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THREE MINUTES BEFORE IT happens, Anya takes a deep swallow of white wine, sets the glass on the shelf, and slides further down in the bath. The water is at her chin, tepid now and cooling fast. She should have closed the bathroom door. Chris is always moaning about steam and mildew, and he always leaves the door open. Now, she does so too, on autopilot. And to stop him nagging. But Chris isn’t here tonight. He’s thousands of miles away in LA and Anya is blissfully alone. He won’t know if she closes the bathroom door. She’s just not sure she has the energy to get out and do it. Three large glasses of wine and a long day at the office will do that.

That’s the other nice thing about Chris being away. Nobody judging her for opening a bottle of wine on a Wednesday night. Or finishing a bottle of wine on a Wednesday night. It sits on the tiled surface at the end of the bath, coated in condensation. Just half a glass left, she notices now. She’s had more than she thought.

Beside the wine, her phone buzzes to life, startling her. She leans forward to see who it is but doesn’t pick up. Chris. It’s nine in Dublin, so lunchtime in LA. He’ll be slipping away from his colleagues, calling to say how much he misses her. That he’s got a big surprise when he comes home. It’s a ring. She knows this because she saw his search history. She shakes her head, wet strands grazing her shoulders. The buzzing stops and she picks up the phone to text.


Sorry, can’t talk. Up to my eyes, working late. Going to be same right the way through week so no point trying to get me on phone, see you Friday when you’re back x



Chris is going to have to go.

He is very good-looking and very nice. He’s also bland and boring and far too particular about the mind-numbing minutiae of everyday life. Like bathroom condensation.

And sooner or later, he’ll figure out who she’s really seeing when she says she’s working late. His sister, not as innocent as Chris, is definitely starting to smell a rat. Though she couldn’t know who it is, Anya reckons. She smiles when she thinks about him; Chris’s opposite in every way. Yeah, Chris is going to have to go. Although, technically, since it’s his house, she is going to have to go.

A faint rustle from above draws her attention to the ceiling. The mice are still there. Dammit. So much for Chris and his humane traps. They should have got a cat. Chris said they couldn’t because of the dog. Get rid of the dog, then, she wanted to say. Dogs are no use with mice. As though reading her thoughts, Ziggy barks downstairs. He’s been barking all evening, and Anya has a sneaking suspicion the dog-walker didn’t come today while she was at work. Anyway, that’s Chris’s problem. If he wants to pay someone fifteen euro an hour to walk his dog – or not walk his dog – so be it.

Two minutes before it happens, Anya slides up and takes another sip of her Pinot Grigio, then one more before slipping back down. Her eyelids droop and she decides against finishing the wine. She has an early start tomorrow, then drinks with Eleanor on Friday night. God, why had she agreed to that? Eleanor will talk non-stop about her kids, just as she always does. There is literally no reason to stay in touch, but Eleanor is like a tenacious puppy. It’s as if she sees Anya as a project. Or perhaps it’s the duty of time. Thirty years of friendship isn’t easy to shake. Anya knows. She’s tried. Good god, she’s tried.

And now Julia is back in Ireland too. Saint Julia. Although – Anya smiles to herself – she’s also Divorcée Julia. That the marriage between her friend and her ex-boyfriend didn’t work out has given her no end of quiet pleasure over the last decade. And now Eleanor is so excited to have the three of them re-united. As though they’re some kind of friend group. As though it hasn’t been five years since Anya last saw Julia in person. As though they didn’t have the mother of all arguments when they last spoke by phone. As though Anya has forgiven Julia for almost destroying her business. Why did she say yes to this? Because Eleanor is like glue, really annoying glue, and doesn’t take no for an answer.

Julia will be insufferable, of course. And she’ll somehow drop it into conversation that she sold her business for a seven-figure sum. Anya will nod and murmur congratulations and she will not admit she already read this in the Sunday Independent. Julia’s never been the same since the night— Anya stops the thought before it takes off. She doesn’t like to think about the night Donna died. It’s not guilt, because why would it be guilt when it wasn’t her fault? But Julia – though she’s never said as much – thinks it’s Anya’s fault.

One minute before it happens, Anya takes a final sip of wine, and slips further down in the bath. A moth flits around the light. Steam melts from the mirror as the room temperature cools. Through the open door, the landing is in darkness. The only sound is the whirr of the inadequate fan and the rustle of mice in the attic.

Louder, she thinks, half asleep, than the kind of noise you’d expect from tiny mice.

Now a creak, one she barely registers.

Another creak.

And a scratch. But her ears are below the water and the sound is muffled.

Another creak. One she hears in her mind retrospectively, when the attic hatch begins to move.

The attic hatch is opening. Swinging loose now, like a slow pendulum.

Opening all by itself.

Not all by itself.

There is someone in the attic. Chris is thousands of miles away in LA and there is nobody else in the house.

Except there is.

There’s someone in the attic.

Her breath is stuck inside her throat and her body is immobile under water as a dark shape emerges through the opening and drops to the landing floor. A figure all in black. A face behind a mask. There is someone in the attic. And they’re—

Thirty seconds later, it’s over. Anya is dead.
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THE VIDEO IS SHORT and noisy and easy to ignore, because really, it’s just another video – like all the other short and noisy videos on her daughter’s phone. Which is why, at first, Julia pays no attention at all. Julia is busy. Julia, if she’s honest, is also quite stressed. And while she’s used to admitting the former, she never admits the latter. Firms don’t hire people like Julia to do the job she does if she’s likely to get stressed over something as ordinary as ordering pizza and moving continent. But right now, she’s at home with her kids, where no one can see her, and she lets out a tiny sigh as Isla asks her once again to look at the video. This Friday night, the video is the least of her worries.

Her worries, in order of priority, are as follows:


	Settle the kids in their new schools.

	Settle the kids in their new home.

	Encourage the kids to accept the new babysitter.

	Figure out why the garbage disposal isn’t working.

	Let the pizza guy in through the outer gate.

	Find cash to tip the pizza guy.

	Make the incessant buzzing stop (see 5 and 6 above).

	Stay calm when Isla shouts and Luca cries, and hope the eggshells she’s treading on eventually become more solid.



‘Isla, have you seen my purse?’

‘No, but, Mom, you seriously need to look at this video.’ Isla is sitting at the island, holding up her phone.

‘What I need is to let the pizza guy in, but first I have to find cash for a tip.’

‘How will you tip him?’ Luca asks, without lifting his eyes from his Nintendo Switch. ‘They don’t even have dollar bills here.’ Contempt drips from every word. What kind of dumbass country doesn’t have dollar bills?

He has a point, though. Do people tip with coins? It’s twenty years since Julia last ordered takeout in Ireland. Does she have any coins? In the four weeks since they moved here, she’s been paying by tapping with her phone in what feels like an almost cashless society. A long way from her days fumbling for change to take the 46A to college.

‘Can’t you use the money you left for the babysitter?’ Luca nods towards a drawer in the island.

‘That’s for Pauline, in case she needs cash when I’m at work. And she’s not a babysitter, she’s a housekeeper.’ This is for Isla’s benefit; Isla, who, at thirteen, is disgusted that Julia would hire someone to keep an eye on them while she’s at work. Isla is, of course, disgusted at everything right now – the move from San Diego, the new house, her new life here, the life she left behind, life in general, her dad, and, mostly, Julia. Evil witch Julia who ruined everything. If only she knew the truth.

‘Isn’t she babysitting tonight when you meet your friend?’ Luca asks.

Touché.

‘That’s just for this evening because your dad has plans too.’

Luca shrugs and goes back to his game.

‘What friend are you meeting?’ Isla asks.

‘Eleanor. My old school pal.’

‘Oh. I didn’t know you were still friends with her. Is she the one you had that big fight with?’

‘Nope, that was Anya. She’s joining us too.’ Unfortunately. ‘Eleanor and I are good.’ Are they though? Julia wonders. They’ve seen one another a handful of times in the last ten years and they seem to have less and less in common. The sooner she can get tonight over with, the better. She takes a five-euro note from the drawer and picks up the receiver to buzz the pizza guy through the main gate to the complex.

‘OK, Mom, as soon as you get the pizza, you have to look at this video.’ Isla holds up her phone again. ‘It’s so weird. I can’t figure out how they did it, but it looks like it was filmed inside our house.’

‘What is it – the letting agent’s website?’

‘No, I told you already!’ Impatient. Snappy. ‘It’s TikTok.’

Julia bites her lip. Hello, eggshells.

‘OK, let me grab the pizza, then I’m all yours.’

Julia sighs again, louder now, as she walks through the long hallway towards the front door, her heels echoing on the white-and-gold marble floor. Low evening sun filters through the glass panels on either side of the door but she reaches for the Louis Poulsen standing lamp anyway, switching it on with a touch. Light fills the hall and she glances at her reflection in the mirror above the narrow table – the sunburst mirror she’d had shipped all the way from San Diego in a bid to make this mausoleum of a house feel like home. She smooths down her hair. Still in the suit she’d worn to work that day, she looks distinctly overdressed for takeout pizza. She doesn’t even like takeout pizza, but going for drinks with Eleanor and Anya on an empty stomach is a bad idea. Especially Anya. Still Queen Bee, all these years later.

Eleanor means well, but why she invited Anya is beyond Julia. Of course, maybe she’s mellowed since they last spoke. Or maybe she’s the same narcissist she always was. Julia knows where she’d lay her money.

Now, she stands in the doorway, looking at the orange-and-purple sky. The longer, brighter evenings are just one of the many things about which her kids complain – why can’t it be dark already like it is at home? They’ll get used to it, and eventually they’ll love that August evenings are longer and brighter. But for now, everything is other and different and strange, and they still can’t understand why she uprooted them, and she still can’t tell them the truth. So she’s bribing them with pizza. Pizza that is, of course, at least according to her kids, inferior to pizza back home. There are a lot of things Julia misses about San Diego, but the pizza that tastes the same here as it does there is not one of them. She misses her yoga sessions with Milena, the instructor who became her friend. She misses the moms from the school: never true confidantes – and she couldn’t tell them the truth about Isla – but good company all the same. She misses the smell of the ocean. Brentwood, she realizes as she sniffs the air now, smells of nothing, not even cut grass. She misses the San Diego weather. God, she misses the weather. She shakes herself. No time for wallowing.

The delivery guy is making his way past the townhouses, and on to the wider, greener part of Brentwood, the luxury gated community in which she and Isla and Luca live in a spacious, double-fronted house with a sweeping gravel driveway and somewhat pretentious white columns holding up the porch. Having grown up in a mid-century, slightly faded home with tricky electrics and creaky floors, adult Julia has always favoured new-build houses. But there’s something about Brentwood, for all its high-end newness. Something soulless. And at this time of the evening, it’s almost eerie.

The delivery driver pulls in outside their gate and hops out with the pizzas. Feeling guilty about how long the driveway is, Julia walks down to meet him.

‘Number twenty-six Brentwood? Two margheritas?’

‘That’s me. Now if only they were drinks instead of pizzas,’ Julia says, reaching to take the boxes and passing the man the tip.

‘Cheers.’ He pockets the money without responding to her quip. Her kids are right, she’s not funny. ‘Never been in here before,’ he says. ‘Those huge gates and all that security is something else. It’s bigger than I thought – you wouldn’t think we were in the middle of Foxrock.’

‘Yes. It used to be a convent, but they razed the whole thing to the ground about ten years ago.’

‘So, from one gated community to another, eh,’ he says, as he turns to walk away.

And nodding quiet agreement, Julia goes back up the driveway with her two margheritas-not-margaritas.

‘OK, can I please have your attention?’ Isla says, on Julia’s return. The kitchen is shadowy now, losing light more quickly than the rest of the house, despite the huge glass wall that looks out on the back garden. As Julia moves towards the island, something brushes against her ankle and she jumps, forgetting yet again about Basil, Luca’s new pet rabbit. The result of more bribes, Basil is cute and fluffy and exactly what you’d want from a rabbit, except for the whole unexpected-encounters-with-small-live-animal moments that Julia is still getting used to.

Isla holds up her phone. On-screen, Julia can see what looks like a plain white ceiling and an attic hatch. As she watches, the hatch drops open, and a black-clad figure lowers himself through the opening, then drops the last few feet to the floor. The person’s face is covered by a balaclava, with two barely visible slits for eyes, and Julia finds herself instinctively stepping back as the masked face looms close. The figure reaches forward and seems to remove the camera, because the next thing she can see is the stairs carpet, as the man – or woman? – descends.

‘See – that’s our stairs!’

‘Isla, it’s a beige carpet. We viewed four houses here in Brentwood before choosing this one, all with the exact same carpet. Every other house in Ireland has beige carpet.’

‘Wait, you’ll see.’

As she watches, the camera sweeps across a white-and-gold marble hallway, taking in a front door with glass panels, a Louis Poulsen lamp, and a narrow side table beneath a sunburst mirror. Her sunburst mirror, shipped all the way from San Diego.

‘What is this, Isla?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you – someone’s made a video inside our house. It looks like it’s part of this viral video thing for The Loft.’

‘The Loft?’

An exasperated sigh at Julia’s lack of cultural knowledge. ‘The TV series. They have this, like, PR campaign? Where they put up a creepy video of a guy hiding in an attic in someone’s house. He lets himself out when the people aren’t there, and creeps around their home. At first people thought it was real, and it went totally viral.’

‘Right …’ Julia is still staring at the phone, where the video is playing on a loop.

‘And then they revealed that it was all staged to promote this TV show, The Loft. And they put up more videos, and other people started to copy them, and somehow, we’ve ended up there. I’m guessing you didn’t let someone in to film?’

‘No …’

They turn towards Luca, who’s eating a slice of pizza, his face lit by his Nintendo Switch. He looks up.

‘What?’

‘Do you know anything about this video?’

‘I’m not even allowed on TikTok. How would I know anything?’

A fair point, Julia acknowledges. Luca is also only nine and never in the house without an adult. Even at thirteen, Isla is rarely home alone. So how on earth did someone get into their house?

Luca puts on his headset, cutting his mother and sister out of his world. Julia wants to ask him to take it off while he’s eating but finds she doesn’t have the energy. Instead, she watches the video again.

‘Could we ask the people who look after the account? The Loft TV people?’

‘This one isn’t on their account. It’s a repost.’

‘Wait, so it has nothing to do with the TV show?’

Isla sighs. ‘I just said, people started to make their own videos. Letting themselves out of hiding spaces, pretending there’s a stranger living in their attics. The TV people had to put up a disclaimer saying that they weren’t responsible for copycats. But people keep doing it.’

‘So this is a copycat?’

‘Yes.’

‘Only we didn’t film it.’

‘Exactly.’

Julia tilts her head, looking at the ceiling. The kitchen is silent, her children wholly absorbed in their screens. With timing that would have been comical in other circumstances, there’s a sudden creak from above, as though someone has stepped on a floorboard. As though there’s someone up there. And of course there’s nobody there, she knows that, it’s just the noise the house makes when it’s quiet, but in spite of herself, a cold chill settles across her skin.
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JULIA WATCHES THE VIDEO again, this time in the hall. There’s no doubt. It’s her house. These are her things. She steps out of her heels and walks slowly up the stairs, her feet sinking into deep pile carpet. Beige. Just like everywhere. Just like in the video. At the top, the wide, bright landing stretches ahead. Six doors. And – she looks up – a hatch to the attic. She hasn’t been up there yet, there’s been no need. Half of their belongings are still being shipped – the winter clothes, the Christmas decorations, the ski gear. The attic is, as far as she knows, completely empty.

She stands still, listening. From downstairs, the low hum of the TV wafts up, but otherwise there’s nothing. No creak, no scuffle, nothing to suggest there’s someone up there. She shakes herself. It’s some kind of online prank. To see her reaction, maybe. Is that it? A hidden camera? She looks around, above the doors, at the light fitting – an over-the-top suspended crystal sphere. It wouldn’t be hard to hide a tiny camera in the middle of all those crystals … Then again, the clip seemed to have been filmed from floor level … But that’s silly. There are no hidden cameras on her landing and there is nobody hiding in her attic.

She goes back down to the hall and finds Isla standing in the kitchen doorway.

‘Did your dad say anything during his days here? Could it be something to do with him?’ Julia asks.

Isla snorts. ‘Dad barely knows how to use his phone. I don’t think he made the video.’

‘No, but if the clip wasn’t filmed when I was here, it must have been when your dad was here. Nobody else has been in the house.’

‘Except Pauline.’

‘Well, yes.’ Somehow Julia can’t imagine their no-nonsense housekeeper filming videos for social media. ‘I’ll phone your dad anyway. You go finish your pizza.’

Gabe picks up after one ring.

‘All OK?’ He sounds on edge, and has done for months, but it’s been more pronounced, she realizes now, in recent weeks.

‘Yeah … Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine. What’s up?’

‘Do you know anything about a video made in the house?’

‘Huh?’

‘I guessed not, but I wanted to check. Was there anyone inside the house when you were here?’

‘The alarm guy. The alarm should be working now. I stuck his card on the whiteboard. And the letting agent called with the missing key for the balcony door in your bedroom. Why?’

‘Were you home when they were here?’

‘Alarm man, yes. Good guy, supports Liverpool.’ In all his years living in San Diego, Gabe never stopped following his beloved Liverpool, and instinctively likes anyone else who supports them. ‘I was here when the letting agent called too. Same gobshite who gave me the keys when we were moving in.’ Julia smiles into the phone. This could mean anything. Gabe has a low tolerance for people who talk too much, people who talk too little, people who think they’re smarter than he is, and people who aren’t terribly sharp. ‘Gobshite’ covered a multitude in Gabe-speak.

‘Anyone else?’

‘A neighbour called to welcome you. I suspect he was surprised when I answered the door.’ Julia can hear the grin, and this is more like the Gabe she’s used to. ‘Tony is his name. Well groomed, sixties, preppy polo shirt, golf-course tan, quite pleased with himself. I told him I’m your husband.’

‘You’re not my husband.’

‘I know. But I couldn’t resist. When I opened the door, his face was a picture. He’d clearly spotted you here with the kids and decided to connect with what he believed to be an attractive single mother.’

‘Are you saying I’m not an attractive single mother?’

‘You are, but he’s not your type. I was protecting you from the local lothario.’

This is very Gabe, still meddling nine years after they’d split. Sometimes it’s sweet, sometimes intrusive. ‘I’ll decide what my type is, thank you. But back to the video – I take it this guy Tony wasn’t inside the house?’

‘Nope. What’s all this about?’

‘Someone made a video of a guy letting himself out of an attic and creeping around a house, and it’s our house. Isla spotted it on TikTok.’

‘On what?’

‘You know what TikTok is – social media where people share videos they make themselves.’

Silence for a moment. ‘That’s weird.’ The wariness is back.

‘Well, if it wasn’t you and it wasn’t me, I’m guessing it’s some kind of Photoshopping. Don’t worry about it. Anyway, OK to stick to Monday for switch-over?’

He is, he says, and they disconnect. She puts her phone on the hall table, thinking suddenly of the old rotary phone in her childhood hallway and the hours she spent on it, talking to Eleanor and Anya. And Donna, of course. She pushes down a lurch of sadness.

In the kitchen, cold pizza congeals in the two boxes. Luca has gone to the den and Basil is in the small tepee they set up under the whiteboard. Isla looks up from her phone.

‘I was thinking, we should ask the person who reposted the video where they got the original.’

‘Oh, good idea!’ Julia says, with far more enthusiasm than the suggestion warrants. But any chance to connect with Isla is welcome, so yes, she has become that mother. She’s rewarded with a mildly disdainful look, but no snappish retort, and she’s counting her blessings.

As Isla scrolls, Julia moves across the shadowy kitchen to the whiteboard. The card for the alarm guy is there, alongside a leaflet about gardening. She picks up a whiteboard marker and writes ‘Phone gardener’ on the ‘To Do’ column, beneath ‘Check school uniforms’ and ‘Pay for Luca’s tennis’. As she replaces the cap on the marker, she knocks against a magnet and a greeting card skates to the floor. Julia picks it up and opens it to read it again.


Dear Julia, Gabe, Isla and Luca,

I can’t explain how gorgeous it is that you’re back home with us in Ireland!

Looking forward to showing you the ropes. Have put your names on the waiting list for our tennis and golf clubs. We’ll bring you as guests until you can join. CANNOT WAIT to catch up!

Lots of love, Eleanor, Ian and kids x PS Juju, message me SOON for drinks xxxxx



Julia checks the time – said drinks are happening in ninety minutes and she’s still in her work suit. She sticks the card back on the whiteboard, then turns to watch Isla, who is typing something, her thumbs flying at dizzying speed.

‘What did you write?’

‘I asked where he found the clip. I said it was our house and we didn’t film it.’

Julia bites her lip. She wouldn’t have told this person it was their house. But then she should have typed the message herself.

‘Actually,’ Isla is saying, ‘it made me think of this other thing I saw …’

She searches as Julia watches.

‘Got it. OK, so it’s a true story about these college kids back home. They discovered this guy secretly living in their basement – he’d been there for months and they had no idea. Imagine, some stranger actually living in your house, sneaking up at night to roam around when you’re asleep. He could literally stand in their bedrooms, staring at them.’ Her eyes gleam. ‘Imagine you woke up and there was someone at the end of your bed watching you.’

‘Then I’m glad we don’t have a basement to worry about too.’ Julia clears the pizza boxes off the island, extracting a leftover crust and eyeing up the garbage disposal. It’s been acting up for days, and maybe the crust would be pushing it.

‘Oh wow, there’s a whole bunch of linked articles,’ Isla is saying. ‘Jeez, this guy found a man living in his attic. Literally climbed up through the hatch and came face-to-face with a stranger. And here’s one about a kid who looked up at a vent above his bed and saw eyes looking back at him.’

Julia throws her a look.

‘Wow, nobody believed him until they found a dead body up there months later. Oh my god, maggots fell through the vent. That’s how they knew.’

‘OK, enough! Did the TikTok person reply?’ Julia nods towards the phone as a notification pings.

Isla checks. ‘Yeah. He says he found it on the hashtag #TheLoft and reposted it along with heaps of others. He doesn’t know anything about the person who made the video, though. Just the profile name, Lepus123.’

‘So can we check the profile for this Lepus123?’

‘Sure, but most people don’t put information about themselves in their TikTok profiles. Uh … nope. Nothing. Just Lepus123. No followers – a blank avatar.’

‘We could message them to ask how they made the video?’ And why, she thinks.

Isla begins to type.

‘Wait, I’ll do it.’ Julia reaches for the phone.

‘Why?’

‘I don’t like the idea of a thirteen-year-old messaging strangers on the internet.’

‘But if you do it, it’s just you typing the same words. It’s still my account.’

‘True … But I’d feel better.’

Isla passes the phone, muttering under her breath. Julia thinks for a moment, then types:


Hi. Could you please tell me where you got this video?



She hands the phone back to Isla.

‘Wow, Mom. Hardcore. You should have been a CIA interrogator.’

‘Hey, stop teasing!’ Julia says, meaning please keep teasing, because it’s infinitely better than subdued silence. ‘Can you send it? I didn’t want to press the wrong button.’

Isla frowns. ‘It won’t send.’ She looks up. ‘I just refreshed it, and the account has disappeared. Whoever posted the video deleted their profile.’

Julia takes the phone again. The Lepus123 account is gone. The video is gone. The repost on the other account is gone. She clicks into #TheLoft, but there’s no sign of the video of their house. Many other clips, yes: black-clad figures letting themselves down from attics and prowling around houses. Some are clownish, some look eerily real. But it’s just a social media trend, she reminds herself. Somehow someone got ahold of a video of their house and Photoshopped in the masked figure.

That gives her an idea. She clicks through to Isla’s profile on TikTok.

‘Mom, don’t go into my videos,’ Isla says, reaching for her phone.

‘Hang on, I just want to see if there are any of this house.’

There are many of this house, Julia sees now. Isla’s bedroom: lit by laser lights, adorned with posters of Dua Lipa; clothes and crystals scattered across the thick beige carpet. The kitchen makes a number of appearances – the camera sweeping around stark white walls punctuated with Gabe’s paintings, family photos and Julia’s ancient Monet print. Another clip shows the inside of the fridge, catching bottles of white wine and rosé in among the shelves of organic vegetables and expensive cheese. Julia glances at her daughter.

‘Do you really have to film inside our fridge? And’ – she looks down at the screen – ‘my to-do list on the whiteboard?’

‘Urgh, you just don’t get it.’ Isla holds out her hand. ‘I need my phone.’

‘One sec …’

On-screen, there’s a clip of the landing and stairs as Isla descends. The video moves on to sweep through the hall, with text that says ‘When the lamp in your hallway costs more than your yearly allowance.’

Julia looks up. Isla shrugs. ‘It’s true, right?’

‘I’m not sure it’s something to put online. But either way, I guess it’s possible that whoever made the video used this one? Look here, the camera moves across the front door, then on to the lamp and the mirror. Like the one we saw?’

‘I guess …’

Julia is looking at the phone again. In the next clip, Isla is sitting on her bed, her face in close-up, and she’s crying.

In real life, she’s trying to grab the phone.

‘Hey, hang on. Can we talk about this?’

Isla slumps against the island.

Julia hands her the phone. ‘What’s with the video?’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Is it about moving here?’ she asks carefully.

‘Obviously.’ Taciturn Isla is back.

‘You’ll settle in, sweetheart.’ Oh, platitudes, how weak you sound.

‘Really?’ Isla’s not slumping any more. Hands on hips, eyes flashing. ‘You pull us out of our schools and move us halfway around the world and won’t even tell us why.’

‘You know why. We always said we’d move back here eventually, and if you don’t go to secondary school and do the Irish Leaving Cert, college is too expensive and we—’

‘Stop! It’s bull, and you know it. You sold your business for millions. You’re rich. And you’re too mean to pay for college or just goddamn let us stay in California.’

Julia feels herself bristle and tries to dampen it down. ‘That’s not fair. And things weren’t exactly going brilliantly before we left.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The whole thing with Riley.’

‘Oh, for god’s sake, Mom. Riley was a bitch, but she was just one person.’ Isla throws out the word ‘bitch’ so casually, but a sideways glance at Julia gives her away. Boundary-testing is in full swing. ‘And anyway, she wasn’t even in school for the last month.’

I know she wasn’t, and I know why.

‘What?’ Isla must see something in her face. Julia scrambles to rearrange her features. She can’t have Isla find out what really happened to Riley, not when they’ve made it this far.

‘Nothing. Back to the original point – I imagine someone could have taken the video from your account and used it to create the attic one – Photoshopping in the masked man? Taking him from another video on the Loft hashtag?’

Isla looks thoughtful. ‘I guess … I wouldn’t know how to do it, but other people might. There are some cool video-editing apps out there …’

Julia lets out a silent breath. Subject successfully changed.

‘So that’s it, then. Someone pranked us – maybe one of your friends back home or some rando who follows you, which is just a bit creepy. But either way’ – she lifts her hands – ‘it’s gone.’

And just like that, it’s over. Isla takes her phone to her bedroom. Luca plays Mario in the den. And Julia, getting ready for her night out, in her expensive new dressing room, in her expensive new home, goes back to thinking about the other things on her to-do list, and forgets all about the video on her daughter’s phone.
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DARK POLISHED WOOD AND gleaming high tables greet Julia when she pushes through the door of Capitol Bar later that same evening. It’s busy with Friday-night revellers, and it takes her a few minutes to find an empty booth. She’s early, having jumped in a cab as soon as Pauline showed up to mind the kids, and is deep in work emails when Eleanor arrives, descending on her like a tornado.

‘Juju! My god! So good to see you!’

Julia inches out of the booth and Eleanor pulls her into a hug.

‘You too,’ Julia says, standing back to take in her friend. Like Julia, Eleanor is short and favours heels, but that’s where the similarities end. Where Julia is ash-blonde and fair, Eleanor is dark – dark hair and Bambi eyes, with a ski-slope nose, full pink lips and an always-on smile. She hasn’t changed much from the twelve-year-old girl Julia met all those years ago at school; not in appearance and not in personality. Eleanor is opinionated and dramatic and bossy and loud, as though making up with presence for what she lacks in stature. However – Julia reminds herself – she’s also loyal and kind and good. Her my-way-or-the-highway take on life can get a bit much, but Julia – mostly – understands that it’s not that Eleanor thinks her opinions are superior to those of others, it’s just that she’s blinkered; she thinks everyone experiences life the same way she does. This is not at all the case. Eleanor lives in a 4,000-square-foot townhouse on Dublin’s wealthy Morehampton Road and her life is nothing like that of 99 per cent of the population. Tonight, in her pink silk midi-dress with gold hoop earrings, she looks every inch a model. Though of course she’s not – she’s Eleanor Jordan-Keogh, one-time PR, now stay-at-home mum of three and, to Julia’s irritation, world expert on parenting teens, although her eldest child is six.

‘So how are you? My god, I can’t believe you actually left the bright lights of California for Dublin!’

Julia laughs. ‘Says the woman who wouldn’t leave Dublin 4 in a fit.’

‘Sure, but you’ve always been the high-flyer. I mean, your business! I read about it in the Sunday Indo.’ Her eyes are wide. ‘Did you really get that much when you sold?’

‘Well, I don’t know how much was mentioned, but yeah, it was a good decision.’

‘You’re a millionaire! Wait’ – she glances side to side with exaggerated care and lowers her voice – ‘a billionaire?’

‘No! But I’ll buy the drinks tonight.’

This is a figure of speech, of course. Julia won’t need to buy the drinks. Eleanor sold her own business, a PR firm, some years earlier, and her husband’s job in hedge funds means no mortgage on the cottage in West Cork, the villa in Peschiera or the townhouse in Dublin 4.

A waiter arrives and Julia orders a bottle of Veuve Clicquot.

‘Oh, three glasses, please!’ Eleanor calls after him. She looks at her watch. ‘Anya will be late, as always.’ She rolls her eyes and Julia wonders for the hundredth time why Anya has to be there at all.

Eleanor leans in. ‘By the way, she nearly choked when I told her you’d be living in Brentwood.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I phoned her last month and mentioned you were here viewing houses. She’s been dreaming of living there since they knocked down the convent and laid that first brick.’

‘Oh. I didn’t realize.’ Julia chews her lip. ‘I hope it won’t look like I’m trying to rub her nose in it … Gabe was really fixated on Brentwood because all the houses come with a garden lodge, and he needs a studio to paint.’

‘Ah – I assumed it was because it’s just across the road from Kerrybrook. That you wanted to be close to home.’

Julia dips her head non-commitally. That hadn’t been part of the decision. Her parents had moved to the west of Ireland five years earlier, selling the family home in Kerrybrook, so there was no practical reason to live near by. No nostalgic reason either. Julia’d had a pretty happy childhood, but she wasn’t sentimentally attached to where she’d grown up. And of course, Donna had grown up there too. That made it … strange.

A sudden memory flashes through her mind. Julia and Donna aged ten, cycling endlessly around the green in Kerrybrook, for no purpose other than summer and time. Before starting secondary school, before meeting Anya and Eleanor. Before discovering make-up and cider and boys. Simple innocent pleasures that Anya later laughed at. Julia remembers going back to Donna’s house to watch MTV, their shared love of Madonna and Bon Jovi, belting out the lyrics to ‘Like A Prayer’. Julia’s mother standing at her front door, calling across the green for her to come home at teatime. Julia curling up on an armchair to watch The Fall Guy and The A-Team while her younger brother and sister bickered over space on the couch. Her bedroom with its Smash Hits posters on purple walls. Would the new owners have painted her room, now that her parents had sold? She shakes herself. Nostalgia isn’t her thing.

‘Nah, that was just chance, really,’ she tells Eleanor.

‘Your mum and dad must be thrilled to have you back.’

Julia shifts on her seat. They’ve visited her parents exactly once in the month they’ve been home and other than that they’ve relied on weekly video calls, just like they did from San Diego. ‘Yeah, they’re delighted.’ In her head, she adds ‘visit Mum and Dad’ to her to-do list. ‘But no, renting in Brentwood has nothing to do with Kerrybrook: the garden studio was the main draw – that and the security of a gated complex.’

‘For crime-ridden Foxrock? All the bankers and CEOs out joyriding?’ Eleanor smirks and Julia rolls her eyes.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know. I guess it’s because it’s what we had in San Diego and we’re used to it.’

‘So, have you caught up with anyone else? I hope not – I’d better be first,’ Eleanor says with mock seriousness.

‘Of course you’re first. I’ve lost touch with most people from school and college.’

A beat passes as they both remember why, and an image of Donna flashes through Julia’s mind for the second time in minutes. In the States, she could go months without thinking about her. Gentle, quiet, unassuming Donna. Anya used to say she was boring, and sometimes Julia believed it because it was a little bit true. Donna didn’t have Eleanor’s charisma or charm. She didn’t have Anya’s spiky magnetism. But she was good and kind, with a wry sense of humour that most people missed. And they didn’t appreciate her until she was gone. God, being home is hard.

‘Well, I’m all you need,’ Eleanor says. ‘I drink champagne, I love shopping, and I can even be dragged to the gym as long as there’s lunch after. I’ve got some new Lululemon bits I’m dying to try out.’

Julia smiles. Eleanor had read once that Victoria Beckham never wore sportswear outside the home. If Victoria doesn’t do casual, then neither do I, she’d announced, and had stuck to this rule rigidly since.

‘I won’t have time for the gym,’ Julia says. ‘I’m still sorting the kids and the house, and I’ve taken on a new work contract.’

‘So you’re still sacking people, even after selling your sacking-people business?’

A group of women around their own age files into the booth behind them, loud with excitement on their night out. Julia raises her voice above the din.

‘Yep! Only twenty hours a week, so I can focus on the kids. I’ll take on more hours in October.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘Ish … It’s weird having a boss again, but I don’t miss all the admin. You’re probably the same?’

Eleanor nods. She had worked in PR all over the world before setting up her own agency in Ireland, only to realize she was stuck doing all the things she hated – admin, HR, accounts – while missing out on what she loved. She’d sold the business with – expensive – help from Anya, who ran Hase Accounting, a successful mid-size accountancy firm. Not that Eleanor had a choice about using them – Anya’s business model was to put pressure on everyone she knew to use her services.

‘Yeah, I’ll go back to it someday, but I’m in no rush. And Gabe? How’s he doing? Any sign of getting a proper job? Or is he still trading off making twinkly eyes at people and getting them to buy his art?’

Julia laughs. ‘He’s good. Laid-back as ever.’ As she says it, she’s conscious that it’s not true at the moment. ‘And his eyes are still twinkly, even if his hair has disappeared.’

‘The smartest man I know. He could have had his pick of anyone in our class in college – guys or girls – and he ends up with the one who finances his art career. He didn’t actually seem that smart in college, to be honest.’ She leans closer. ‘Do you reckon Gabe ever resents having to rely on you financially?’

‘God, no. In fairness, he’s not into buying “stuff”. And he earns enough to pay for the things he does like – meals out, gig tickets, endless T-shirts – just not enough to pay for less fun things like rent or bills, which suits him fine.’

‘Now that I can relate to, though for me it’s not so much gig tickets as Zadig & Voltaire with a dash of Moët.’ Eleanor looks around. ‘Speaking of which, where’s he gone with our champers? Are you in the mood for some tapas?’

‘Go for it.’

‘OK, let’s get patatas bravas and prawn pil pil. Anya won’t eat anyway, she never does. So how’re the kids? It must be hard for them … I was reading some research the other day that said the absolute worst time for upheaval in a child’s life is—’ She stops herself, perhaps noticing Julia’s expression.

‘They’re OK,’ Julia says carefully as the waiter arrives with the bottle of champagne and three flutes. ‘Luca’s missing his old life, but we got him a pet rabbit and that’s helping. Isla – well, she needed a fresh start. She was struggling, problems with one particular girl.’

‘Oh no, poor Isla. At her old school?’ She turns to the waiter, who has finished pouring champagne, and orders the food.

‘Yes, and then Riley, that’s the girl, joined her soccer team too. Soccer was her escape, so that was hard.’

‘Awful. Why are kids so mean? I’m dreading mine getting to that age.’ Eleanor’s kids are still tiny – Julia is the outlier among their wider group of friends, the first one to have a baby. The fix-the-marriage baby followed by the second fix-the-marriage baby followed by the split. Eleanor, on the other hand, had spent her twenties and thirties travelling, and had married and divorced a tennis coach in Cairns before coming home to settle down at thirty-seven with her childhood sweetheart, Ian Keogh.

‘Yeah, it was difficult.’ She takes a careful sip of champagne. ‘Long story. Too long for tonight, especially if Anya’s going to descend any minute.’

Eleanor looks at her watch again. ‘Jeez, this is late, even for Anya.’

‘She always valued her time more than anyone else’s.’

‘Ah now, she’s not the worst.’

She literally is the worst. Julia casts her mind back to the fight two years earlier. Anya’s out-of-the-blue email asking for advice on an employee ‘issue’. No reference to the fact that she was asking Julia to provide for free a service that usually cost four hundred dollars an hour. Just a clipped request for advice. Julia had given it. What else could she do? She wasn’t going to charge a friend – even someone she hadn’t been close with in almost twenty years. And it was pretty straightforward. Anya had caught one of her employees offering accountancy services off the books to existing clients at a discounted rate. It meant no fee for Hase Accounting, only for Vincent Gale, the employee. What Vincent didn’t realize was that one of the customers he’d offered his services to was Anya’s friend, Anya explained to Julia, though she didn’t say who it was. If she had, Julia might have asked for follow-up details and spared herself some drama. Anya wanted to fire Vincent Gale. Julia had explained that she needed to suspend him on full pay first and carry out an investigation. But ultimately, if he’d definitely been stealing clients, yes, she could eventually fire him.

And then all hell broke loose.

Vincent Gale did not go down easy. He was, Julia later realized, someone exactly like Anya: self-delusional and believing himself always in the right. When Julia first heard he’d sued for unfair dismissal, she was bemused. He’d been caught – he didn’t have a leg to stand on. But there was more to it than that, she soon discovered. Anya hadn’t suspended him on full pay. She hadn’t carried out an investigation. Like the best narcissists, she didn’t really think the rules applied to her. Why should she pay him when she knew he’d been stealing? she said. So she fired him outright. And of course Vincent Gale won his case for unfair dismissal. Anya had to pay out and suffer a humiliating PR mess. She blamed Julia, claimed Julia hadn’t explained things properly, lashing out like an aggrieved toddler who didn’t like being in trouble. And that was the last time they spoke.

Eleanor picks up her phone. ‘I’ll try ringing.’

‘Or just leave it?’ Julia says lightly. ‘If she’s coming, she’ll turn up, and if she’s not, she’s not.’ Here’s hoping.

Eleanor purses her lips. ‘Isn’t it time you two buried the hatchet?’

Julia bristles. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean.’ Eleanor’s voice softens. ‘It was twenty years ago.’

Ah.

‘And Donna would have hated that we fell out over it.’

Julia can’t help thinking Donna would have hated that she was dead more than any subsequent falling-out.

‘If she turns up, I’ll be civil. Now, enough about Anya. How are you?’

A half hour slips by as Eleanor fills Julia in on life in the Jordan-Keogh house: three under six, and so much joy and fulfilment, but no sleep and no time. Julia smiles to herself. Eleanor might have three under six, but she also has a full-time nanny and a cleaner twice a week. The average busy parent would have to dig deep to find sympathy. The waiter returns with golden patatas bravas smothered in sauce and a sizzling prawn pil pil. As they eat, Julia tells Eleanor about the attic video.

Eleanor’s eyes widen. She puts down her fork and picks up her phone. ‘Is it still up? Can I see it?’

‘No, it’s gone.’

‘Ah, OK.’ Now Eleanor’s pulling down her notifications and efficiently swiping them away. She stops, frowning. ‘Who’s tagging me on Facebook? I haven’t done anything remotely Facebookable in ages.’ She clicks in and her mouth drops open.

‘Oh my god …’

‘What is it?’

‘Jesus Christ. It’s Anya.’

‘What’s she done now?’

‘She hasn’t done anything. She’s dead.’
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JULIA STARES. HOW CAN Anya be dead? Isn’t she supposed to breeze in the door any second? Busy and arrogant and annoying and alive? She waits for more, but Eleanor has lost the ability to speak and is sliding her phone across the table.

Julia swivels the phone. On-screen, there’s a photo of Anya. It’s the professional headshot she uses for LinkedIn: her dark hair shiny, her eyes fixed on the camera, her mouth closed in a knowing smile. The photo’s been shared by Chris, her partner. Julia begins to read.


It is with great sadness and shock I announce the sudden death of Anya Hase, my partner, my future wife. I’m heartbroken, as are her parents, Dieter and Margot, her aunts, uncles and cousins, and her adored grandmother, Birgit. Funeral arrangements to be announced. Please share the news with those not on Facebook. We ask for privacy at this time.

Chris



‘Is this real?’ As soon as the words are out, Julia wonders why she said them. How could it not be real? Nobody posts fake death announcements on Facebook.

‘I … I …’ Eleanor is floundering. ‘It looks real … it’s Chris’s account and there are dozens of comments. My god. What do you think happened?’

Julia shakes her head. ‘I have no idea. Who tagged you?’

Eleanor checks her phone. ‘A guy she uses for marketing. We met a few times when I did work for Anya.’

‘Do you know him well enough to PM him?’

Eleanor nods and begins to type. Within moments, a ding signals a reply.

‘Oh my god.’

‘What?’

Eleanor passes the phone so Julia can read it herself:


Anya was taking a bath. She was on her own in the house. Chris was in LA for work. She’d had some wine. Quite a bit, it seems. And she slipped under the water and drowned. Do pass to other friends, but only if they’re close. She wouldn’t want it known publicly.



Eleanor’s eyes glisten.

Julia feels sick. ‘Oh Jesus.’

‘My god, poor Chris.’ Eleanor’s tears spill over now. ‘I’d better message him.’

Julia doesn’t envy her. What do you even say? But Julia’s never met Chris, so maybe it’s OK to leave this kind of thing to Eleanor.

Eleanor is reading again. ‘Chris found her, apparently. But not until this morning …’ Her voice tapers off to a whisper.

‘Fuck.’

‘Police reckon she’d been there since Wednesday night.’

‘Oh no. That’s horrific.’ There’s a wobble in her voice and Julia works to control it. Jesus, she didn’t even like Anya. It’s hypocritical if she cries now. And yet. A one-time childhood friend is gone. A real, live human is dead. Imagine slipping under the water, a whole life snuffed out, just like that.

Trance-like, Eleanor picks up the third champagne flute.

‘We’re sitting here waiting for her, complaining that she’s late, and of course







TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Bantam 
Penguin paperback edition published 2025

Copyright © Andrea Mara, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by R. Shailer/TW
Cover imagery © Arcangel and Shutterstock

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-529-19790-7

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Transworld

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
SOMEONE
IN THE
ATTIC

Home alone? //‘

y

‘Think again ...
8 w‘\m’> ; e

R : e






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


