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Cutting Edge 
Tana French’s fourth novel another tour de force 

Suspended Sentences 
by Jim Napier 

n the grounds of St. Kilda’s, 
an exclusive girl’s school 
outside of Dublin, a body has 

been found: Christopher Harper, aged 
sixteen—a popular student from a 
nearby boy’s school—has been killed, 
the back of his head split open by a 
vicious blow from a garden hoe. 

The police descend on the school, but 
in the cloistered and secretive world 
of the privileged, evidence is hard to 
come by.  The parents of the girls, as 
well as the school mistress, are 
preoccupied with protecting their 
respective domains, and despite the 
baying of the media, nothing comes 
of the case. 

A year later the investigation is truly 
dead in the water. Four of the girls, 
Holly, Julia, Becca, and Selena are 
now third-year students who share a 
dorm room together.  They’ve bonded 
as only teenagers can, simultaneously 
shutting others out while they take 
turns venting on one another.  On the 
outside looking in, a rival clique of 
Joanne Heffernan, Gemma Harding, 
Orla Burgess and Alison Muldoon 
would love to show them up in any 
way possible. 

Then a note turns up on a school 
bulletin board set aside for anony-
mous messages, promising to turn the 

school upside down once more.  It 
says simply, I know who killed him. 

 
One of the four, Holly Mackey, the 
sixteen-year-old daughter of police 
detective Frank Mackey, approaches 
Stephen Moran, one of the detectives 
on the cold case squad – and a 
protégée of her father’s.  She hands 
Moran the card, and sets in motion a 
new investigation that will have 
unforeseeable consequences. 

The lead investigator the first time 
around was detective Antoinette 
Conway.  Abrasive and ambitious, 
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she’d come out of the stalled inves-
tigation bitter and determined not to 
let her chauvinist colleagues get the 
better of her.  Detective Moran, 
bogged down in what he regards as a 
dead-end cold case team, is anxious 
to break out and make a name for 
himself, earning a place on the 
murder squad.  As the person who 
received the tip-off he shoehorns 
himself into Conway’s investigation, 
and while she’s none too happy about 
it, the fact is no one else on the 
murder squad is anxious to work with 
her.  So she takes him on board—for 
the day only—provided that he does 
exactly what she tells him, and 
nothing more.  It is for each of them 
an uneasy alliance. 
Holly’s father is Frank Mackey; but 
he’s a different person from his earlier 
appearance in Faithful Place.  Then he 
was both an investigator and a 
suspect in the disappearance, decades 
earlier, of his girlfriend, when both 
were young.  Twenty years on his 
daughter is a leading suspect in a 
murder case, and he’ll do whatever’s 
necessary to keep her out of trouble.  
He can’t of course, be a part of the 
reopened case, but as a seasoned cop 
he knows a hundred ways to bollix an 
investigation.  Both Conway and 
Moran are thinking one thing: I hope 
to God it’s not Frank Mackey’s 
daughter. 

Conway and Moran soon find that 
interviewing self-assured teenaged 
girls in their own domain is like 
pulling teeth in a school of piranhas 
while being eyed by a circling Great 
White: it’s all about cliques and 
secrets, raging hormones and teen-

aged angst, texting OMGs and WTFs 
and having conversations punctuated 
by such original insights as “Eew, 
seriously?”  Smartass repartee is the 
disorder of the day, and Conway and 
Moran struggle to separate the verbal 
side-trips, rumours, accusations and 
recriminations from useful infor-
mation as they question the girls one 
by one.  French cleverly makes use 
not only of shifting viewpoints to tell 
her tale, but also gives readers a 
gripping count-down of the victim’s 
final days, from eight and a half 
months to the moments just before his 
death.  Two things are clear: someone 
among those eight knows something, 
and someone at St. Kilda’s may be a 
killer. 

A word of advice: don’t play poker 
with Tana French.  A master at decep-
tion, she’ll clean your clock.  The 
Secret Place is an informed, con-
vincing (if not exactly appealing) 
portrait of life in an exclusive girl’s 
school, where we see that secrets 
aren’t reserved for bulletin-boards, 
but define the daily life of impression-
able young people struggling to cope 
with their transition into adult life.  At 
its heart a fine suspense tale, French 
proves once again that graphic 
violence and gore are not necessary 
to produce a gripping thriller. 

Discounting Frank Mackey’s brief 
appearance, The Secret Place is Tana 
French’s fourth standalone.  Each is 
utterly distinct from the others and 
superbly conceived, so subtly layered, 
so freshly and professionally done 
that reading most other crime novels 
seem like turning the literary clock 
back to See Spot Run.  If there had 
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been any doubt, it is gone: The Secret 
Place propels Tana French into the 

top tier of today’s crime writers, 
among the very best. 

_______ 
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