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Claire had never been in the attic in her life. She was just a baby, only a few months old, when her mother vanished off the face of the earth and her father took her to Dublin to get away from the rumours and the wagging tongues.

Now, twenty years later, she was back living with her Grandad in a small country town where she hardly knew a single soul. And with a baby too. So she didn’t really give the attic any thought at all.

Yet the attic in her dream seemed so familiar - a long, dusty room with thick, sloping rafters and hazy beams of sunlight filtering through the small window in the roof.

And it was so vivid - one of those dreams that lingers in your mind for days afterwards. It wasn’t an upsetting dream or anything like that. Probably more peculiar than distressing. So she wasn’t too bothered by it. Just curious as to what it meant.

In the dream Claire was balancing on one of the beams in the middle of the attic. She was concerned that if she stepped off the beam she’d fall right through the floor into the room below. The baby was in the room below and she’d only just gone to sleep after lot of agitation and squawking. The last thing Claire wanted to do was wake her up again.

Claire had the strangest feeling someone else was in the attic too, but she couldn’t see who it was. The shimmering veil of hazy sunlight obscured her vision.

For some reason, though, Claire just knew it was her grandmother. And her grandmother was thrilled that Claire had come to see her. Because there was something really, really important she wanted to tell her.

But when Claire went to step closer to the image she couldn’t move her legs. She grabbed the rafter above her head and tried to shuffle her feet along the beam. But nothing would shift them. She was rooted to the spot.

It was only then she noticed the loud ticking sound coming from behind her.

When she turned around she was amazed to see a beautiful mahogany grandfather clock propped up against the wall and almost hidden behind the door. And as she squinted at it the light glanced off the large brass hand as it moved another notch around the ornate face.

It was approaching three o’clock. The hand seemed to quiver with a tense, muted urgency before it gave the final tick. And a deep chime vibrated through the attic.

Suddenly Claire was wide-awake. And so was the baby! Claire cursed as she mustered the energy to crawl out of bed and scoop little Zoë up in her arms.

At times like this she wished Liam was still around. At least they could take turns getting up in the night. But Liam, as Claire found out, was not a baby man.

Three wonderful, exciting years together. Lots of good times. Claire believed there was a beautiful future ahead of them. Then her father died and her whole world collapsed. 

Her father had been her whole life, ever since her mother disappeared all those years ago. It was such a traumatic, bewildering time for them all. One night they went to bed - the next morning Claire’s mother was gone.

None of her stuff was missing. All her clothes, her shoes, her bits and pieces, were still in their place. Suspicion seeped from every quarter. Which was only natural of course. But it hurt Claire’s father badly when every comment from their neighbours and friends seemed to be loaded with conjecture.

There was a huge search. The Gardaí, the neighbours, all their friends turned out to look for her. But they found absolutely no trace of her.

In the initial confusion Claire’s father deflected the pain by focussing all his attention on his baby girl. She was all he had left. No one was ever going to take her away from him. So he took her to Dublin and never came back.

Grandad visited a few times over the years. And it was from snippets of their conversations that Claire discovered why she didn’t have a Mum like all the other kids. She got the impression Grandad thought someone else was involved, that her mother ran away with another man. It was the only reasonable explanation.

But her father never spoke about it with Claire. Whenever she tried to approach the matter his big gentle eyes would fill up and he’d quickly change the subject.

Then one day Liam appeared. At a bus stop, of all places! And everything else faded into the background. Claire’s life changed gear and cruised along at a wonderful, exciting pace. Dreams were dreamed, hopes were articulated and plans were made.

Then suddenly her precious father was gone. Changing a light bulb and thinking he’d switched off the power. So simple, so unbelievably quick! Liam was the only one she had to cling to. Perhaps she clung too tightly. Perhaps she smothered him.

At first he was totally supportive. But maybe she grieved for too long, took too long let go and pull herself together. Little holes began to appear in their relationship.

But when the tests confirmed she was pregnant Claire believed this was the spark that would cement their love and bind them together forever. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

Liam sulked, moaning that she’d only gone and spoilt all the plans he had for their future. All the things he’d imagined them doing together were now in shreds. He withdrew into his own world and shut her out for days on end. All the little holes were fast merging into one almighty big one.

Then the phone rang late one night and Claire got to it first. When she heard the charged silence before the other person hung up she knew instantly that she’d lost him as well.

So Claire and the baby came back to live with Grandad.

‘Maybe your grandmother was trying to tell you something.’

‘My grandmother?’

‘Your grandmother! You said your grandmother was in the attic.’

Claire groaned. She knew she shouldn’t have said anything to Rene about the dream.

‘I did not. I said I sensed ... I just felt that maybe it was her. But I couldn’t really say who was there.’

Rene had the strangest sense of humour - as dry as a bucket of sawdust but with a keen, wicked edge. There was also a deeper, morbid aspect to it. If a house was cold she’s joke that it was probably built on a graveyard. She saw humour in everything. But she’d often cloak it in a dark, sinister veil.

But you couldn’t take offence because she’d dilute it with a light-hearted, contagious giggle.

Claire met Rene at the antenatal clinic, a tiny body with a big bump and long ginger hair. She was the smallest person there but you noticed her immediately because of the dazzling smile and the intense blue eyes. And the fact that everyone around her was convulsed with laughter.

After the babies were born Rene and Claire kept in touch, meeting every Tuesday for coffee and a chat. Rene was a bundle of energy, taking everything in a good humoured stride. And her baby slept all night and most of the day as well. She was so contented she’d make you sick. Claire was tempted on several occasions to swap babies.

‘Anyway, I knew you’d make fun of me if I told you.’

‘But I’m not, though.’ Rene moved closer. And the look she gave Claire was unusually serious. ‘Maybe she was trying to tell you who murdered her.’

‘What ...?’ Claire felt her heart thump in her chest and she spluttered into her coffee. ‘What do you mean; who murdered her?’ 

She pushed back her chair and went to jump up. Her hand went to her mouth. ‘What are you ... that’s a terrible thing to say. My grandmother wasn’t ... what do you mean? Are you serious? Are you saying my grandmother was murdered?’

‘Oh, Claire, I’m so sorry!’ Rene grabbed her hand and coaxed her to sit back down. ‘I thought you knew already. Surely you must have heard about it? She was your grandmother! And you living in the same house as well. Surely to God someone would have mentioned it to you. Tis common knowledge around here.  Everyone in town knows about it.’

‘Well, I didn’t know about it.’ Claire took a long sip of her coffee, trying to clear her senses. ‘When did ... what happened?’

‘No one knows exactly.’ Rene’s eyes sparkled now. ‘According to my Da – you know he’s an Inspector with the Gardaí? Well, when I was telling him about you the other day, the subject came up. Apparently they found your grandmother sitting in the bus shelter. The one in the street just outside your house. She’d been hit on the head with a blunt object and it seemed she died instantly.’

‘In broad daylight? I can’t believe ... did they catch who did it?’

‘Well, it wasn’t exactly in broad daylight,’ Rene grimaced and rubbed her nose with her finger. ‘According to the report at the time it was three o’clock in the morning. The milkman found her. She was just sitting there. Apparently the poor man was never the same again. He had to give up the milk round. They say he became a bit of a recluse afterwards. And,’ she patted Claire’s hand in emphasis, ‘if you were to believe the rumours, the big old clock in your grandmother’s hallway stopped dead at exactly three o’clock. And there hasn’t been a peep out of it ever since.’

They sat in silence for a while, both of them absorbed in their own thoughts.

‘Why would my grandmother be sitting in a bus shelter at three o’clock in the morning?’ Claire asked. ‘Where was my Grandad?’

‘Well,’ Rene took a tissue from her bag and wiped the baby’s nose. ‘The thinking at the time was that she was meeting someone - that she had a fancy man. But she also had a baby who was only a few months old. The Gardaí believed the fancy man wanted her to go away with him but she couldn’t leave the baby. When she refused to go with him, the fancy man decided if he couldn’t have her then no one else would either.’

‘God, that’s awful.’ Claire wiped her eyes again. ‘Do you realise that baby would have been my mother?’

‘I know.’ Rene sipped her coffee. ‘Didn’t she disappear one day? When you were only a few months old yourself?’

‘Yes,’ Claire sighed as she stood up. ‘And that was enough of a mystery in itself. Now this! It’s all too much for me to take in, I’m afraid. I’ll see you next week.’

Claire went home in a daze. A murder? She couldn’t believe no one had ever mentioned a murder before. Her own grandmother – and no one told her?

Her head buzzed with a million questions to ask Grandad as she charged in through the back door. But when she saw him sitting by the window gazing out onto the garden she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. He looked so thin and frail.

He was so pleased the day Claire phoned and asked if she and the baby could come to live with him. Having them around gave him a new lease of life. Now, though, as she watched the sad old face and the thinning grey hair, she realised he must have so much bottled up inside of him. She was suddenly afraid to say anything about her grandmother in case it all came pouring out.

She pushed the pram quietly into the living room and parked it in the darkest corner, hoping the baby would stay asleep for another half hour at least. 

And when she noticed a large old photograph amongst the clutter on top of the piano a weird shiver ran right through her. The intense young woman’s dark passionate eyes seemed to be looking directly at her. Wide and haunted as if she was trying to say something. Claire gave a startled yelp as she stepped back away from it.

‘For God’s sake,’ she snapped as she rubbed her hands through her hair. ‘Pull yourself together. It’s just an old photo. That’s what you get for listening to Rene.’

She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t noticed it before, though. She sucked in a deep breath and bent closer to get a better look.

‘That’s Caroline, your grandmother,’

Claire jumped when Grandad spoke. She hadn’t realised he was watching her.

‘Has it been there all the time?’

‘No, no. It was up in the attic, ever since the day ...’ He hesitated, as if unsure whether to go on or not.

Claire paused for a moment and rubbed her eyes. And before she could do anything about it the words came tumbling out.

‘Grandad, I know all about it.’

‘You do? Really?’

‘Well, actually, no.’ She put her hand on
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