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For Mike




From all sedition, privy conspiracy, and rebellion; from all false doctrine, heresy, and schism; from hardness of heart, and contempt of thy Word and Commandment,

	Good Lord, deliver us.




—from the Litany of the 1918 Canadian Book of Common Prayer




















Part I

Preaching to the Choir


1

They Toil Not, Neither Do They Spin


“It isn’t a question of actually believing the teaching,” said Elsa, drilling two neat holes in the sand with the heels of her shoes. “It’s whether or not they believe in the authenticity of the manuscript, that’s all.”

“Gosh, you had better hope that’s all,” said Harriet cheerfully. “It would be so tedious for you, wouldn’t it, to have your research interrupted every so often by cultists wanting to worship the thing you were studying? In my department, now, we don’t have such problems.”

“Good heavens, Harriet—you study money! All sorts of people worship that.”

“Oh, true. Have a grape while I consider a suitable riposte.” Harriet proffered the tin of green grapes that had been nestled on the blanket beside her.

They were seated in the shade of a large blue sun-umbrella—Harriet’s property, like the blanket and the grapes and the vacuum flask of iced tea and the basket that it had all been packed in. They had been there since noon; they had moved the umbrella several times to adjust their pool of shade, and the tea was nearly finished. The day had become blazingly hot, the sky arcing blue-white out over the lake, the water flashing in the sun. Because it was a weekday, the beach was not crowded. A few young people in bathing costumes ran or strolled, according to their preference; a few mothers lay in beach chairs while their children squatted over sandcastles by the shoreline. Elsa and Harriet sat under their umbrella with their books.

Harriet was the golden-haired, rosy, curvaceous one, radiant in a red bathing costume, her long curls tied back with a flowered scarf. Elsa was willowy and long-legged—or, depending on her mood, tall and thin. She wore her much paler hair tightly plaited and pinned up. The black bathing suit she had on was the first one she had ever owned, this trip to the beach only her second since coming to Toronto four years ago. It was late August; the academic year of 1925–26 would not start for another two weeks. It was a period of waiting, of planning and anticipation. The hot, heavy summer air seemed to Elsa to be telling her to go slowly, not to be so eager to rush onward to the new school year. It was an irresistible suggestion, but she chafed at it.

“Cultists aside,” said Harriet, “I am proud of you. It’s not everyone who gets to write her Master’s thesis on a newly discovered manuscript.”

“Oh, I don’t know that I will,” Elsa corrected her hastily. “I’m only hoping Professor Gallagher will give me something on it. It is up to him, of course.”

“Of course. But anyone can see he’s keen on you. Becky Taylor’s young man told me Gallagher never normally takes female graduate students. He’ll give you this Orpheus thing, I’m sure of it.”

“I do hope so.” Elsa had now drilled her heels as deep into the sand as they would go. She took them out, stretched out her legs, and crossed her ankles.

The thought of returning to school, whether or not she got the Bibliotheka Orphika as a thesis topic, was immensely satisfying. All summer, with her brother’s health in doubt and her parents worried about the crops, Elsa’s MA, which she had been talking of as a forgone conclusion at Convocation, had seemed actually a fairly remote and unimportant possibility. Then her father had proved an unexpected ally, and even if she privately judged the reason for his about-face on the subject to be embarrassingly absurd, she was grateful for it. She had packed her bags with a feeling of unreality, not sure until she boarded the train whether the whole thing wouldn’t fall apart at the last moment. But it hadn’t, and here she was.

“I don’t really know that I care for this book,” said Harriet, turning it over to gaze critically at the cover. “My mother recommended it to me, and I suppose it is meant to be romantic—but I just can’t help thinking that the characters aren’t being sensible.”

Elsa leaned over to look at the cover. “It has a picture of a nun swooning in the arms of a—I don’t know, I suppose he’s meant to be a knight? Were you really expecting it to be about sensible people?”

“He’s a Templar.”

“Not dressed like that, surely. He looks more like a court jester.”

“No, you’re right. He ought to have a big cross on him somewhere, oughtn’t he? No, I suppose I didn’t expect them to be sensible. I just wish they would at least discuss the possibility of her leaving the convent—perhaps it’s not feasible, I don’t know, but it seems like the sort of thing they should at least ask about. You know, you can’t be sure until you ask.”

“I think in that sort of book you can.”

“Well, it’s the sort of book one ought to read at the beach, anyway,” Harriet said with a shrug. She eyed Elsa’s little black library volume disapprovingly.

“I don’t think you’re in any position to be critical,” said Elsa dryly. “I’m enjoying my book.” She picked it up again. “Besides, it’s not as if I brought Liddell and Scott with me to look up the hard words.”

“You mean that gigantic dictionary that I saw you eyeing as we were packing our basket?”

“Go back to your wayward nun.” Elsa flapped a hand at her dismissively. “Perhaps she will surprise you on the next page with a little dissertation on the manorial system.”

She rearranged herself on the blanket to lie propped on her elbows, setting her text and her pocket dictionary in the sand in front of her. As she was doing this, two men in bathing costumes strode past quite close to their encampment. One of them—it was all she noticed from this vantage point—had very nice legs, sturdy and well proportioned. His companion’s legs were too thin and hairy for beauty. Elsa looked back at her books, divided between being embarrassed and being annoyed with herself for being embarrassed.

“While it is yet midsummer,” she translated aloud, “tell your slaves: ‘It will not always be summer; build barns.’”

“What?”

“‘Build barns.’ Tell your slaves.”

“‘Is there then no other way?’ groaned Sir Roderick, gazing out from the battlements toward the misty moors. ‘Nay, my liege lord, the ordeal must be undergone. The cardinal will brook of no refusal,’ intoned—”

“Oh, stop!” Elsa put her hands over her ears. “Why did your mother recommend this thing?” she asked when she had taken them away again.

“I expect because it’s terrifically anti-Catholic. That’s what Mother likes, mainly.”

“Oh, I see.”

Elsa looked down the beach toward the lake. The two men whose legs she had been comparing stood near the waterline, looking about vaguely, as if in half-hearted search of something. They were not very far away, but over the noise of a group of children nearby it was impossible to hear their conversation.

She studied them idly. They were young, but not very young: older than the undergraduate men who formed most of her male acquaintance. To judge by their hair and bathing suits, neither of them had been in the water. The one with the less satisfactory legs was the taller of the two, and thinner, and wore a flashy suit in green and yellow stripes. He was dark-haired and long-faced, and affected a pencil moustache, which suited him. His friend, who was just slightly shorter and wore a more conservative black suit, was better-looking all over: broad-shouldered and trim-waisted, with crisply wavy hair the colour of toffee, and a handsome face full of frank, boyish good humour. He was laughing at the thin-legged, moustached man, who had begun gesturing to different parts of the beach with great sweeps of his long arms.

“Oh!” said Elsa, pushing herself up from her elbows.

“Oh?”

“Harriet, I think those men are looking for their boat.”

“Are they?” Harriet was eating grapes again, and did not look up. “How silly of them to have mislaid it.”

“No, I don’t think it’s their fault. That’s what I meant by ‘Oh!’ I think they’re looking for the boat that I let those people take.”

Harriet looked up at that. “That was half an hour ago, and the boat had been sitting there longer than that. They oughtn’t to have left it alone so long.”

“All the same, I think I had better go explain. Hadn’t I?”

“It would be the decent thing to do,” Harriet agreed. “I’ll come with you.”

She got to her feet, adjusted the knot in her scarf, and stepped into her shoes. Together they picked their way past the noisy children to approach the two men.

The handsome one saw them first—or saw Elsa, anyway. He was looking at her with a kind of intrigued half-smile, as if unsure whether she meant to be looking at him or not, when his friend, who had his back to the women, burst suddenly and loudly into song.

Harriet was so startled that she literally jumped. Elsa almost did too. He had one of those surprisingly high, powerful voices that you don’t expect to hear coming out of a man.

“Oh for the wings, for the wings of a DOVE!” he sang.

“Do shut up!” his friend cried. “You’re frightening people!”

“Far away, far away wo-ould I—augh!” He left off with an undignified squawk when his friend dove at him and wrestled him expertly to the sand.

“Be civil, Peachy,” said the wrestler with mock sternness, getting to his feet.

“Psalm 55,” said Harriet. “Mendelssohn, naturally.”

The singer rolled over onto his stomach and goggled up at her and (to a lesser extent) Elsa. “Good heavens, Kit, females! Where did they come from?”

“They walked up, the way that people do on a beach.”

“You have a terrific voice. Are you an opera singer?” Harriet demanded.

He picked himself up and brushed sand off the front of his bathing suit. “No,” he said, thoughtfully, as if he had only just noticed this about himself. “No, I’m not. But you’re right about Mendelssohn, of course.”

“Can we help you at all?” asked the wrestler. “We’re not completely mad—or we’re not both completely mad.”

His accent was lightly, refinedly English, and his eyes were very blue. He was still looking mostly at Elsa.

“We thought,” she began awkwardly, “that … we ought to tell you—at least—you are looking for your boat, aren’t you?”

It was her embarrassment at her errand, not his comeliness, that made her inarticulate. But she thought he was probably more or less used to having girls gibbering at him. He took it in stride, pleasantly.

“Yes, we are,” he said. “That is, we were. It seems to have vanished.”

“It was right about here, pulled up onto the shore?”

“Yes, just here. It was a hired boat, not actually ours.”

“I’m afraid a family took it. A man and woman with three young children. They asked if it were ours, and when I told them it wasn’t, they must have thought it was abandoned, and they took it and rowed away. I’m most terribly sorry. I ought to have stopped them. I didn’t think that it must have been somebody’s boat.”

“I hope,” Harriet put in, “that you hadn’t left anything in it?”

There was a moment’s glum silence.

“We shouldn’t have, should we?” said the wrestler.

“Oh dear,” said Elsa.

“It couldn’t be helped—we were doing a good deed,” said the singer. He turned to scan the lake. “Is that them?” He pointed to a boat not far out, moving slowly and apparently full of children.

Harriet and Elsa said that they thought it was.

“They can’t possibly be out long with all that progeny,” the singer declared. “I suppose they didn’t ask directions to Hamilton before they rowed off?”

Harriet and Elsa said that they hadn’t.

“In that case,” he said, “I feel sanguine about our chances of recovering our property, if we merely exercise patience and don’t let that boat out of our sight.”

“Terrific,” said Harriet. “And in the meantime, you must allow us to buy you ice cream as an apology.”

“Oh, we couldn’t possibly,” said the wrestler.

“Speak for yourself, my man,” said the singer loftily. “I left an unfinished symphony on that boat. I would accept any amount of ice cream from any number of women.”

“Oh dear,” said Elsa again. She wished she would stop saying it.

“He’d written about three bars,” said the wrestler. “The loss to humanity is trifling.”

“Philistine!”

“I am frankly much more worried about our clothes.”

“You ought not to be! Consider the whatsits.”

The wrestler laughed. “Yes, well, I was rather asking for that. But I think it’s verging on the beastly, all the same. You were the one who suggested we could leave our things in the boat and not pay for a locker.”

“By ‘whatsits,’” said Harriet critically, “do you mean ‘the lilies of the field’?”

“That’s right,” said the singer. “Like the fellow said.”

“You mean Our Lord Jesus Christ?”

“He does,” said the wrestler. “You see what I have to put up with.”

“Terrible,” Harriet agreed. “You must absolutely let us buy you ice cream, under the circs. Come. You’re not in a position to treat us, if you’ve left your wallets in your trousers’ pockets in that boat, as I suppose you have. Well?”

“It’s unanswerable, Kit. Unanswerable. We are not in such a position. Damsels, we must accept your charity.” The singer swept a low, absurd bow. “Allow me to introduce myself. Peacham is my name. Peverell, to be specific, but my friends, as you will have observed, call me Peachy.”

This, thought Elsa, was unhelpful. She had no intention of calling him “Peachy,” and the way he had introduced himself had left her unsure whether his name was Peverell Peacham or Peacham Peverell.

“Peacham is his surname,” the wrestler supplied helpfully. “Mine’s Underhill. Christopher Underhill.”

“But ‘Kit’ for the most part,” Mr. Peacham insisted.

“Yes, but it isn’t obligatory.”

“Pleased to meet you both,” said Elsa.

“Delighted! And I am Harriet Spencer, and this is my dear friend Elsa—”

“Nordqvist,” Elsa added quickly.

“She thinks I don’t know how to say it, but I do, and I was going to pronounce it beautifully.”

“I know you were. I’m sorry.”

In Elsa’s experience, people had two main ways of dealing with her surname. Either they adopted a cavalier attitude, apparently feeling that so long as it began with “Nor” and ended with “st” they were doing pretty well, or they enunciated with elaborate care—Norrrrd-ke-vist—which was worse. Harriet, especially when making introductions, had a tendency to fall into the latter category.

“Miss Spencer, Miss Nordqvist. How d’you do?” Mr. Underhill bowed in a much more restrained style than his friend. His pronunciation of Elsa’s name was equally restrained. She was pleased.

There was an ice-cream cart on the street at the top of the beach, still within sight of the wayward boat, as Harriet pointed out. They walked up the beach towards it, four abreast, with Mr. Peacham and Harriet in the middle. Elsa had fallen silent. She did not think of herself as shy, but she rarely had much to say in a group, especially among strangers. The heavy heat, with its encouragement to passivity and sloth, did not help. Harriet had no such difficulty; she shone in company.

“What was the good deed that you were doing when you left your things in the boat?” she asked the men.

“Believe it or not,” said Mr. Underhill, “we were helping some children find a missing dog.”

Mr. Peacham elaborated: “It had gone all the way up the street and was digging in someone’s front garden when we found it. We managed to corner it and reattach the rope they were using as a lead. Quite a herculean labour, all told.”

“The children must have been grateful,” said Harriet. “I’m surprised they didn’t buy you ice cream.”

“I thought the same, personally,” said Mr. Peacham. “I expect the financial side of the thing presented a problem—from the look of them, only a couple had any pocket money. They did, however, give us a frog in a jar by way of reward.”

“We waited until they were out of sight before we released it under a hedge,” Mr. Underhill added. “We didn’t want to seem ungrateful.”

“We were boys once too. Long ages ago.” Mr. Peacham looked affectedly wistful.

Harriet laughed. “And pretty recently, too, from what I’ve seen. But what do you do when you’re not rescuing puppy-dogs for waifs? You must be a professional musician, I guess.”

“Ah! From the depths of my soul to the tips of my fingers, Miss Spencer, I am indeed a musician.”

“Professionally?” Harriet repeated, prosaically.

“Oh, professionally—I profess it, yes, as the earth professes daffodils in spring.”

“Or whatsits,” his friend added irrelevantly.

“But then what exactly,” Harriet persisted, “do you do?”

They had reached the ice-cream cart by this time, but a nanny and a couple of little girls were there before them. Mr. Peacham stopped and looked up at the sky.

“What does any of us do?” he asked, looking back down at Harriet. He draped an arm around his friend’s shoulders. “We breathe, we love, we sing praises to our Maker, we eat bread in the sweat of our brows, we inch toward death day by day, but we live in every moment! That is what we do—isn’t it, more or less, Kit? Sometimes we come to the beach.”

There was silence. Mr. Underhill looked at his friend with undisguised affection. Elsa could see why. His enthusiasm was endearing. She half-expected Harriet to try again: “But how do you earn a living?” But she did not.

“I see,” she said instead, smiling too. “And what are you doing at the beach on a Monday afternoon?”

“By a happy coincidence we both have the day off. You, I suppose, are women of leisure?”

“No, of great industry. We’re university students. I’m a Political Economy major, and Elsa has her BA in Classics already, but she has come back to get her MA. We live at Victoria College—or we will, in two weeks. Elsa’s come to town early and is staying at my house, to help me enjoy my last carefree days.”

“Ah, scholars!” said Mr. Peacham rapturously. “You evoke happy memories, dear girl—happy memories. We were at U of T together—Trinity—aeons ago.”

“Surely not aeons.”

“You might be surprised,” said Mr. Underhill. “We are alarmingly old.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Peacham. “As a matter of fact, it’s Kit’s birthday—and how old do you suppose he is today?”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly—” Harriet began.

“Thirty,” said Elsa decidedly.

“Elsa!”

“No, she’s absolutely right,” said Mr. Underhill.

“Oh, you don’t look it!”

“Yes, he does,” said Elsa. “Or sounds it, anyway. I think when men talk of being ‘alarmingly old’ without having a single grey hair, you can be pretty sure they have just turned thirty.”

Mr. Underhill laughed. “If I could be sure I didn’t have a single grey hair … ”

“But you’re younger, Mr. Peachy, aren’t you?” said Harriet hopefully.

“Older,” he confessed, hanging his head.

“By three whole weeks,” said his friend.

“Well, all I can say is that you don’t seem like thirty-year-olds to me,” Harriet declared. “You seem quite young and unspoiled. I suppose you must not have fought in the War.”

“We enlisted in ’17,” said Mr. Peacham, “but that was a little behind-hand of us, and we never shipped out. We missed the whole show. Nothing to boast about, I suppose, but that’s how it was.”

The nanny and the little girls had got their ice cream by this time, and their party had to attend to the serious business of choosing flavours. Mr. Peacham dithered for some time, finally settling on pineapple. Mr. Underhill chose vanilla. Elsa and Harriet both ordered chocolate, and Harriet paid for everyone.

“I guess,” Harriet said to the two men as they strolled back down the beach, “that you have been friends since university?”

“We’ve been friends since we were twelve,” said Mr. Peacham. “As a matter of fact, we’re step-cousins.”

“Is there such a thing?”

“Naturally. My aunt is Kit’s father’s second wife, hence his stepmother. Therefore I, her sister’s son, am his step-cousin.”

“I see,” said Harriet. “And I guess you are both confirmed bachelors?”

“Oh, I am. Decidedly. I don’t know about Kit.”

This was evidently a joke, because his friend laughed at it, but neither elaborated. There was something rueful in the laughter, which made Elsa think that perhaps Mr. Underhill had recently been crossed in love.

“Now we have got our ice cream,” said Harriet, “you must come back and sit with us, and we’ll await the return of that boat-stealing family.”

The men agreed readily, and they all made their way towards where Harriet’s umbrella was planted in the sand. Mr. Peacham, not forgetting that Harriet had been able to correctly identify the song he had been singing earlier, began to interrogate her about her taste in music. Mr. Underhill dropped back to walk beside Elsa.

He smiled at her but said nothing, and went back to licking the drips off his ice cream. There was something undemanding about the way he smiled, as if it were not necessarily an invitation to conversation, just a gesture of goodwill. All the same, she found herself after a few moments talking to him.

“I hope you were not insulted by my saying you look your age.”

“No, not at all.”

“You don’t, of course.” He looked rather like a boy, particularly when he smiled, and particularly now, because when he had said he hoped he didn’t have any grey hairs, he had riffled his fingers through his hair, making a couple of locks fall onto his forehead in a boyish way.

“No,” he agreed. “I don’t, really.”

“Only I somehow thought that’s how old you were. Harriet, of course, can’t relate to anyone older than twenty-one, or thinks she can’t—she makes an exception for me. I’m twenty-five.” It was gauche of her to mention her age, she thought, especially since it was advanced for a university student. Clearly this was a subject she should just abandon. “I got started late—at U of T, I mean. My brother was offered a scholarship, but he’s not well enough to take it up, so it was extended to his family, and that’s how I was able to afford to come, and why I’m so much older than Harriet.”

“Have you and Miss Spencer been friends long?” he asked, coolly sidestepping the awkward topic.

“Three years. Not long, not compared to you and Mr. Peacham. But it seems ages.”

“It often does with friends.”

“She started at U of T in my sophomore year, and we lived in the same residence. I noticed her straight off—well, she’s the sort of girl you can’t help noticing.” Harriet and Mr. Peacham were far ahead of them by this time, and deep in their own conversation. “But for a long time we never had occasion to talk. I had my own friends from first year, and she was always surrounded by a crowd of girls from her own class—I mean her class at school and her social class. Then I overheard her one day giving a piece of her mind to some upper-year oaf who had made a friend of hers cry, and I thought: I have got to get to know that girl. So I invited her to my room to share some cake that I’d bought, and we discovered that we had the same opinion about several novels, and communed over our common disinterest in men.”

That was how it had happened, but she realized too late that she should have ended that sentence sooner. She looked ahead to Harriet laughing up at Mr. Peacham and felt like a fool.

“We’ve not … maintained that disinterest,” she said uncomfortably.

He said nothing, just offered her that same undemanding smile. She was impressed. She didn’t think she had ever met a man who could have resisted saying something to that.

“It was different, actually,” she said after a moment. “From the beginning it was different for both of us.” She realized that wasn’t very clear. “We weren’t interested in pursuing husbands the way some of our friends were. We were purely interested in studying. But our reasons weren’t the same.

“Anyway, we have been friends since then. You might think we would not have much in common, but I admire her greatly. She has such singleness of purpose, and such generosity. She’s an heiress, but she has the ambition of forming a charitable foundation and opening a school for underprivileged girls—that is why she’s studying Political Economy. And she never makes one feel inferior for not having expensive frocks or box seats at the opera.”

“That is admirable, indeed. I daresay it took courage to invite someone like that over. I mean, if you didn’t see yourself as part of her set.”

“Courage? No, I don’t think so. At least … I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

He shrugged. “Proof that you are generally courageous, I should say. But I may be wrong. I just met you.”

“You did. I expect you’re just impressed by the fact that I can talk to you without giggling. I daresay you don’t get that a lot. Especially at the beach.”

“Oh, why?” He gave her an innocent look.

Elsa frowned at him severely, and he cracked into a little, abashed (and very attractive) smile, and turned his attention back to his ice cream. She laughed.

Ahead of them, Mr. Peacham had broken into song again, this time in German.

“He is very talented, your friend,” said Elsa. “What—if you don’t mind my asking—what does he actually do for a living? Or does he not work?”

“He does,” said Mr. Underhill. “He works as a shop clerk.”

“Oh,” said Elsa. She could see that there was something about this that displeased or saddened him, but she felt reluctant to ask what. They had, after all, just met. Perhaps, she thought, there was a class difference between him and his friend, as there was between herself and Harriet; only, judging by his accent, he was not the one in her position. Perhaps he saw it as a problem. “I suppose one can write symphonies in one’s spare time while working at a shop,” she said. “And one does have to earn a living somehow.”

“One does,” he agreed. “And one can.”

They arrived back at the umbrella, where Harriet and Mr. Peacham had already seated themselves, Harriet in the shade, Peachy in the sun. Mr. Underhill sat down in the sun as well. Elsa joined Harriet beneath the umbrella.

Mr. Peacham, between mouthfuls of ice cream, was talking about an oratorio which he was composing—or had composed or was on the point of composing, it wasn’t quite clear—for some entity or event called “Figgy’s Sally.”

“Are we back to the oratorio, then?” said Mr. Underhill. “What happened to the Symphony in … whatever it was?”

“C.”

“As in ‘lost at’?” Harriet suggested.

“Oh, very good!” cried Peachy. “That’s what’s happened to it. Anyway, I owe it to Sally to get to work on the oratorio. She’s a great girl, and she’s got her heart set on this. And it’s not in any way her fault Figgy’s stuff is so … unmusical.”

Figgy, it transpired, was—or had been—a person, and Sally was his widow, or as near as made no difference, and wanted some of his unmusical poetry set to music. And Peachy Peacham, even when he wasn’t rescuing puppy-dogs for waifs, was clearly something of a sweetheart. Anyway Harriet looked like she was thinking so.

“I think it sounds splendid,” she said. “It’s so good of you, and I’m sure she’ll appreciate it. But speaking of splendid things—Elsa dear, tell them about your manuscript.”

“Manuscript?” said Mr. Peacham. “What sort of manuscript?”

“A terribly ancient thing full of magical spells—tell them, Elsa.”

“It isn’t my manuscript.”

“Whose is it?” Mr. Peacham seemed interested.

“It belongs to a Russian countess, who sponsored the excavation that found it in Egypt. This was only about a year ago—it was a major find. She has loaned it to a professor in the Classics Department at U of T, one of today’s foremost Greek philologists, to establish its authenticity and prepare an edition, and … as I was one of his senior students last year, he let me spend quite a lot of time with it.”

“Terrific!”

“It is, isn’t it?” said Harriet happily. “She’s a star student, actually, though she’s too modest to say so. But tell them what the manuscript is.”

Elsa warmed to her subject. “It’s quite exciting,” she admitted. “The only thing of its kind. The manuscript itself is from the fifth century, but its contents are probably much older. Professor Gallagher thinks, on the basis of the vocabulary, that it belongs to the Hellenistic era—that’s BC, post-Alexander-the-Great, so not Classical, but ancient. It’s called the Bibliotheka Orphika—the Library of Orpheus. You know Orpheus, of course.”

“A musician,” Peachy supplied, “though not, perhaps, a professional.”

“Don’t be absurd,” said Harriet.

“Weren’t there Orphic mystery cults in the ancient world?” said Mr. Underhill.

“Yes, exactly. It’s that sort of thing. It’s not magic spells, precisely—it’s a whole system for using the power of your mind to transform yourself into … oh, all sorts of things. Anything you have ever wanted to be.”

Peachy stared at her, wide-eyed. “It gives you instructions on how to do that?”

“Of a sort. They’re very vague and mystical. There’s something called the Pure Plain that the devotee is supposed to be able to descend to and receive spiritual instruction. Not, as in the Classical myths, the realm of the dead, but a sort of pure reality accessible to the individual will. Physical matter is conceived of as base and, well, basically evil, and ‘spirit’ as pure and capable of changing matter. And there are implications for human conduct—though to be honest, I can’t imagine anyone ever took it very seriously. But it is tremendously interesting historically. The religion is otherwise undocumented, totally different from other Orphic cults of the time, and the Greek is unusual.”

“Elsa is going to write her Master’s thesis on it,” Harriet explained proudly. “Or—probably, at any rate. Right, Elsa?”

“Hopefully.” She really did think that “probably” was the right word; Professor Gallagher had seemed so pointed in showing the manuscript to her last year.

“But has anyone tried it out?” Mr. Peacham pursued. “I mean since they found it in Egypt, has anyone tried out the system?”

“I hope not,” said Mr. Underhill mildly. “It sounds just the faintest bit heterodox.”

“No,” said Elsa, “I’m not aware that anyone has tried it. Although the countess who owns it is apparently eccentric, so she might have.”

“How could she resist? What would you turn yourself into, Miss Spencer?” Mr. Peacham asked. “If you had this fascinating system at your disposal.”

“Me? Nothing! I’d be scared to touch it.”

“Oh, pssh! You then, Miss Nordquist! You’re not afraid to touch it, obviously—but what would you do with it?”

“She’ll study the morphology of the verbs or something, Peachy, you fool,” said Mr. Underhill. “She’s not doing her Master’s thesis in experimental pagan mysticism. One hopes.”

“No, indeed,” said Elsa, laughing. “But I do know what I’d do if I thought it really worked. I don’t—but it is the sort of thing one daydreams about. I would make myself into two people. That way, I could lead two different lives, without having to choose between them.”

“What? You can make yourself into multiple people?” Mr. Peacham, who by this time was sprawled on his stomach in the sand, his ice cream finished, reared up on his elbows excitedly at this. “Why didn’t you say so at first?”

“Oh, I don’t know that it actually suggests you can do that. As I said, it’s vague. That’s just the first thing I thought of.”

“Well! I know what I would do, though. Why stop at two versions of yourself? No, I’d take things a step further than that. I’d make the Peverell Peacham Symphony Orchestra, where I’d play every instrument; Peachy’s Jazz Band, with Peverell Peacham on saxophone, piano, vocals, and drums; the Peacham Singers … ”

“And the Peacham Review, no doubt,” said Mr. Underhill sarcastically, “to publish glowing notices of all your concerts. You’d do nothing of the sort, Peachy. Even you would not want to live in a world populated entirely by yourself.”

“There’d be other people! That isn’t what I meant, and you know it.”

“But what would you do, Mr. Underhill?” Elsa asked.

“Oh, don’t ask!” Mr. Peacham cried peevishly. “Would he sully himself with such a thing? Blasphemy and dark arts? My God! Frivolity, even!”

“Shut up,” said Mr. Underhill. “I’ll admit that if there were really supposed to be any power in the thing, like Miss Spencer I should of course be inclined not to touch it. But, to speak hypothetically, if I could turn myself into anything I wanted, I think I would enjoy spending at least an afternoon as a cat.”

The others laughed, and Harriet agreed that it would be delightful, and told a story about her own cat, illustrating its keen enjoyment of life. For a while the conversation turned, as it always does under these circumstances, to anecdotes about cats that each of them had known. Elsa suspected Mr. Underhill of having changed the subject deliberately, but she was not certain of his motive. Something had been revealed in that discussion of the Orphic manuscript, she thought. She and Mr. Peacham had something in common, something that Harriet and Mr. Underhill, who would not have touched the thing that could transform them into a new person, clearly did not understand.

The topic of cats having been temporarily exhausted, Harriet reminded the men that they needed to keep an eye on their boat. They spent a minute searching the lake until they had satisfied themselves that it was still out there, and still full of children.

“Sister Agatha, ‘A Heart-Breaking Tale of Forbidden Love in the Dark Ages,’” Mr. Peacham read aloud. He had spotted Harriet’s sensational novel, in spite of her attempt to slide it discreetly behind the tin of grapes. “I don’t think I’ve read that one.”

“I don’t think you’d like it,” said Harriet, artfully rearranging her legs so as to thwart his attempt to pick up the book. “It’s full of evil cardinals and things. And Sister Agatha isn’t your type of girl at all.”

“No? What order do you suppose she belongs to, Kit?” He leaned boldly across Harriet to pluck the book from behind the tin.

“Some sort of heretical offshoot of the Poor Clares,” said Mr. Underhill, deftly taking the book away from Peachy and handing it back to Harriet, who smiled gratefully at him.

“Spoilsport,” Mr. Peacham muttered, sinking down to recline in the sand again. He hooked his thumb through a chain around his neck from which hung a medal bearing a small figure. “So that’s the sort of thing Methodist girls read these days, is it? Hm. You are Methodists, I imagine, if you’re at Vic?”

“They’re in the United Church now,” said Mr. Underhill.

“Oh, so you are.”

“I’m not,” said Elsa.

“No,” said Mr. Underhill, “because Swedes are mostly Lutherans, aren’t they?”

“I’m an atheist.”

“Or because of that,” he conceded, unfazed.

“Elsa, my dear!” said Harriet, a little irritably, “no one wants to hear that sort of thing when they’re making polite conversation. Honestly, I don’t know what to do with her sometimes.”

“I’m sorry,” said Elsa, because this was easier than getting angry with Harriet for trying to water down the conversation. It was Mr. Peacham, after all, who had introduced the subject of religion. But she thought Harriet was still put out by the incident with Sister Agatha. To Mr. Underhill she added: “You are quite right about Swedes being Lutherans.”

“I’m the one who should apologize,” he said. “I was just trying to show off my knowledge of the world. Is your surname Swedish?”

“It is.”

Mr. Underhill ate the last fragment of his ice cream cone and stretched out on his back in the sun.

“Shall we bury him in the sand?” Harriet suggested to Mr. Peacham.

“No!” said Mr. Underhill with surprising vehemence, half sitting up. “I mean, please don’t. I’d rather you didn’t.” He looked ashamed of his outburst.

“He has a horror of sand,” Mr. Peacham explained confidingly. “His ancestor was a pirate, you know, who was once marooned on a desert island. He survived—he was rescued by a merchant vessel—but he passed down the hatred of sand acquired in his ordeal.”

“That’s … surely that’s not true,” said Harriet doubtfully.

“Not remotely,” said Mr. Underhill. “It would be Lamarckian inheritance, for one thing.”

“Goodness! And what’s that when it’s at home?”

“It’s the theory that organisms can inherit traits acquired by their parents. It sounds good, but I’m told that’s not how it works. One of my immediate ancestors is a zoologist.”

“Well, the desert island part may have been a slight fabrication,” Peachy admitted, “but I’m sure I remember you saying that your great-great-grandfather was a pirate.”

“Really?” said Harriet, taken in again.

“No. Absolutely all of my great-great-grandfathers were gentlemen.”

“English gentlemen,” said Harriet. “Of course. But I’m not adept enough with accents to say what part of England.”

“That’s not your fault. I’ve a generic Oxbridge accent—but because I grew up at Oxford, not because I went to school there. Or only prep school.”

“I get it. Because you left when you were a boy. But your ‘immediate ancestor’ the zoologist, I suppose he was a professor?”

“Indeed. He’s retired now, but he taught at U of T for some years after we came to Canada.”

“And what made him leave Oxford for Toronto?”

“Harriet,” said Elsa, “don’t interrogate the poor man.”

Mr. Underhill laughed. “Peachy’s aunt, mostly.”

“Really?” Harriet was frankly astonished. “Eminent Zoologist Immigrates for Love? I don’t believe it.”

“These things happen,” said Peachy. “Besides, you haven’t met my aunt.”

“I suppose. Look!” cried Harriet suddenly, starting up onto her knees. “They’re turning towards shore—aren’t they?”

The others followed the line of her pointing finger, and agreed that the boat seemed to have turned. But it was hard to tell, from this vantage, whether it was coming back towards the shore or travelling farther out.

“Perhaps we had better go down there to intercept it,” Mr. Underhill suggested.

“I’ll go,” said Mr. Peacham, levering himself up from the sand. “Miss Spencer, you come with me.”

“Oh, but that’s not—” Mr. Underhill tried to protest.

“No, you two stay here,” said Mr. Peacham firmly. “Someone ought to guard the umbrella.”

Harriet looked at him doubtfully for a moment, then glanced at Elsa. “I—”

“Do come along!” Peachy cried.

“I’d better go,” said Harriet, getting to her feet. “It doesn’t seem as if he will take no for an answer.” She did not look displeased.

“Quite right,” said Mr. Peacham.

Elsa and Mr. Underhill watched the two of them hasten away down the beach, Harriet tossing back her gold curls, Mr. Peacham leaning over to hear what she was saying. Mr. Underhill buried his face in his hands. Elsa laughed.

“Well, that was subtle!” she said.

“Wasn’t it?”

“I’m sorry you got stuck here with me.”

He frowned. “You know, I think of myself as a gentleman, but all the same, I don’t think I’m going to let you get away with that. You were quite hard on me when I went fishing for a compliment earlier.”

That made her laugh again. He stretched out in the sand once more, leaning back on his elbows. There was a pale scar on his upper arm that she would have said was from a bullet wound if she hadn’t already heard that he had not fought in the War. Of course there were other ways that one could get shot. There was an attractive hint of delicacy in his colouring, a nice contrast to his sturdily masculine frame. She thought of asking if he wouldn’t prefer to lie in the shade.

“There is something about this weather,” he said, gazing out at the lake. “It makes one feel … ”

“Indolent,” Elsa supplied.

“Yes.”

“Do you know, I am pretty sure your boat is headed away from shore now.”

“I think you’re right. Perhaps they’ll come back directly,” he suggested facetiously.

“Perhaps they will. I was a little surprised that Harriet agreed to go.”

“Were you?”

“She’s looking for something very particular in a man, and I’m not sure that your friend, delightful as he is … Well. She has a definite idea about how to talk to men, too—that is why she got annoyed with me just now, when she thought I was going to start discussing religion.”

“You weren’t?”

“Perhaps I was. She and I don’t agree on the subject, but we’re able to discuss it intelligently when it’s just the two of us. But she thinks men don’t want to hear that kind of thing from girls. I’m surprised she even told you we’re at university. She thinks you don’t like women to have serious thoughts.”

“She’s not wrong. A lot of us don’t.”

“I know. But Harriet doesn’t want to marry a man like that. It’s absurd.”

“I see what you mean. For what it’s worth, Peachy’s not really a man like that.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“And you?” he said nebulously.

“Me? I refuse to pretend to believe in things that I don’t believe in just to be polite.”

He nodded. “It’s something I always discourage.”

“Anyway, she needn’t have worried—she knows I’m not the sort of atheist who goes around loudly trying to convince people not to believe in God.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Although, if it were your idea of fun, I would listen politely.”

“Would you?”

“Oh yes. Such is my gallantry.”

“It won’t be required, thank you.”

He sighed affectedly. “It so seldom is, in this day and age.”

“You wouldn’t be afraid that I might convince you, if I tried?” she pursued. “Or is that the extent of your gallantry—that you would be willing to risk it?”

“You see through me, to some extent. I would’t be afraid of it. I was raised an atheist.”

“Really?” She had not, as far as she knew, ever met anyone who could say that.

“Really. Not a freethinker or a sceptic, or just someone who didn’t go to church very much, but absolutely an atheist.”

“So I have no need to convince you.”

He smiled. “That is between you and your conscience. I meant that I’ve heard it all before.”

“Ah.”

He squinted up at the cloudless sky and said nothing. She wanted, or half-wanted, to ask whether he meant that he had really travelled precisely the opposite route to hers, from disbelief to faith, and if so, how on earth had he done it? And why? And with what, exactly, had he replaced the rationalism of his youth? But perhaps he had not meant that. He seemed, she thought, to enjoy being enigmatic; it seemed to suit him. By and by he looked down at her again.

“What were you reading?” he asked. “Not a heart-breaking tale of forbidden nuns, I don’t think.”

“Hesiod, the Works and Days.” She produced the book, and offered it to him. “Do you read Greek?”

He grimaced. “Not so you’d notice.”

“I’ll read you some, then.” She surprised herself—though not, apparently, him—with the suggestion. “I mean I’ll translate it for you. It’s quite good. It’s all about farming and the value of hard work. The perfect thing when you’re feeling indolent on a summer’s day. Only … do come under the umbrella,” she added, moving over on the blanket to make room for him. “You’re very fair. I’m afraid you’ll get sunburnt.”

He looked up at her quizzically, and she realized too late how much that had sounded like something one would say to a small boy.

“I think I’ll be all right here,” he said. “But I should love to hear what Hesiod has to say about hard work.”

So he lay in the sun, and she read to him about the changing seasons in ancient Boeotia, the best time to plant crops, the importance of praying to Zeus and Demeter, and when not to go to sea. The naïve instrumentalism of the pagan religion struck Elsa more forcefully than usual. Petition Zeus and Demeter for a good harvest, Hesiod advised his feckless brother; and wash your hands before you make an offering, or they won’t hear you. And of course they might not anyway, because ultimately the gods’ wills are unknowable. Dress them up as you would, she thought, this was what all mankind’s faiths and creeds amounted to when you stripped them naked: rules for trying to get by in earthly life, and a mystical loophole whereby the divine power could do whatever it wanted without disproving its own existence. But she had been telling the truth when she had said she was not a proselytizer for unbelief; reality struck her as more a source of sadness than of satisfaction.

She paused to explain her translation of a difficult passage, and it became clear that Mr. Underhill hadn’t been modestly deprecating his knowledge of Greek. He had studied it once, he admitted, but he hadn’t paid very much attention at the time, and her grammatical explanation was lost on him.  Somehow she found this perversely charming. His Latin wasn’t a great deal better, he said, and though at one time he had been absolutely wild about Anglo-Saxon, that was mostly because he liked the way it sounded, and his professor had despaired at his laissez-faire approach to the philology. Elsa said sternly that she would have sided with the professor, and he said, “Of course you would.”

But he seemed to enjoy listening to her. Fleetingly she wondered whether Harriet hadn’t followed Mr. Peacham down the beach partly in order to allow something like this to take place. If she had—even if she hadn’t—Elsa was grateful.

By and by she laid down the book, and said that she thought he might be growing bored. He protested that he was not.

“At any rate, that’s as far as I’d read,” she said, “and I don’t fancy sight-translating for you. Not that I don’t like you … ”

In fact, she had been translating at sight for some time already. But she had reached a passage in which the poet advised that the right age to take a wife was when a man was thirty—“not much more nor less”—and she remembered the rueful way her companion had laughed when Mr. Peacham had suggested he was not a confirmed bachelor, and she had the sense to stop.

The sun had moved so that the edge of the shadow of the umbrella just touched his side. He lay with one arm crooked behind his head, the other hand lying on his stomach, on the black wool of his bathing suit. A gold signet ring on the ring finger of that hand caught the sunlight and sparkled. It was engraved with something that she couldn’t make out. She imagined reaching out to run her hand up the back of his thigh, brushing away a streak of sand that clung to the soft curls of hair. She felt she could have sat there for a long time just looking at him. His eyes met hers, and she thought he knew what had been in her mind. And, somehow, he was not entirely happy about it.

“These two separate lives that you want to lead,” he said, “what are they?”

She considered for a moment before answering. “One of them is a scholar who stays in Toronto, wins another scholarship after her MA, goes on to complete her PhD. She never marries. She devotes herself to a life of study. The other is a woman like my mother and my sister. A wife, a mother, with a beautiful house on a farm in Saskatchewan, and a husband, and four or five blond children. They are both happy, but they inhabit different worlds. They have hardly anything in common.”

“And … which of them is the real you?”

It was a funny question: not “Which of them do you think you most want to be?” but “Which of them is the real you?” Yet it was a question she could answer.

“The one who stays in Toronto. The one who doesn’t marry.”

“I thought so.”

“Did you? I have only recently realized it myself.”

“It isn’t too hard to guess. You almost seem to glow when you start talking about Greek, but you have said nothing about a fiancé.”

She smiled. “There is no fiancé, of course. He’s hypothetical—like the scholarship. But I am fairly sure … ” She stopped, embarrassed.

“You could get either of them if you wanted?” He grinned, and she could feel herself blushing.

“At any rate—it’s odd, but you’re the first person I’ve told about this. I suppose it was Harriet talking about marriage that made me think of it seriously. Everything with her is part of a plan and a pattern, you see. Even that silly novel—she brought it to the beach because it’s the sort of thing you’re supposed to read for relaxation, and the beach is a place to relax. She studies Political Economy because it’ll be useful to her with her charity. She has a low opinion of men, but she needs a husband for the lifestyle she has planned, so recently she’s set aside her disdain and begun looking methodically for the right man. She’s very practical. And I realized that what she was planning for—the husband, the household, the children, the domesticity—it was a whole different life, for a different woman. I can’t be both. It isn’t that the thought of a domestic life repels me. In many ways it sounds very nice. But I must devote myself to whatever path I choose, and it’s the life of study that draws me the more strongly. That is where I must place my allegiance. Besides, there is a freedom that a woman can only have when she remains unmarried—there is no use denying that. And there is a beauty in self-reliance.”

“Doubtless. There is also a danger of self-reliance turning into pride,” he said.

“Is that a danger?”

“I should say it was. But then I don’t suppose we would agree.”

“I don’t suppose we would.” After a moment she went on, with a passion that surprised her: “The life of the intellect should be lived, if not in solitude, at least in the absence of domestic concerns. That has often been remarked, but I believe it is doubly so for a woman, who would be expected to put her husband’s success and career before her own, to say nothing of the care of her children and the upkeep of her house. She is already attempting something that many would call unnatural, venturing into a man’s province, and she must give up a portion of her womanhood in order to do so.”

“Is that how you see it?”

“Of course. I am a realist.”

“No, I meant … does not marrying really mean giving up your womanhood, even partially? Does it make you less of a woman to lack a husband? Pardon me—I shouldn’t phrase it as a question. I should simply say I don’t think it’s true. I think you’d just be a different kind of woman. Different from your mother and your sister, I mean, not different from what you are now.”

She wasn’t sure quite what kind of argument he was trying to make here; certainly it was not the one that she had expected.

“You think I can’t escape the confines of my sex at all, then?”

He laughed. “I didn’t mean that, either! I suppose I was trying to say that I—that I don’t think you need to. It’s 1925. The ‘confines of your sex’ aren’t what they used to be—are they? I don’t know. Admittedly it isn’t really my field. But I would think you could be a woman and a scholar, and you don’t need a husband for either of those things, so you should only have one if you want him. This other—if it’s the life you feel called to, it’s what you should live. If you’ll pardon the expression.”

“What expression?”

“‘Called.’” He grinned up at her apologetically. “It implies there’s Someone to do the calling.”

“It’s just a turn of phrase,” she said sternly.

“If you like. But what will you be a scholar of? Greek, I know, and there’s this dodgy pagan manuscript that you want to write your thesis on—but after that? Or is that about as much as I could understand of the whole thing?”

“No, I daresay I could make you understand more. It’s not really very technical, not the part that I love. It’s poetry that I love best, the way it can transport you straight to the heart of what someone thousands of years ago thought and believed. And … the way it sounds—much like what you appreciated about Anglo-Saxon. Poetry in any language has that beauty of sound, at least to some degree. To be honest—I don’t wish to sound like Mr. Peacham, but if I could split myself into more than two people, I’d devote one self to Latin and another to Greek. There is awfully good stuff in Latin, too—and the Romans were a nation of farmers at heart, which gives me a feeling of kinship with them, coming from a farming family. And there’s quite a lot in both languages that hasn’t been decently edited—there’s quite a bit of work to be done. I’d like to make translations, too. There are the Loeb Editions—you know them? The little green and red books, with translations on the facing page. Hesiod, now, he hasn’t been brought out in a Loeb yet. If he had, you could read him for yourself, and plenty of others like you. I should feel I was doing a useful service helping to make that possible—I don’t think that everyone ought to, or can be expected to learn Latin and Greek, but everyone should have the opportunity to read great poetry. That is much more important. Mind you, I should be happy to support myself teaching those who do want to learn Latin and Greek.”

“I can see you would be good at it.”

“Thank you—that’s kind of you.”

“Do you write your own poetry, too?” he asked.

“No. I’ve never … No.”

He waited a moment to see if she was going to go on, but she was already embarrassed by how much she was talking.

“And your family in Saskatchewan—you said you haven’t told anybody your ambition yet, aside from me, and I don’t really count—but what do you think they will say when you do?”

She shrugged. “Who knows, really? I’ve given up trying to guess what they will think of anything I do. I’m only here now because my father had a dream which he … which he took to be a sign, or a prophecy, or something.”

His eyebrows rose. “Of you getting your MA?”

“No, of someone I would meet if I came back to Toronto. A man—a servant of the Lord, dressed like a tomfool (his words, not mine) but a true man of God all the same. And smoke and fire, or maybe not fire, just smoke, and … I don’t know, somebody is saved from something.”

“Damnation, one would expect,” he replied automatically. “Though perhaps that’s too obvious.” He was silent for a while, and looked thoughtful. “Your father, is he … when he’s not prophesying—”

“He’s a farmer,” said Elsa repressively, aware that it wasn’t the whole answer. “I’ve never told anybody about that dream, either. I don’t know what it is about you that makes me tell you these things after having just met you.”

“I think I do,” he said. “Perhaps I’ll tell you later.”

He sat up and ran a hand through his hair, ridding it of sand and disordering it again. He must know, Elsa thought, how well that suited him. “On further reflection, I might come under the … Look, they’ve found the boat.”

They had. Harriet was waving from the shoreline, while Peachy stood knee-deep in the water, talking to the father of the family that was piling out of the boat.

“I suppose we had better go join them,” said Elsa.

Mr. Underhill was already getting to his feet. He looked down at her with a curious smile. “It was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, indeed.” She wondered why he put it like that.

“Look here,” Peachy was saying, irritably, when they reached the group around the boat, “we paid for this boat, and you made off with it and have had a nice hour rowing about the lake in it, with our belongings under the seat all the while, and I think it’s actually quite decent of me not to ask you to reimburse us for the rental fee.”

“All I am saying, young man,” the father resumed, while his wife jigged nervously in the background, glancing from Mr. Peacham to Mr. Underhill as if wondering which of them was going to hit her husband first, “is that it was a reckless thing to do, and you ought to take better care of these young ladies than that.”

“What? But—that—” Mr. Peacham gabbled, turning red with anger and embarrassment.

“You’re quite right,” Mr. Underhill cut in penitently. “We really ought. Thanks awfully.”

“Not at all. Good day to you.” And he herded his family away importantly.

“What a dreadful little snot,” Mr. Peacham declared, watching him go.

“Rather,” said Mr. Underhill, reaching over the side of the boat to dig among the garments folded up under the seat. “But one can extract a useful moral from him. We really ought to be more solicitous for our fellow man—and, as the case may be, woman—than for our worldly possessions. Also, he did bring the boat back. Without robbing us, apparently.” He straightened up, pulling a wristwatch out of the pocket of a pair of grey trousers.

“So now that you’ve got your boat, are we all going to go for a ride?” Harriet inquired.

“I’m afraid it’s nearly three o’clock,” said Mr. Underhill, putting his watch back in its pocket, “and I had promised to have tea with the Dean at four.”

“What? Can’t he leave you alone on your birthday?” Peachy demanded.

“He invited me because it’s my birthday, idiot.”

“Well, there’s no time for boating, in that case,” said Harriet briskly. “It’s probably just as well. My parents will be expecting us before long. Shall we all pack up our things and troop over to the pavilion for the dressing rooms, then?”

Mr. Peacham looked suddenly like a child about to burst into tears. “I can’t believe it! I thought you had the day off!”

“I told you I had to be back by four. The man’s trying to be friendly—it doesn’t come easily to him. I can’t in good conscience not go.”

“It’s really too bad of those people not to have kept your boat a little longer,” said Harriet, “so that you would have been ‘unavoidably detained.’” The men laughed.

“At any rate,” said Mr. Underhill, “we can’t leave without taking the boat back to the boathouse where we got it, which means a short trip, at least. And it’s in the direction of the pavilion.”

“An excellent thought!” Harriet exclaimed, beaming at him.

They returned to the girls’ encampment to gather up blanket, sun-umbrella, and picnic basket—Harriet had to snatch Sister Agatha away from Mr. Peacham again—trooped back to stow everything in the men’s boat, and dragged it out into the water. Mr. Underhill steered, and Mr. Peacham rowed and sang bits of Gilbert and Sullivan, with Harriet reminding him of the words when he forgot them, and joining in when he required an extra character. When Mr. Peacham nearly dropped his oars to hit a particularly prolonged high note—“However plain she be I’ll LOOOOOOOOOOVE her!”—Mr. Underhill caught Elsa’s eye and shook his head, and she laughed.

All too soon they had reached the boathouse, and the two men gathered their belongings from the floor of the boat. Mr. Peacham extracted a wad of white linen and dangling suspenders, Mr. Underhill an armload of black wool that Harriet said looked unseasonably warm for the August afternoon. He said it was. The men and women parted ways at the pavilion to head for their respective dressing rooms.

“Well!” said Harriet, looking at Elsa, when they had located their lockers and put down their things. “That was something, wasn’t it?”

Elsa laughed. “I’m glad that I did let that family take the boat, after all. We would never have had occasion to talk to them otherwise, would we?” She sat down on the bench opposite the lockers and bent to unfasten her shoes. 

“It was Providential,” Harriet agreed fervently. “I am sorry, my dear, that I left you with the dull one. I just … well, I’m afraid I was being a little selfish.”

“Oh, but he wasn’t dull! He’s lovely.”

Harriet had been leaning inside the locker, but she popped back out to look at Elsa with arch surprise. “Why, I didn’t know you even cared about such things!”

“No, I didn’t mean … ” Elsa felt herself blushing again. “He’s a charming person. Enigmatic, perhaps, but not dull at all. It’s just that he and Mr. Peacham have a sort of music-hall comic-duo friendship, and his role is the straight man.” She shrugged. “I won’t deny that he’s handsome, too. I should like to remain friends with him.”

“Friends?” Harriet repeated, more archly than ever.

“Friends! Do get moving—we don’t want to keep them waiting or have them leave without us, do we?” She was halfway out of her own bathing suit, but Harriet hadn’t yet made a move to undress.

“They won’t leave without us, silly, and we do want to keep them waiting. Honestly, sometimes I think you really were born yesterday, Elsa. Friends!”

She wondered whether to say, “Harriet, it’s a euphemism. Of course what I actually mean is that I want to sleep with him.” She decided not to. It would have shaken her friend out of her ebullient mood; she knew Harriet didn’t approve of that kind of thing.

“And what does he do for a living, your ‘friend’?” Harriet asked, leisurely untying her  flowered scarf and fluffing out her hair with her fingers. She added: “Peachy’s a Bay Street lawyer, if you can believe it.”

Elsa couldn’t believe it, since it directly contradicted what Mr. Underhill had told her. “I don’t know what Mr. Underhill does,” she admitted. “I didn’t ask. I know he studied Anglo-Saxon at one time, and Greek, but inattentively.” And apparently he believes in God, though he used not to.

“You didn’t interrogate him about his command of classical languages after I left you alone together?” Harriet paused in wriggling out of her bathing costume to look at Elsa despairingly over her shoulder. “Tell me you didn’t.”

“I didn’t! And Anglo-Saxon isn’t a classical language, for heaven’s sake. It came up in the course of conversation.”

“Conversation about school, I’ll bet! You are just incorrigible. Oh, but Kit must be something at the university. He’s having tea with a Dean of some sort, didn’t he say?”

“That’s true,” said Elsa absently, buttoning her dress. “But he didn’t strike me as an academic.”

She looked at herself in the mirror at the end of the change room, while she waited for Harriet to sort out her complicated undergarments. Elsa had come to the beach in a frock from home, blue checked gingham with a no-longer-fashionable length of skirt and large pockets on the front. At school she made an effort, within her means, to dress a little more smartly, but at the moment she looked very much
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