over the top of her teacup, her red-lipsticked lips pressed together tightly. ‘Because you see, girls, we need a new roof on that chapel – something to prevent more bats from coming in. No pressure, but if we can’t get the new roof from cookie sales, we’re coming for your parents!’
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There was nervous laughter before Sister added, her voice echoing as she leaned still closer to the mic, ‘I’m only messing. Now eat quickly and get to class, all right, girls?’
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Now, I moved from Ballymallooney to Clifden when I was young, but I came back as a boarder at Our Lady when I was nine. Ballymallooney is the closest village to our school and is fairly quiet most of the year, only swelling with tourists during the summer and the weekend of the tree-lighting event in December. Sure, the tree festival was good craic, but it definitely had notions. No one was trekking from, say, the outer reaches of Kerry to witness the lighting of a few anaemic evergreens they’d shipped to rugged bog country. The festival was a weekend of music, greasy sausages barbecued by the local butcher, vats of cocoa for the kids, and mulled wine for everyone else. And as long as I could remember, Our Lady always had a stall selling baked goods or crocheted scarves or pots of jam to raise money for our crumbling old school. Heating was, Sister Mary-Margaret reminded us, quite dear, but a new roof on an ancient chapel was a whole new level.

Our school was built as a mansion by a lovesick old man in the early 1900s as a present for his wife. The story was he felt bad after dragging her on a religious mission to some remote jungle. When they returned to Ireland, he wanted to give her this giant house to clean and look after in the middle of nowhere.
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Seems like a rubbish gift, if you ask me.

But then the old man’s wife got some horrible wasting disease or whatever and died before they moved in. He was so sad, he stopped construction on the house and built a chapel by the pond as a shrine to her. When his wife’s decaying bones were entombed in the quickly assembled church, he leased the entire unfinished property to the nuns and never looked back.

The Catholic Church finished the rest of the works, knocking down a few walls to transform the residence into a girls’ school. They put up two buildings on either side of the house for classrooms and a dormitory and recruited an assortment of local teachers and not-so-local nuns. As the years went on, the nun population dwindled (died out) and the Catholic teachings at our school became more like the last watered-down glass of squash in the bottle – bland and weak. There were rumours every year that Our Lady would close, and as increasing numbers of girls left for posher boarding schools in the UK, it looked more and more like a reality.

Safe to say, knowing what we were up against, I was feeling the pressure that morning as I fled breakfast for our first class of the day – Home Economics – my heart thumping at the prospect of creating the perfect cut-out cookie. When really, that should’ve been the least of my worries.
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CHAPTER 2

THE GREAT IRISH BAKING DISASTER

‘As Sister Mary-Margaret explained,’ Ms Purch said, when we were all seated in the classroom fitted with hobs and cookers as ancient as my nan, ‘we’ll be making cut-out biscuits to sell at the tree-lighting festival. I don’t mean the ones you made with your mammies. Think Great British Bake Off. Prue Leith. Something fit for the president, his wife, and their doggies. Understood?’
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Several girls in the front row of the class nodded their heads enthusiastically. There were also groans of dread from the back of the room, which Ms Purch attempted to wipe away with a wave of her manicured hand.

‘Now, now,’ she started, smiling at us with straight, Hollywood-white teeth. ‘Let’s not get down. You have the training, girls. We’ve worked on piping skills this term and I am certain you can make a worthy biscuit!’

Ms Purch was too cool for our conservative all-girls Catholic school. Twenty-something with double-pierced ears and clothes that were posher than anything we had in the local shops. She wore big earrings that jangled when she walked. Her nails were too long to be real, shaped into pointy ‘V’s. Plus her hair was actually done, not set in curls and washed once a week in the salon my nan runs in the village. No one knew why Ms Purch had ended up in this crumbling school, but she was as different as a movie star to most of us and we were petrified she’d find another job elsewhere, leaving us to the same old geriatric instruction expected at Our Lady.
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‘We’ll use the shortbread recipe we learned two weeks ago,’ Ms Purch continued. ‘Shonda, take this basket of cookie cutters around to the tables. Students, I’d like you to try to be creative, but not too much so. We need people to be able to identify what they’re eating . . . and want to eat it.’ Aoife arched her eyebrows and Beck studied their cuticles, avoiding our teacher’s laser-focused gaze. At the time I assumed my friends were simply feeling the pressure of the bake, but I know now it was so much more.

‘Beck, look at me, please!’ Ms Purch barked, causing them to practically jump in their chair. Beck swore Ms Purch had it in for them, but our teacher was just as likely to give out to me for daydreaming. ‘I need you and Aoife to distribute the caster sugar and flour to each table. The rest of you, get started on dough. I brought these beautiful hundreds and thousands sprinkles in red and green and white – oh, these will be perfect.’ She lowered her voice. ‘We need them to be perfect.’

Ms Purch pressed her shoulder blades back, standing taller. ‘Let’s get started!’ She clapped her hands together, jostling a cluster of gold bracelets so delicate they sounded like fairy bells.

Girls scattered. Before I could move, Ms Purch swooped in like a falcon on a wounded mouse, her pretty face showing concern in the most attractive way possible – subtle dip of her rose-coloured lips, a slight tilt in her carefully groomed eyebrows.

‘Have you found your ingredients, Mae?’ When I didn’t respond, she continued. ‘Why don’t you go fetch some more butter from the kitchen downstairs? I don’t seem to have collected enough. A kilo will suffice.’
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And though her tone was gentle, it was also firm. I knew I couldn’t protest, so I scurried out of the room and fled down the now-empty corridor back toward the staircase. I remember our school seeming like a maze the first year I attended but now I knew the place like the back of my hand.

The corridors were mostly vacant as I trotted down the dingy back staircase and swiped my keycard on the door that led to the basement level where the school kitchen was housed. While we didn’t need to key into most areas, outside doors and the kitchen had to be accessed by a keycard that we wore on a school-branded lanyard around our necks. Unless we lost it, like I had done many times.


Now for those of you unfamiliar with the labyrinth that is Our Lady boarding school, a brief aside to give you a layout of our school. As I noted before, the main school building is a grand two-floor mansion. The upstairs bedrooms have mostly been converted into teachers’ offices and a few rooms for the teachers who also board here. Those include the two nuns– Sister B and our principal – as well as Ms Purch and two others. The former dining room and back reception room were combined into our dining hall, which we use for assemblies and eating. There is a small front reception room employed as a staff lounge and a second staircase off the dining hall that goes up to the new academic building and down to the subterranean kitchen. On either side of the mansion are two buildings built in the ugly, boxy style popular in the 1960s. The one on the left is the academic building that houses classrooms and the library, which is upstairs. The one on the right is our dorm. It’s taller and slightly longer, but more on that later.



Because I got lost about a billion times when I first started here, I’ll draw a map which, based on my artistic skills, may or may not be helpful. If you’re into modern, interpretive art, you’re in luck. It’s pasted into the front of the logbook, where all good maps belong.

As you may or may not be able to tell from my drawing, the cooks still worked in the basement – keeping the hired help out of sight like in the olden days – which was as depressing as it sounds. Imagine a decaying cellar with its musty odour and cobwebs and then wedge in an industrial kitchen and a whole gaggle of local chefs and cleaners. Large mixers and cookers were arranged haphazardly next to sinks deep enough to bathe a small calf. Wooden chopping blocks stained with years of blood and who knows what else sat under magnetic strips from which the largest knives imaginable hung. The space was as chilly and damp as a catacomb, which meant they always had the open fire raging, even during the summer.
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I smelled what I guessed was lunch before I pushed the heavy double doors open. Onions, celery, maybe something yeasty? The steamy room was filled with bustling cooks in hairnets decapitating root vegetables and boiling them in cauldron-like pots.
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Thankfully, the atmosphere in the kitchen was friendly and as a local I got several ‘Hiya’s and ‘How’s yer mam?’s. Mr Lacey, the husband of my second class teacher in primary school, was standing in the cloud of flour that rose from an industrial mixer. Another woman I recognized from my nan’s church group jabbered away whilst grating a massive block of cheddar.

‘Uh, I, uh, could I get some butter for Ms Purch’s Home Economics class? We’re making biscuits for the festival,’ I explained to the room.

A red-faced woman I recognized as cousin Rory’s rugby coach’s wife gestured with a knife large enough to have a leading role in a slasher film. ‘In the walk-in on the left,’ she said, nodding her head to the back of the room. ‘Help yourself, pet.’

I followed the point of the glinting blade to a corridor opposite the entrance. Of course, the passageway was narrow, dimly lit. A fitting hiding place for rats, mutant spiders, and other assorted menaces.
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IT’S IMPORTANT TO NOTE THAT NONE OF THE COOKS WERE PAYING ME ANY ATTENTION AT ALL.



They had lunch to prepare and that was more important than a girl and her butter.

I approached the two metal-fronted refrigerators with confidence. They were large, the doors taller and wider than a double-fronted American-style fridge, and looked more suited for a funeral home than a school kitchen, with dented metal doors and rusty handles.

And perhaps that’s what someone else was thinking, because the minute I cracked open the walk-in on the left, a body tumbled out, falling onto me as I swung the door open.

Even worse, I somehow caught it.

Which was stupid, as a body is heavy. Cold. And really, super rank, when you think about it, which I did.

Then I dropped it.

Because the minute you realize you’re cradling a dead body is the precise moment you want that corpse nowhere near.
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Somewhere in there I must’ve screamed, because before I knew it, I was surrounded by the kitchen staff, who promptly tied me up to a support beam with an industrial roll of cling film, a lot of Sellotape, a few apron ties, and roast string. Then they phoned the Guards.

3
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CHAPTER 3

BESTED BY A ROLL OF CLING FILM

Now, for the record, I will confess that I’m aware I wasn’t exactly chill when faced with a corpse in my arms. But who would be, honestly? Mrs Tanney, Nan’s church pal, later told me that what they did next was because of my hysterics. I was threatening to run away before the Guards came so they tied me to a support pole with metre-wide cling film and other bits and bobs. Apparently, our kitchen staff had watched enough detective shows to know that anyone who discovered a dead body needed to be fully questioned before being released back to the classrooms. Who knew?
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Mrs Tanney tried to calm me, offering me sips from a cup of lukewarm, milky tea that I couldn’t hold because she refused to free my arms from the cling film, while the other cooks hopped over the corpse to clear the fridge of any food they guessed to have been contaminated by the body. Why they didn’t consider everything that had shared a small room with a rotting corpse unfit for human consumption, I did not know, but there was a rather long debate about how thoroughly eggshells protected the inner egg. I will never look at scrambled eggs the same way again.

It was amongst that chaos that my cousin Joey waltzed in, loosening the chin strap of his shiny black police hat and demanding order.

He caught sight of me and had a right old laugh.
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Unfortunately, Joey is the sergeant of Ballymallooney Garda station, having risen quickly through the ranks. He’s, like, twenty-five? And though we call each other cousin, we’re not really. I think someone married into the family at some point and now Joe hangs around for every dang wedding and funeral and graduation. Sure, he’s focused and dedicated but he also loves practical jokes and having a laugh at the expense of just about anyone, mostly me. The minute I saw his smug gob, I knew I’d be reliving this particular humiliation for ever.

‘Mae Flynn? What’s the craic? Here, give it up!’ He raised his hand for a high five then laughed even harder. ‘What? Leavin’ me hanging? Ah no, Mae. So rude.’

Ah, he loved the state of me. But I’ll be honest, he also looked a proper eejit in that get-up – complete with high-vis jacket and spiffy little brimmed hat wedged in his armpit. With his short, military-style buzz cut, baby face clean-shaven, he looked like a schoolboy in fancy dress. But when I saw the glint in his blue eyes, I recognized that it was a right laugh that I was trapped in a web of clear plastic.

‘Hiya, Joey. I’m just hanging with my pals in the kitchen, you know.’ I tried to cross one ankle over the other, all casual-like.

‘Sure, sure,’ he laughed and turned to his entourage loitering nearby. ‘Take their statements, will ye? We have the forensics lads
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