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�"It's the house," protested Eve, clutching the telephone receiver in a white-knuckled grip, "It seems to make demands of me, it won't let me go".


"What did the doctor say?" asked Robin. Her son usually rang her once a week leaving Eve with the uneasy feeling that he considered it a duty call.


"He suggested it might be the beginning of agoraphobia, but I know it's not that... it's the house."


"Mother, we worry about you," said Robin in his best chief accountant's voice, "you've been like this since father died."


"No, it's since I moved here," Eve corrected him. "You don't understand. The place terrifies me; why, do you know I have started sleeping with the lights on. And then there's the voices..."


"You must get a grip on yourself," he said sternly, "We'll be over to see you at the weekend. I have a conference in London, but I can drop Julie off and pick her up again on Sunday. It'll make a nice change for her... and hopefully we'll have some good news for you by then".


Eve caught her breath.


"Do you think you should? It might be tiring for her."


Neither of them dared speak their thoughts aloud and the silence hung between them full of unspoken hopes and fears. Now, had it been her own daughter, thought Eve, she would have shouted down the phone "Hi Mum, I'm pregnant." But six years of waiting for the longed-for child had made the subject too delicate for discussion, so that they both circled around the subject warily from time to time. At last Eve prayed they would be able to realise their longings and bring an end to the uneasiness between them.


"Nonsense, she's longing to see you again, and to look over the house. We'll see you Friday, about six," Robin replied in what Eve supposed was the pompous voice he used in dealing with office subordinates.


As she replaced the receiver it seemed to Eve that she heard a laugh, half muffled, like the mischievous chuckle the children used to give when they were conspiring against her. Was she going mad, sinking into the decline that afflicted some widows, as Robin tacitly suggested? She had always been so strong, even after David died. Although she had loved her husband, they were never a close-knit couple, like her parents, and she had felt able to cope adequately on her own. That was until the voices started to haunt her.


She remembered that it was after a neighbour called to welcome her that she first heard them. He had been a bluff man in his early sixties, but he spoke as if he were young at heart. A rather nice neighbour she had reflected at the time.


"It's a lovely garden for children," the man had commented, viewing the softly sloping lawns and tangle of trees and shrubbery that formed a small wood beyond the orderly array of flowerbeds. "I hope you have some young ones in the family."


"Afraid not," said Eve regretfully.


"Pity," said the man, "this house could do with some young blood. All the previous owners have been elderly."


He left her feeling slightly guilty about her own age, and with echoes of that strange parting remark. She knew little about the previous owners but her visitor seemed to be a stalwart member of the community and she was happy to accept his word. Perhaps, she ventured quietly to herself, there would be children one day if Robin and his wife overcame their difficulties and her own daughter abandoned her career aspirations. It was shortly after that when the voices began to invade her mind. "Young blood" they seemed to chant, "The house needs young blood."





�


Sometimes she wondered if she was losing her sanity, and began to doubt whether she actually heard the echoing phrase or if the words were merely fluttering on the edge of her own disordered mind. She worked desperately to dismiss the phantoms as she tidied the garden and sunk new plants into the soil. Being alone all the time was not a good thing, she decided, and she began to look forward to seeing Julie again.


****


The next few days Eve spent in an orgy of cleaning and polishing, as if these desperate acts of washing floors and windows would remove unseen forces. By the weekend the house certainly looked brighter, with an early glimpse of spring sunshine slanting through the sparkling panes on to the burnished oak furniture. When Robin and Julie arrived music was blaring from the radio which Eve used to drown the voices swirling around in her head. Her son immediately turned down the volume.


"Mother, you'll deafen yourself if you play it like that," he remonstrated, "Just because you have no immediate neighbours, you don't have to go over the top."


Eve ignored his remark as she hugged Julie and gave her a questioning smile. As if in reply to the unspoken query, Julie said in that flat passionless tone Eve had come to associate with her daughter-in-law -


"The doctor confirmed it yesterday; the baby is due just before Christmas."


A sudden burst of laughter rose to a crescendo in Eve's ears before it died in the empty space between them. It sounded so strong to her that Eve glanced expectantly at the others, wondering why they had not heard it too. Robin reached over and kissed her goodbye.


"Look after each other" he said as he swung out of the house. Julie turned a pale face towards the door as the car revved into action and sped away.


"Such wonderful news, you must be very happy" Eve enthused, leading the girl towards the most comfortable armchair in the room.


"Yes," replied Julie, "I suppose so. It's just... I'm so tired."


"We'll have supper by the fire, if you like" suggested Eve, feeling newly protective towards her daughter-in-law. "Then you can get a good rest. I've made up the back bedroom for you, it has a nice view of the garden."


Julie leaned back and closed her eyes, while Eve retreated quietly to the kitchen. Over supper the girl was more subdued then usual.


"It's very quiet here isn't it" she ventured.


Sometimes I wish it were quieter, thought Eve, but she only smiled back.


"Why don't you have an early night" she suggested, "I'll clear away the dishes."


It was while she was collected the plates and glasses that it occurred to her she must tell Robin about the faulty light switch on the landing. She had intended to get an electrician in to fix it but then decided to mention to her son at the weekend. It would probably only take him a few minutes to sort out. After that everything happened too quickly for events to form a coherent order in her mind.


There was a horrifying thud followed by Eve's sudden realisation that Julie would not be aware of the short downward flight of stairs from the landing to the back bedroom as she fumbled hopelessly for some illumination. Then she heard Julie's thin, agonised scream. For a few seconds Eve froze, her hands immersed in the soapy water, telling herself it was not happening, that her imagination was playing tricks again. But she knew this was no flight of fantasy as she raced upstairs to the pathetic figure lying crumpled up beneath the curtained window. Only a slither a pale moonlight revealed the deathly white features and the pained eyes as Julie clutched her arm and muttered.


"I didn't see the steps."


"I know, dear, I should have warned you," said Eve, helping the girl to her feet and guiding her towards the bedroom.


"You haven't hurt yourself, have you?"


"I think I've cut my arm on the window ledge as I tried to save myself. Otherwise I'm all right."


"I'll get you a plaster, and you must get into bed," Eve's voice was strained as, somewhere in the deep recesses of her mind the voices returned with greater clarity, a note of jubilation in the familiar chant.


Later when the pains started, she called the doctor. They both knew from his solemn expression that there was no hope for the baby, and after Julie had been taken into hospital Eve tidied up the spare bedroom in a fierce surge of energy, trying to drown a conscience that whispered it was all her fault. As she removed the bed linen she wasn't sure whether the small spray of blood dotting the sheet was from the gash in Julie's arm, or the lifeblood of the unborn infant. Then she heard the voices again, for the final time, as they dwindled away into a vast meaningless distance; "Young blood, that's what the house needed..."


Later she cried for the unborn grandchild who had died to give her freedom. Now she noticed that the house seemed to be at peace at last; almost as though it was triumphant after exacting its dues.





