
The House
 

Tap-tap in the still spring night.  So small a sound as to be inaudible in the bustle of day. But now, as 

family and friends gather round the weary old man, conversation is redundant.  Tap-tap, the grim 

reaper drums his fingers, waiting impatiently for the last breath.   And those keeping vigil hear and 

are afraid.  The old man is leaving them, his life's work done.  His house stands around him, a legacy 

for his family in perpetuity.  Tap-tap in the death watch of the night.

 

The young master waits anxiously, deaf to the birdsong.  Upstairs the bedroom is full of expectation 

and pain.  Between the cries is a silence.  Tap-tap.  Mother and sisters hold hands tightly, listening 

fearfully to the tiny sounds and praying that the child and its mother will live.  The mid-wife 

ministers to the young woman, a first cry rings out and the father takes the stairs two at a time.  All 

is bustle and happiness.  The house glows golden in the sunshine keeping them from harm.

 

The family grows.  New generations come and go and the house protects them.  And new 

generations of tiny creatures make the house their home.  Rats in the cellars, mice in the wainscots, 

spiders in their muslin webs and many more, too small to be noticed, feeding and nesting.

Then war comes to the land and the men ride off with hope and confidence.   The women and 

children cluster in the nearby town for strength and company.  The house is silent but not alone.  

 

Xestobium rufovillosum is tiny, blind and confused.  Knocking on wood, tap-tap, a male calls for a 

female but, unseeing, they pass each other again and again until, by chance, they touch and mate.  

Sustained by a gift of food, she lays eggs.  They hatch and the larvae emerge feeding greedily and 

copiously on timber.  Long years later and replete, they pupate, re-emerging as tiny beetles.  Tap 

tap.

 

The family does not return.  Winds lift the slates and rattle the windows until the glass cracks.  Rooks 

build in the cold chimneys.  Seeds blown in the wind take root in the gutters.  The timbers fall apart 

ravaged by the tiny beetles.  They came with the oak as it was hewn and have consumed all.  Only 

brick and stone are left now, the beetles have left on the wind to seek a new house, a new home.
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