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For

JOANNA, CAROLINE AND YVONNE

And For

LILIAN, MARGARET AND MARK BOND
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I shall not cross the sleeping hill

Nor take the homeward road again,

The whispering woods, the hidden vale,

The soft winds call to me in vain.

I shall not see your blinded face,

Dear house now crumbling slow to dust,

I will not gaze upon your death

Who gave me life to hold in trust.

Your kindly hearthstone has grown cold,

Yet silently your faith you keep

(Mute victim of the strife of men)

With generations long asleep.

They say your beauty haunts you still,

Wrought out through all the patient years,

And breathes an immemorial peace

Transcending mortal hopes and fears.

The peace of God, dispensed to men

With hearts to service consecrate

In loyal thraldom to the land

And courtesy to small and great.

So, dying, in your old grey stones

Unmeasured memories remain,

The long lost silence of the world,

The grace that will not come again.

(Lilian Bond)
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Somewhere I'll find her - somewhere, somewhen. I know that she is here, in this vicinity, because back in my youth she said she would be and from the beginning I could trust Katharine.

It is springtime. I have always returned in the spring, in my mind. Now, though, I am back in reality.

Blueness surrounds me - a whole sea of bluebells. We knew them as granfer greygles and they coloured our springs just as they are colouring this one. Amidst the blue, and the rampaging greens of weeds and ivy, what is this I see? A clump of poetaz narcissi, half hidden yet smelling sweetly. So shall I also see Banksia roses, Riccartonii fuschias and the old walnut tree that the rooks fed from so greedily? Maybe.

There is one scarlet bloom on the Smithii rhododendron, over by the stone wall. There used to be so many. But that was before Nature took over from the gardeners. Before suckers and creepers choked the shrubs and trees that were once tended so lovingly.

I stand by the wide wooden gate that marks the entrance to our grounds and cannot see the House. Undergrowth gone wild conceals it from prying eyes. I am not at all sure that I want to see it. Better to remember it as it was than to confront its crumbling walls. Or is that cowardly of me?

I must find Katharine. Brambles and convolvulus cannot bar me from her. Nothing can, for I am finally back. How long it has been, since I lived here with Jeremy and William and, of course, Katharine! Why, it will soon have been half a century ...

In some senses it seems longer in retrospect. When we lost our home, we also lost our moorings. But I am not here to dwell on what was and nor am I bitter, though I am heavy-hearted. I am here, purely and simply, in search of Katharine.

She told me, all those years ago, that I would return. Little did I dream, then, the circumstances I would be returning in. It was fortunate for me that I could not see as she saw. It does not do, to see too far into the future. The seeing might make us fearful when, in fact, there is nothing to fear and much to be thankful for.

I must bear this in mind as I round the last bend of our drive. Rounding it, I stand stock-still and sigh.

Those well-loved walls that housed us have crumbled virtually to dust. Just a shell is left and the sadness in me is overwhelming. There is room, though, for relief that William and Jeremy are not with me. I would not want them to see the desolation I am seeing.

What is this? Words of warning confront me now, written on a big notice:

ORDERS ARE MEANT TO BE OBEYED

DISREGARD OF THEM HAS CAUSED DEATH

I cannot obey orders to keep out of my house. It might even be that my death is necessary for the finding of Katharine.

Memory directs my feet towards the medieval wing, some of which is still standing. And I hear my voice calling "Katharine ... Katharine."

Then there is silence, broken after a while by the sound of gunfire. Is the world again at war? I could believe that it is. I could believe anything.

A mist swirls in. Purbeck mists are invariably sudden, so I am not surprised by this one. It soon surrounds me, enfolding ... obscuring.

"Katharine!" I call again.

My voice echoes through the mist. Or is it echoing?

Now I know that it is not, for I can see Katharine. She is emerging from the oldest wing and is saying my name. Then she beckons.
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Whenever Jeremy came home, we seemed to be back on our honeymoon. I imagine that the same applied to other servicemen and their wives during the war still waging in 1943, but I tended to think that this just happened for Jeremy and me.

So it had been between us since our marriage in 1939. I wondered sometimes whether our bond went back before that - before, even, our first meeting. Did some bonds date from former lives? I wouldn't find that surprising. And I seemed to see recognition in Jeremy's eyes as we met that first time. We met here, in Tyneham.

I had come with a friend, Yvonne, for a picnic and a walk. We both loved Dorset and in particular her Purbeck hills, which enclosed a special world. This was a world at peace with itself: a world of simple pleasures and of spectacular vistas. To stroll on Tyneham Cap, above Brandy Bay, was to be awed by the jagged splendour of Gad Cliff and by the beauty of Gold Down as it dipped to Worbarrow, while a climb to Flower's Barrow was rewarded with access to Ring's Hill and means of descent to glorious Arish Mell.

Flower's Barrow was so high that at times that climb seemed almost vertical. From its lofty vantage point, it was simple to bring to mind images of prehistoric man defending his fortress with slings and stones. But then, I was ever fanciful.

So it could have been my fancy, when Jeremy first strode up from Long Ebb towards Ocean Seat, where we were picnicking, and seemed to recognise me. He has said since, though, that I was not imagining things. And we have both come to think that our mutual recognition belonged beyond this lifetime.

We talked then, like old friends, and I bless Yvonne for her understanding. There we were, two apparent strangers who had soon forgotten her.

I was nineteen and of the belief, until that meeting, that I had been in love before ... that I knew how love felt. Well, I didn't. I knew nothing of love, before Jeremy's advent.

He was the other half of me, as I was of him. Without him I had existence, but I was not alive as I have been since. I was in limbo - waiting, I now see, for Jeremy and for the life he brought me.

That life was concentrated in Tyneham, where the Tice family had lived for four centuries. The House that we lived in was of Tudor origin, except for one wing dating back to the fourteenth century, and it stood apart from the rest of the village, sheltered from the sea winds by its plantings. So apart did it stand, there on the valley floor, that one needed to be half-way at least down the Cowleaze Knap before even a chimney could be seen between the trees.

I remember teasing Jeremy, the first time he took me to it, that his House could not possibly exist. No sooner had I begun to tease him than there opened a gap through which he pointed out to me the mullioned windows of the tall north gable.

This was my very first glimpse of Tyneham House, which began as a hall two storeys high, with an open timber roof of fine design, and which was extended in Tudor and Elizabethan times to its present imposing size. I doubt there was ever a more gracious manor, with a more tranquil atmosphere. Shabby, some furnishings may have been, but the House was not for show - it was home, and had been since 1543.

Jeremy was acutely conscious of its long history and of the forebears who had passed on to him this precious legacy. He had a deep sense of duty to them and to future generations, speaking often of the need to preserve his heritage. He spoke, too, of those who depended on him for their livelihood and of how he must never fail them. I loved him for his attitude, and for so many things. How I loved him!

"What are you thinking?"

Jeremy had asked the question. We were seated in the drawing room as the sun was sinking and were alone for the moment. William, his grandfather, who lived with us - or, rather, whom we lived with - was out on duty as platoon commander of the Tyneham Home Guard and was due back shortly. Smiling at my husband in the glow from the log fire I told him: "I wasn't so much thinking as wondering."

He grinned, his grey eyes crinkling, and rose from his chair on the far side of the William and Mary fireplace. With unhurried stride, he came across to me and squatted at my feet, his arm on my knees. "I see," he said, as I smoothed an unruly lock of dark hair back from his forehead. "So you were wondering, just as I was, when this war will end."

"Yes." I had long since stopped being surprised by Jeremy's ability to read my mind. "I'd been re-living the picnic and the sight of a lone figure striding up from Long Ebb ... "

"So had I, except that I couldn't take my eyes from the vision of a lovely girl tucking into a sandwich!"

I made a face at him. "You're making it sound so unromantic, whereas I ... I was trying to visualise future picnics, when the war is finally won and there's no need, ever, for you to leave me again."

Drawing my face to his, Jeremy gently kissed my lips. Then he said: "When I have to leave, I always take you with me. You're never alone, Catherine, and never have been since that fateful picnic. We might be separated physically at times, but you and I can't be apart, essentially. That said, this old war must eventually end and, when it ends, my love, how we'll celebrate!"

We spoke then at some length, in the gathering gloom, of the form our celebrations would take. We would permit ourselves a short break and would walk where walking was forbidden at present because of the sea defences. Jeremy longed to take me across the cliffs to Kimmeridge, and to visit old friends of his at Chapman's Pool - as well as to show me where the best fossils were to be found, near Little Bindon.

To walk in freedom with him would be to access heaven, and there was much to see locally that I had not yet seen on account of the mined beaches and other restrictions. While walking, in peacetime, we would find somewhere private beneath God's sky and would make love there, in summer's sweet air.

Though the war was still on and it was growing dark in the drawing room, with Jeremy's arms around me and his lips brushing mine, I could believe briefly that peace had arrived and that we were out there, loving each other at the heavenly height of summer.

Then William walked past the east windows, along the terrace, and we knew that in a matter of moments he would be joining us. So Jeremy struck a match and lit lamps to either side of the fireplace while I pulled down the blinds and drew the curtains.

The world was at war again, bringing nightly raids by the Germans and necessitating blackout regulations, and we were back in the drawing room with its wainscoted walls of warm biscuit, its paintings and its Regency furnishings. On a small work table positioned in one east window stood a tall china jar filled years ago with pot-pourri. This had never been replenished, according to Jeremy, yet it still perfumed the whole room faintly.

As the door opened to admit William and one of the Labradors that seldom strayed far from him, the grandfather clock struck six from the first-floor landing.

"Ah, so the lamps are alight!" William said with satisfaction, approaching the fire eagerly and seating himself in his favourite chintz-covered chair to warm his hands and - Horus at his feet - face the two of us.

"I thought, from outside, that you must be elsewhere, as the room seemed so gloomy. It's going to be another cold night. Can't say that I care for February. All that can be said in its favour is that spring is on its way."

The two men started conversing and I thought, as I often had before, how alike they were, both in looks and manner. William was tall and spare, like Jeremy, and once had the same dark hair. Now his was white, above a face that was still handsome, if lined. The wonder was that he did not look older than his eighty years, after all he had endured, but he in fact looked at least ten years younger.

Jeremy attributed that to this environment, which sustained in times of trouble and pain, and which calmed the soul unfailingly. William had needed the sustenance and calm after his daughter-in-law, Geraldine, died giving birth to Jeremy. That was in 1913. The following year Jeremy's father, John - William's only son - went away to war, returning at its end a broken man. His heart broke on Geraldine's death and now his spirit too was broken by what he had seen and done during the Battle of the Somme.

He survived until 1927, but was withdrawn and lost to Tyneham whose management was left to William. Maybe it was all the responsibility that had kept William young - for he was still largely responsible, with Jeremy now away at war. I helped him, of course, to the best of my ability, but I was a woman and Tyneham had traditionally been managed by a man.

The men were by now deep in discussion and I half listened for a time to their assessment of the world situation. Last month, Churchill and Roosevelt had met in Casablanca to plan future strategy and it seemed to William that this would include allied invasion of Sicily. The allies would defeat the Italians just as on 31 January the Russians had forced the German Sixth Army's surrender at Stalingrad. The war was going our way at last.

"Could fighting end this year?" I asked.

"I'd estimate that there's a good chance," William answered. "In my opinion, Mussolini's days are numbered and Hitler's position has been weakened. The tide is turning for us, and the Germans will not be able to withstand the Second Front when it comes. Is that your view, too, Jeremy or am I being over-optimistic?"

"That would be unlike you," Jeremy smiled. "Hard facts are more your forte than a surfeit of optimism. For me, the turning point came with Montgomery's victory at El Alamein and the allied entry of Tripoli. I agree that we're well on our way to ending this bloodbath." Then he turned to me, saying: "So yes, Catherine, my darling - there's a strong possibility that before this year's out we'll have brought Jerry to his knees and I'll be home with you in Tyneham."

I sighed at this and said: "That's when you'll need to convince me I'm not dreaming. I've dreamed so often of leading a normal life with you, whatever normality might mean. I've tried to picture the rector back in his rectory, the fishermen hauling their nets in again at Worbarrow, the rightful occupants restored to 'Sheepleaze' and no Nissen huts in our valley. But I long to go beyond the dream. Oh, Jeremy, we have so much to look forward to, haven't we?"

He hugged me, while William looked on indulgently.

There were RAF offers stationed at the rectory, and soldiers at 'Sheepleaze' - Philip Draper's house on Worbarrow Cliffs - forming part of the defence group set up to protect the Telecommunications Research Establishment at Worth Matravers against a seaborne raid.

Other than their presence and the gunfire to be heard from the army firing ranges at Lulworth, we were not unduly affected here by the war. So I suppose it was wrong of me to complain, when I had so much to be grateful for. But I missed my man unbelievably when he was away and, though I tried not to, I feared for his safety. War was such a waste and there had been so much carnage. I just wanted this to cease and my husband to return safely to me.

When the grandfather clock struck seven we made our way to the dining room, which was reached via a lamp-lit corridor from the entrance hall and a short flight of stairs. Norman Ayles, our houseman, tended the lamps daily, trimming their wicks, cleaning and refilling them so that they were ready for lighting each evening. He then lit those that were needed on staircases and corridors before eating with cook in the kitchen and retiring. He retired early and rose early, as is the tendency in the country.

I liked the long shadows and dark corners created by oil lighting and did not even slightly miss the electricity that lit and heated my family home in Hampshire. Maybe I would have missed it, though, had I been burdened with Norman's duties.

The dining room faced south and east, so from its windows the terraced flower garden and hanging West Plantation as well as the haha and lawn could be seen. But not after dark, of course, when the blinds were down and the curtains drawn.

I thought of this as the portrait room, for its pale green walls were populated with an amazing array of Tice ancestors. In an elaborate frame over the chimney-piece hung an unfinished Gainsborough copy of Rubens's Antwerp altar-piece 'The Descent From The Cross'. This fine work rather eclipsed some lesser works on the walls, but it was the faces that interested me more than the artistry.

For they were all essential to Jeremy. Without them, he would not be. Dating back several centuries, his antecedents peered out from their frames as we ate and as we took our ease. Like us, they had lived and breathed and procreated (that is, Jeremy and I hoped to procreate!) and like them we would one day die and look down from our frames on future generations.

Could they see us? Oh, not with their painted eyes, but from wherever they had gone when they died. I imagined that they could and that we would see them if we only knew how to look with our full sight. This had long been my belief, unsubstantiated as yet. But I was fascinated with where we went after death.

I realised suddenly that William was speaking to me.

"Sorry," I said from my stupor. "I was daydreaming again. What did you say?"

"Just that there are two portraits missing."

"Are there?" I glanced round the room but could see no spaces. "Whose portraits?"

"Ours, dimwit!" Jeremy told me with a grin. "William wants us on the wall - and was suggesting an artist. Her name is Catherine Tice."

"She isn't too well qualified," I smiled. "Give her a landscape to paint, in preference to a portrait, any day - especially a self-portrait. She might manage you, though, since she's so familiar with your face."

"Manage me?" echoed Jeremy, after swallowing some of the delicious brisket Lily had prepared. "Is that the best you can summon, in the way of enthusiasm? I'm not sure that I want to be managed. I was thinking more in terms of being immortalised! And as for an artist being familiar with her sitter - I have my doubts as to whether that's altogether ethical. It certainly doesn't sound proper, does it, William?"

I threw my napkin at him, saying: "We'll just have to be improper, then! That is, if I take you on. We should perhaps wait till your face looks more lived in ... and until I'm more experienced in portraiture."

"Don't wait for anything," advised William. "That'd be a mistake. Waiting never pays. If something needs doing, it shouldn't be saved until tomorrow. Better that it be done yesterday. This, life has taught me. And if you're afraid of failing, Catherine, don't be. You won't fail. You've too much on your side - too much talent and too much drive, though you're a funny child."

William tended usually to temper his compliments, and often referred to me as funny. I could see why I was in his eyes, and why he still thought of me as a child. To someone of eighty, twenty-three must seem almost unweaned - and William was bemused by my artistic streak, finding it intriguing that I frequently drifted off in to long reveries as in my mind I considered a composition or a technique.

Not that there had been much time, since the war's outbreak, to sketch and paint. I was kept busy on the land and assisting William in the day-to-day running of the House and estate. But a wonderful aspect of being an artist was that I could work on pictures in my head while being useful with my hands. How they had tried, at school, to make me more academic and less intent on pursuing an artistic career! They had failed, however, for I was no great scholar. It seemed to me I had been born to paint.

"You're right," I informed William. "Not necessarily about my funniness, nor my talent, but about not waiting for an older face. Why wait, when the face in front of me is the foundation for all its future faces, and when ... "

The rest of my sentence went unspoken. This was wartime and it was family policy never to refer specifically to dire possibilities. We thought and spoke, as best we could, phlegmatically. "Painting your portrait, Jeremy, will keep you close to me, even when you're back at sea."

"There are, of course, photographs you can refer to in my absence, should your memory fail you."

"As it's bound to!"

His face was better known to me than my own, though I was not going to be drawn on the subject of familiarity again. I had not studied my face with the love and curiosity with which I'd studied Jeremy's. There was no inch of his that I did not know intimately and that I had not touched with my lips and my fingertips. And wherever he was, no matter how far from me, I could see him at will quite clearly. So there should be no problem in painting his portrait while he was gone. It might even prove to be good therapy.

Talk turned then to William's plans for planting and to the health of the schoolmistress, who had been ailing but continuing to teach nevertheless, such was her conscientiousness and love for the children attending her tiny school. William told Jeremy, too, of the Spitfire pilot whose plane ditched last month in Poole Bay, and who was saved by the local Air-Sea Rescue launch COMMODORE.

This had occurred, he said, not long after a four-engined Halifax bomber from RAF Holmsley South, on the fringe of the New Forest, crashed in the grounds of Kingston Lacy House, seat of Ralph Bankes whose illustrious ancestress - Lady Bankes - was known for having defended Corfe Castle against Cromwell and his Roundheads for two and a half years from May, 1643. The crew of the bomber, belonging to 58 Squadron, were killed and a stag was so terrified by the impact that it leapt through the House's dining room window.

"So life in Dorset isn't altogether uneventful," Jeremy observed dryly at the end of William's account. "It's to be hoped that Ralph's family weren't dining at the time. What happened to the stag?"

"I understand," William answered, "that it had to be put down. There must be simpler methods of stocking up with venison!"

He then mentioned that there had been problems again with the hot water cylinder at the rectory, which kept perforating. "The Air Force aren't using it as a dartboard, are they?" Jeremy asked. His question would have sounded facetious but for the fact that the soldiers billeted at 'Sheepleaze' used doors as dartboards and wrenched shelves from the walls for firewood.

"No, they aren't," William responded with a half-hearted smile. "At least, I don't think they are. It seems that the water could be at fault, so we've sent samples off for analysis. It might be that a copper cylinder is needed. The RAF have kindly offered to pay for it."

The telephone rang and William, who was expecting a call, excused himself from the table.

"Shall we go for a stroll?" Jeremy asked me.

"It's rather dark and cold," I said doubtfully.

"It won't be, once we're outside. There's a full moon tonight, and there'll be stars, quite apart from the searchlights. Besides, even if it were as black as pitch out there, I could still steer you around Tyneham - without a Tilley lamp - as if it were light."

"You've convinced me," I grinned, "even if in doing so you've made me sound like a ship!"

"Have I?" He looked surprised. Then another look stole into his eyes as, from his seat opposite mine, he studied me for a while. "I don't see you as ship-like. Shall I tell you how I see you in this instant, Catherine?"

When, in a rush of emotion, I failed to respond, he went on: "You are, for me, the Virgin Mary we see with Jesus on her knee in the window of St Mary's. Your hair, by lamplight, is like a halo and there's something about your expression - something maternal. I must make a mother of you, my beloved."

I still could not speak. The love in Jeremy's eyes, and his perception of me as Mary, made me teary. As for making a mother of me - I wished he would hurry. Instead of going for a walk, I wished we could retreat to the privacy of our room and release the feelings threatening to overwhelm me.

But we walked as planned, warmly wrapped in overcoats and hats and holding hands. With my hand in Jeremy's I felt as tall as he - taller even - and strangely empowered. Thanks to his love, there was nothing that couldn't be achieved and there was no ordinariness in me. Together, we were destined for immortality.

"Look," he said.

I looked where he was looking and saw the moon, seeming to look back at us. It was immediately above, shining from a sky sprinkled with stars. How vast the universe, how astounding! I had read in a book by Vera Stanley Alder that each cell in our bodies formed a microcosm of our solar system, as did our cells in totality, linking us intrinsically with the universe. We were an essential element of it, as it was of us. But oh, how much of creation and its purpose was beyond our limited comprehension!

"Why do men fight?" I asked Jeremy, "when one glance at the skies should be enough to convince us that we shouldn't be fighting? We're surely meant to live in harmony with our world and with humanity."

"I'm sure we are - but try telling that to Hitler or Mussolini! There will always be those with hatred in them, my darling, and spite and greed." He smiled wanly. "Wars won't end until men learn that love is the key to living harmoniously. And first man must find in his heart a need for harmony. I fear, Catherine, that such a need won't be surfacing this week, nor even this century." Taking me in his arms, he held me securely and whispered: "Love is the answer to everything - to our every need. Soon, soon, I'll be answering your present needs, just as you'll answer all mine for me. But not quite yet; let's walk further first, shall we?"

We were postponing the moment knowing that postponement could only increase the pleasures ahead, while also knowing that there were all too few such precious moments left to us this leave. Two days from now Jeremy would be back at sea and we would have just our memories until he next returned to me. We were in the process of making those memories - and the making of them was bittersweet.

Our steps turned then toward Great Wood. From the cliffs, powerful beams searched the sky for enemy aircraft and beyond our sight gunners were standing by to bring down any plane coned by these searchlights. There was a surreal quality to war-strategies and to all the deaths inflicted in the cause of freedom. Sometimes at night I would wake and believe that it had all been a bad dream - that we were free to live our lives as we pleased. But then I would see that Jeremy was not beside me and would know that it was no dream. We were living the nightmare. Our war was real.

The Wood was lit eerily by the moon and stars and man-made beams. We walked among tall chestnut trees, elms and ashes, whose branches swayed and sighed in the breeze. When a strong wind blew through Tyneham, straight from the sea, with our valley effectively like a funnel, it tormented the trees and sounded - even to our accustomed ears - like water rushing in, bent on destruction.

We would hear the gale hit West Plantation with an almighty roar and would know that at any second the House would be hit. It was nerve-racking, waiting - the sole comfort being that our home had withstood such winds for centuries so should withstand this one.

A weasel darted out from under some leaves right in front of us and then was gone again on some quest in the woodland. No doubt he was after a juicy mouse, or maybe a frog or a rabbit. "I used to keep ferrets as pets," Jeremy said. "Not that that was a ferret. Did you know that they can be quite affectionate?"

"No, I can't say I did ... and I'll take your word for it. I've never looked for affection from a ferret and am never likely to, now that I've found you!"

"Who, I wonder, found who? Not that it matters," Jeremy added, cupping my face lovingly in his hands. "We were destined to find each other - and you're looking at someone who didn't believe in destiny. I don't know how I lived, my love, without you in my life." He smiled: "I think it's time."

It was time, for going home and for freeing our emotions. So homeward we went.
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Our bedroom was in the west wing and was known as the North Room. The view from its ancient mullioned window was of Cowleaze Knap, which had special meaning for us, and during Jeremy's long absences I would often sit on the wide window-seat and gaze across the trees to where he had proposed to me. Or I would look instead at our big four-poster bed, re-living different memories.

The west wing dated back to Tudor times and had such low doorways that even I needed to stoop to enter our room, which had wood-panelled walls and built-in shelves overflowing with books. We were above the stable yard that, in Jeremy's childhood, had echoed early each morning with the sounds of grooming - the ring of iron shoes on the cobbles, the clang of bucket handles, the coachman's laborious breathing as he did his curry-combing and of course the horses' snufflings.

There were no sounds from the stables now that the brougham had made way for the motorcar and the coachman was drawing his pension. But Jeremy's description of the sounds from his boyhood had been vivid and from time to time I fancied that I could hear hooves out there on the smooth stones.

I fancied too that the faint scent of lavender in the room, which merged with the scents (if so they can be termed) of scrubbed floorboards, old furniture and dampness, reached me from some earlier era as I lay in my bed enclosed by dimity curtains.

It was perhaps the artist in me making me fanciful. I was given to all manner of fancies, especially when I was alone. There was less time for these, and less need, when Jeremy was home.

I looked at him now as he slept, his head on the pillow that all too soon would be empty. So often, I would lie imagining how it would be if he were lying here beside me and now here he was ... but not for long. Tomorrow he would again be gone. I must not, though, think of tomorrow. To do so would be to spoil the hours left to us, and these must not be spoiled. They must be savoured.

And they would be, because there was only today to count on. I dared not think beyond ... dared not think of the danger aboard Jeremy's minesweeper ... dared not think of anything but my love for him. I thought of him as handsome, and so he was, even unshaven, with fine features, among them a hooked nose. This reminded me of noses I had seen on busts of ancient Romans. Well, with his ancestry it might even be that we could trace his family tree back to that lineage.

As I watched him he stirred, reaching for me spontaneously at the very moment of stirring. I was drawn to him and to his warmth. Soon we were back where we had been after last evening's walk.

But our lovemaking was now less urgent than it had been. It was almost leisurely as we delighted afresh in our loving and in the bodies that fitted together so perfectly. Jeremy led me to yet further sensations and ecstasies. Hard to believe that we had been married for four years, given this newness and the sense as he entered me of this being his first tender entry. Oh, the joy of such belonging ... oh, the agony!

Our love and longing again spent for the moment we lay, limbs entwined, and slept for a brief while.

Then, his lips brushing my cheek, Jeremy asked me: "Do you ever feel ... restricted by your body? That might seem a strange question, coming so soon after our bodies have behaved with such delicious freedom." He smiled slightly sheepishly. "But I meant it in the sense that ... "

" ... because we're embodied, we aren't as free as we might be?"

"Yes!" Propping himself up on one elbow, he said: "That's it, exactly! The feeling sometimes steals over me that to know true fusion we have somehow to leave our bodies. Not that that is exactly an option. My feeling, though, is often ... strong."

Souls left, upon death. I shivered. He wasn't about to die, was he? I said lightly: "I've often felt, too, that because of my body I can't come close enough to you - which is odd, because no two people could come closer than we do. Or could they?"

After answering me with explorative kisses, Jeremy said: "No, they couldn't possibly! And we couldn't do this if we were bodiless, could we? I'll never complain about restrictions again. Not," he added with a boyish grin, "that I was complaining. I wonder whether we've just made ... "

"A baby? If we haven't, I'll be amazed."

"So shall I," he sighed happily. "After last night, so shall I!"

We spent the morning sick-visiting. Cook's mother, who was once cook to Jeremy's great-grandmother, had been ill with pneumonia and Lily had been most anxious about her. Old Mrs Hodden was now feeling much better, but Jeremy wanted to see her before going off again to war. She was ninety-one and there were no guarantees that she would still be here when next he came home. Nothing in life was guaranteed, so it was best to see someone while you could be sure of seeing them.

'Bumble Bee Cottage', where the Hoddens lived, was down near the gwyle stream, between Tyneham village and Worbarrow. It was small, but comfortable, set in its hollow surrounded by thickets. There were three approaches to it - from the sea road, from across the stream and from a western wicket.

We approached from our side of the stream, via a steep stairway of uneven stone, and were soon enclosed by tall, spiny tea-plants and by the foliage of huge fuchsias that thrived here like weeds, never losing their leaves.

Lily had seen us arriving and now let us in. "T'is right good of you to come," she said as
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