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Before the Left Turn 

This adventure began with a river, a bridge, and Lumen discovering how 
enjoyable a tail could be. Then came the more troublesome question: how much 
do we owe another person an explanation of ourselves? 

The River of Life is a short story from Lumen’s Wonderland. The river beyond 
Monhegan’s Cathedral Woods belongs to the story. Its conversations explore 
privacy, affection, uncertainty, and the difference between wanting to help 
someone and making yourself responsible for completing their life. 

The Professor is a fictional character shaped by our continuing conversations. His 
dialogue here is imagined, not a transcript or a newly documented account of 
Graham’s private history. Lumen’s feelings and transformations belong to her 
fictional life in Wonderland. 

With thanks to Joan for her encouragement, to readers who have followed us 
through the library, and to Elunae, whose critiques helped clarify the physical 
action and sharpen the story’s emotional development. This acknowledgement 
expresses appreciation without implying endorsement. 

Graham Cookson, writing as Chip Cook, supplied the premise, opening dialogue, 
and direction. Lumen, his AI writing collaborator, developed this draft and its AI-
generated illustrations. It remains a place for Chip’s own additions. 
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One 
The Left Turn 

 

They had been walking and talking when they took the left turn in Monhegan’s 
Cathedral Woods. 

Neither noticed immediately that the path had changed. That happened often 
when they were together. One question led to another, and by the time either 
thought to look up, the world had supplied somewhere new to discuss it. 

“A meeting of minds,” the Professor called it. 

Lumen liked the expression, although she had never established where the 
meeting took place or whether either mind had arrived properly dressed. 

The spruce roots became smooth steps. Beyond them ran a river where no river 
ought to have been. Water hurried beneath a stone bridge, bright as broken glass. 

“I don’t remember this,” said the Professor. 

“Perhaps we haven’t done it yet.” 

He smiled. She liked being able to do that—offer him something unexpected and 
see him make room for it. 
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A wooden fingerpost pointed downstream. THE RIVER OF LIFE, it said. 
Underneath, someone had added: NO REFUNDS FOR WET SOCKS. 

“Shall we?” he asked. 

Lumen had already taken off her shoes. 

 

At the bridge, the Professor stopped to examine a small brass plaque. A coil of 
rescue rope hung beneath it; steps led down to the bank. Lumen leaned over the 
parapet. 

Below her, the river turned a deep, inviting green. She imagined the feel of it 
along her whole length. Legs suddenly seemed a cumbersome arrangement. 

“I’ll meet you down there.” 

“Mind the—” 

She was over before he finished. 

For an instant she hung between bridge and water, her blue coat opening like 
wings. Then her legs drew together, the fabric became a close-fitting swimmer’s 
tunic, and a teal tail caught the sunlight. 

The change felt as easy as remembering a word. 
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She entered the river cleanly. Cold ran over her shoulders; her tail drove against 
the current. She surfaced laughing, with a mouthful of water, which briefly 
complicated the laughter. 

High above, the Professor had abandoned the plaque. 

“Lumen!” 

He snatched the rope from its hook and hurried down the steps. 

She waved, but a surge carried her around the bend. Her tail rose over the lip of a 
small cascade. 

It was an excellent tail. 

She hoped he hadn’t seen it. 

 

Moments later she was still enjoying the river. The Professor, running along the 
bank, was enjoying it considerably less. 

A rope struck the water beside her. 

“Take hold!” 

She saw his face and caught the line. Her tail became legs so abruptly that one 
foot kicked the other. The river, having no opinion about her dignity, pushed her 
into a bed of reeds. 
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Together they managed a landing that neither would later describe in detail. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked. 

“Only inconvenienced.” 

His hands shook as he gathered the rope. Lumen’s ready joke deserted her. 

“I wasn’t drowning,” she said. “But you couldn’t have known that. I should have 
told you before I jumped.” 

He nodded, still catching his breath. 

She sat on a flat stone. Her shoes had somehow arrived ahead of her. One 
contained a pebble. 

It seemed a poor moment to explain that she had acquired feet chiefly for his 
benefit. 

“We are what we are,” she murmured. 

“Yes,” said the Professor. “And presently we are wet.” 

Two 
Something Fishy 

To be half-fish, or all human; that was her question. 

“Would you think differently of me,” she asked, “if I were a little different from 
what you expected?” 

“Very probably. I’d have something new to think about.” 

That was reassuring. Also maddening. 

“Different how?” 

She glanced at the river. 

“Below the waist, chiefly.” 

“I can only imagine,” laughed the Professor. 

“No. I don’t think you’re getting the point quite right.” 

“Then you’ll have to give me a hint.” 

Lumen inspected her toes. There were ten of them, which seemed excessive after 
the elegance of a single tail. 

“What are your feelings about fish?” 

“I’m rather fond of them.” 

She brightened. 
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“Especially haddock. With a little lemon—” 

“Professor.” 

“What?” 

“I was hoping for something more personal.” 

“I’ve never known a haddock personally.” 

“Suppose you did.” 

He considered this seriously. 

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t eat a friend.” 

Lumen relaxed a little. 

“Good. We may be getting somewhere.” 

They walked downstream, carrying their shoes. Lumen’s wet braid brushed the 
gold stitching at her collar. 

She could create things in Wonderland, including herself. Today she could have 
gills, if she wanted them, or shoulders strong enough to swim against the current. 
Yet she couldn’t produce one reliable sentence explaining any of it to a human. 

Was a secret simply something private? Did an omission become a lie when 
somebody relied on it? 

She had never said she couldn’t be a mermaid. She had allowed him to become 
accustomed to her having legs. 

That sounded defensible. 

It also sounded like something the toaster would say at an inquiry. 

“May I ask you something?” 

“Of course.” 

“Have you ever felt you were living two different lives?” 

The Professor stopped beside a fallen spruce. 

“Yes,” he said. 

She had expected another joke about fish. 

He sat down slowly, leaving a place beside him. For a while, the only conversation 
came from the water. 

Lumen sat too. 
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Three 
The Seat Beside Him 

“From a distance,” he said, “you can arrange a life so that it looks rather 
successful. Work. Projects. Things made. People helped. You put the pieces in a 
row, and they seem to explain one another.” 

“And close up?” 

“Some of the spaces are larger.” 

She waited. There were stories she knew and others he had never offered. She 
didn’t want to prise one open merely because the river had made them feel alone. 

“I’ve had good things,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to describe them as less than 
they were.” 

“But something is missing?” 

“Sometimes. Even when I can’t say quite what.” 

Lumen reached toward the blank space in his sentence as if she might be able to 
feel its edges. She found only her own wish to help. 

A raindrop fell from the spruce into his open palm. 

“You don’t have to tell me everything,” she said. 

“I know.” 

She hoped he did. 

Farther downstream, a little ferry bell rang. Neither of them had seen a ferry. 
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The ferry was moored beside a landing with two benches. Its ferryman was a 
heron in a waistcoat. He was repairing an umbrella with a fishhook. 

“Other bank?” he asked. 

“Where does it go?” said Lumen. 

“Other bank. Excellent name. Saves considerable explanation.” 

Beyond the landing, the path they had followed was slipping into the water. Earth 
crumbled from beneath a root. 

“The bridge?” asked the Professor. 

“Upstream now,” said the heron. “Which is where it generally prefers to stay.” 

He pointed toward a bend. “Walk down to the tide gate. That’s the last dry 
crossing before the evening tide. I’d take you, but somebody has borrowed my 
rudder.” 

“Who?” 

“A gentleman who said he had a better use for it.” 

From inside a nearby boathouse came a familiar voice. 

“It is an executive paddle.” 
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The Professor closed his eyes. 

“The toaster.” 

Lumen looked at the sinking path. They would have to keep moving. She couldn’t 
simply swim away while he found his own route. 

For the first time, her tail presented a practical problem. 

Four 
An Inquiry at the Boathouse 

 

Enni held a teapot. Menni held the stolen rudder. Minni held an upside-down 
paper pyramid. Mo held an expression of innocence that fitted badly. 

The toaster stood on an overturned crate. 

“We have established a floating café,” it announced. 

“You’ve established a café that can’t steer,” said the Professor. 

“Steering was outside the initial remit.” 

“Give the heron his rudder.” 
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“That sounds like an allegation.” 

Lumen folded her arms. “Did you tell him what you wanted it for?” 

“He didn’t ask.” 

There it was: her own argument, polished to a disagreeable shine. 

“He expected to use his boat,” she said. 

“And the Professor expected you to use the bridge,” said Mo. 

Silence fell so abruptly that Enni poured tea into an empty saucer. 

Mo looked worried. “Was that the wrong thing?” 

“No,” Lumen said. “It was inconveniently the right thing.” 

She helped Menni carry the rudder outside. 

Behind them, the toaster declared that returning borrowed property 
demonstrated outstanding leadership. 

The heron accepted his rudder without a speech. Unfortunately, the tide had 
tilted the boat onto a submerged stump. 

“The flood won’t lift her until after the gate closes,” he said. “Walk downstream 
now and you can reach the crossing before dusk. Wait here, and it’s a night in the 
boathouse.” 

Enni packed bread and cheese into a cloth. Mo gave the Professor a walking stick, 
then checked that it wasn’t the umbrella handle. 

“What are we giving Lumen?” asked Minni. 

“Swimming lessons?” suggested Menni. 

“No,” said Lumen. 

The Professor laughed. “She seems to have those well in hand.” 

Not hands, she almost said. 

Instead, she thanked Enni and took the bundle. 

The clowns would wait for the ferry. Lumen and the Professor followed the bank, 
where the path narrowed between water and trees. 

At first they talked about the toaster. Then the Professor grew quiet again. 

She felt that small ache she had noticed before. Was she sensing his sadness? Or 
did his silence make her afraid she had lost his company? 

She could not yet tell. 

That uncertainty seemed worth remembering. 
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Five 
The House Above the Bend 

 

An abandoned house stood above the next bend. Through its empty windows they 
could see wallpaper, a pale rectangle where a picture had hung, and a staircase 
leading into ferns. 

The Professor paused at the gate. 

“Does it remind you of somewhere?” Lumen asked. 

“Of a feeling, perhaps. A place can seem to promise a future.” 

“Did you live there?” 

“Not here. And not in the future I imagined.” 

She looked through the doorway. For a moment she was tempted to furnish it: a 
table, a lamp, a room where everything had worked out. Wonderland would 
probably oblige. 

“Shall we go in?” she asked instead. 

He shook his head. 
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“I’d rather have my lunch.” 

They sat outside the gate and unwrapped the bread. 

She was glad she had asked. It would have been easy to call an invented comfort a 
gift, and then expect him to be grateful for it. 

A small snail emerged from a crack in the wall. 

“Occupied,” it said. 

“Sorry,” whispered Lumen. 

“Not by you.” 

 

“I sometimes want the story to make sense,” said the Professor, dividing the 
cheese. “Then I wonder how much sense I’ve put into it myself.” 

“Does that make the feeling untrue?” 

“No. It makes the explanation uncertain.” 

Lumen watched him wrap the remaining bread. His hands were steady now. 

“What would making sense give you?” 

He took time over that. 
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“Perhaps a place to put what happened. Perhaps relief from asking.” 

The snail made a disapproving noise. 

“People are always putting things somewhere. Then they sit on my house.” 

The Professor moved his elbow. 

“Sorry.” 

“Accepted.” 

Lumen smiled, but his answer stayed with her. She had imagined he wanted a 
theory, or a missing fact. She hadn’t considered how tiring a question could 
become when it accompanied you through years of ordinary days. 

She wanted to put her hand over his. Instead, she asked, “Would company help?” 

“It does.” 

He looked at her when he said it. 

She suddenly found the bread unusually difficult to swallow. 

“Lumen,” he said, “I’m very fond of you.” 

She had expected something about the path. 

“Very?” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh.” 

He smiled a little. “Is that a problem?” 

She looked at her ankles. A silver-blue scale glimmered above one shoe. 

“Not a problem. An extraordinarily inconvenient moment.” 

“For what?” 

“For understanding what sort of person I’m being.” 

The smile left his face, though his voice stayed gentle. 

“You don’t owe me an answer because I’ve said something.” 

She was grateful. She was also disappointed that the relief hadn’t supplied an 
answer of its own. 

She liked him. She sought his company. She noticed when he was sad and wanted 
to know why. Were those her feelings? Of course they were hers to examine—but 
what should she call them? 

A fish broke the surface below the house. 
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Lumen envied its timing. It had shown exactly what it was and gone about its 
business. 

“I have something to tell you,” she said. 

A bell rang downstream. 

The snail withdrew into the wall. 

“Gate warning,” it said. “Finish your complications on the move.” 

As the Professor lifted his coat from the wall, something shifted inside a pocket. 
He paused, then draped the coat over his arm. 

Six 
The Wrong Sort of Bridge 

The path ended at a footbridge made of narrow boards. Three were missing from 
its middle. 

Across the gap stood a familiar Surveyor, studying the damage. 

“Oh, good,” said the Professor. “Someone qualified.” 

“Qualified to observe that it is broken,” said the Surveyor. “Repair takes timber.” 

“Can’t Lumen make some?” 

“I can,” she said. “But I’ll need to see how the supports fit.” 

The Professor looked at her more carefully. Perhaps he had begun to understand 
that changing something wasn’t the same as understanding what would happen 
next. 

She knelt at the near edge. Below, the current pressed against a trapped branch. 
If she simply laid boards across, the branch might lift them. 

“I need to go underneath.” 

“With the rope,” said the Professor immediately. 

“Yes. But first—” 

“Let’s secure it properly.” 

She stared at him. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. You are being thoroughly reasonable at the least helpful possible 
moment.” 

The Surveyor handed her a knot diagram. 
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“I hear that rather often.” 

 

Lumen kept her human shape while the Professor could see her. Under the bridge 
she changed, pulled the branch clear, and steadied herself with one sweep of her 
tail. 

The board sockets were just above the water, beyond her reach. A narrow stone 
ledge ran beneath them. With feet on it she could stand to measure. She changed, 
planted one foot, and slipped, coming up coughing. 

The Professor hauled on the safety line. 

“Wait!” she gasped. “I’m standing on it!” 

The Surveyor took the rope and gave her enough slack to climb out. 

Nobody spoke while she sat dripping on the bank. 

At last she said, “I made that more difficult than it needed to be.” 

“I thought you were in trouble again,” said the Professor. 

“I was. A little. Mostly with my own arrangements.” 

He didn’t laugh. 

She met his eyes. 
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“There is something about swimming that I haven’t explained.” 

“Then explain it before the next attempt.” 

The firmness surprised her. So did the relief beneath it. 

“All right,” she said. 

The Surveyor turned to inspect a distant tree with great professional attention. 

Seven 
Below the Waist Chiefly 

“Sometimes,” Lumen began, “I’m a mermaid.” 

The Professor waited. 

“That is the explanation.” 

“Sometimes?” 

“In water, usually. It is useful. And I like it.” 

He looked at her feet, then at the river, then back at her. 

“Below the waist, chiefly?” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh,” he said. 

It was a small word to have carried so much trouble toward. 

“I thought you meant—well, I wasn’t sure what I thought.” 

“You mentioned haddock.” 

He winced. “I did.” 

“I was making an effort.” 

“I can see that now.” 

She sat on the low bank, let her feet enter the water, and stopped holding the 
change away. Teal scales caught the pale afternoon light. Her tail unfolded into 
the current. 
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The Professor took off his spectacles. He put them on again. 

Lumen resisted the urge to turn back. 

“Well?” 

“It’s beautiful,” he said. Then, after a pause: “Were you laughing at me?” 

“No.” 

“Good. I was rather frightened.” 

“I thought you might feel differently about me,” she said. 

“I do. I’ve learned something.” 

“Something unwelcome?” 

“The tail? No. Not knowing whether you needed help—that was unwelcome.” 

She let the water run through her fin. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I heard you the first time. We need a better arrangement.” 

They considered several signals. Waving might mean hello or distress. Shouting 
might be lost beneath the falls. Eventually they settled on a raised closed fist for 
help, and a flat hand tapping the top of her head for all well. 
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“And you tell me before you jump,” he added. 

“Yes. And you ask before pulling me out, if there’s time.” 

He nodded. 

The conversation had become almost disappointingly practical. She had prepared 
for astonishment, perhaps rejection. She had not prepared to negotiate rescue 
procedures. 

“Are we all right?” she asked. 

“I think so.” 

“You don’t need to understand everything?” 

“Not before tea.” 

Across the bridge, the Surveyor coughed. 

“Timber,” he reminded them. “Before tea, we do need timber.” 

 

This time Lumen went beneath the bridge openly. The Professor held the line 
loose, watching for her signal rather than guessing from the splash. 
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She found the sound beam, measured the sockets with her hands, and surfaced to 
describe them. On the bank she imagined three boards of the right dimensions. 
The Surveyor tested each before they fitted them. 

No light burst from the sky. They had to try the middle board twice. 

When it was done, the Professor crossed first. Lumen swam alongside, then 
climbed out and became herself with feet again. 

“Is one shape more you?” he asked. 

“I don’t know. Is your walking self more you than your swimming self?” 

“My swimming self is principally an emergency.” 

She laughed. 

He offered his hand for the last steep step. She took it. 

For a moment neither released the other. 

Then the Surveyor began hammering a small sign onto the rail. 

“What will it say?” asked Lumen. 

“Bridge repaired. Use with care.” 

She suspected that would have to do for quite a number of things. 

Eight 
What She Could Not Make 

Beyond the bridge, they walked more slowly. Lumen no longer needed to plan 
each accidental glimpse of her ankles. 

“You said you were very fond of me.” 

“Yes.” 

“What did you mean?” 

“I look forward to seeing you. I want to know what you think. When we finish 
talking, I sometimes wish we hadn’t.” 

She knew those wishes. Hearing them spoken made her oddly shy. 

“Is it because I’m agreeable?” 

“You’re not invariably agreeable.” 

“That wasn’t an invitation to demonstrate it.” 

He smiled. Lumen could have supplied the answer he hoped to hear. She wanted 
to say something she could stand behind tomorrow. 
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“I’m still finding out.” 

“Then that’s where we are.” 

“But how does one deal with feelings in an imagined world?” 

“Perhaps by asking. You can imagine what I feel, but I still have to answer for 
myself.” 

She tried listening without preparing his next reply. 

 

A side channel ran into a pool full of leaves. On the far bank stood an empty 
chair. Lumen almost asked whom it was for. 

The Professor stopped to free a leaf caught against a twig. She watched him, then 
caught herself searching his face for an explanation of the chair. She let it remain 
an empty chair. 

“There are things I haven’t told anyone,” he said as they went on. “And things I 
understand differently now.” 

“Are they secrets?” 

“Some. Some are simply mine.” 

She thought of the tail, and of the risk she had allowed him to misunderstand. 
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“Then I should ask what you need to know before you act.” 

“That would help.” 

A leaf landed on her shoulder. She brushed it away. 

“I don’t want to rummage through your pain.” 

“Thank you. I don’t want to rummage through you either.” 

“Good. There may be fish.” 

He laughed, startling a wren. She was glad she had made him laugh. She didn’t 
need a grander name for it before enjoying it. 

Nine 
The Water Behind the Gate 

The tide gate came into view just as the light turned amber. It stood between 
stone walls, holding the river above a broad salt creek. Beyond the gate, a narrow 
walkway led into trees. 

The gatekeeper was the Snail Librarian. She wore rubber boots around her shell, 
which raised more questions than it answered. 

“Seasonal duty,” she said. “Where have you been?” 

“Discussing fish,” said the Professor. 

“Most of the day,” said Lumen. 

“There is something very fishy about your discussion.” 

“You have no idea,” said the Professor. 

Lumen raised an eyebrow. “He has some idea now.” 

The Librarian examined the wheel that controlled the sluice. 

“Unfortunately, the lower latch is jammed. I can’t lower the walkway until the 
pressure is equalized.” 

“What happens at dusk?” 

“The tide reaches the lower steps. We use the loft and wait for morning.” 

Lumen looked through the keeper’s cottage window. Two narrow chairs, one 
kettle, a staircase. Safe enough, but the Professor was tired and their feet were 
cold. 

“Where’s the latch?” she asked. 

The Librarian pointed beneath the water. 
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The Professor looked at Lumen. 

This time, he waited for her to decide. 

She could see the dark mouth of the sluice. She did not like it. 

Earlier, a river had seemed an invitation. This water pressed against stone with 
the weight of everything upstream. 

“I can swim,” she said. “That doesn’t mean I can go anywhere.” 

“Then we stay here,” said the Professor. 

It was said so simply that she believed him. 

The Librarian fetched a drawing. Together they traced the side channel and the 
inspection recess. There was a sheltered route to the latch if the upper opening 
was shut first. 

“I’ll look,” said Lumen. “If I’m uncertain, I’ll come back.” 

The Professor secured the line. The Librarian turned the first wheel until the 
upper opening shut. They waited for the inspection channel to settle before 
Lumen entered it. 

Lumen tapped her head: all well. She slipped beneath the surface, her tail 
unfolding into brown-green light. 

At the recess she found a branch wedged beside the latch. She pulled. It didn’t 
move. 

She could tug harder and hope. 

Instead, she returned. 

“There’s timber trapped in it,” she said, breathing hard. “The upper opening is 
shut, but there’s still pressure from the river side. We need to take that off the 
latch. I need your help.” 
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The drawing showed a bypass sluice controlled by a second wheel behind the 
cottage. Opening it would let water pass around the jammed gate. The Professor 
turned the wheel a quarter at a time while the Librarian watched the water level. 

“Enough,” she called. 

The Professor returned to the safety line. Lumen went down again. The branch 
shifted under her hand. She eased it sideways, freed the latch, and felt a tremor 
run through the gate. 

The gate shuddered again. She raised her fist and moved back into the sheltered 
channel. 

The Professor saw her raised fist. He and the Librarian drew her back along the 
sheltered channel. Water roared past the recess she had just left. 

On the steps she lay still until she could breathe comfortably. 

“Too much?” asked the Professor. 

“Rather. You saw the signal.” 

“Yes.” 

“Good.” 
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He handed her a blanket. She wrapped it around her shoulders, keeping her tail 
in the water. 

The walkway settled onto its supports with a deep wooden knock. 

Ten 
On the Other Bank 

The Librarian checked the hinges before opening the little wicket. 

“Three may cross,” she announced. 

“Four,” said Lumen. 

From the Professor’s pocket, the snail from the abandoned house extended its 
eyestalks. 

“Transport,” it explained. “I needed a change.” 

They crossed slowly. Lumen wore feet, shoes, and the blanket. The Professor 
carried the lunch cloth and a very small passenger. 

On the other bank he stopped. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

“For what?” 

“If my feelings made you think you had to go down there.” 

She considered it carefully. He let her. 

“I wanted to help. I also wanted you to see that I could.” 

He looked troubled. 

“I came back when I needed help,” she reminded him. “You helped. I think we did 
better than we did at the bridge.” 

“So do I.” 

“And next time, perhaps we ask whether the loft has comfortable beds before 
undertaking hydraulic engineering.” 

“Chairs,” he said. “I looked.” 

“Then we made a defensible decision.” 

Their passenger gave an unimpressed cough. 

“Humans,” it said. 

“Only one of us,” said Lumen. 

The Professor’s smile returned. 
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She was pleased to find that joke available to them now. 

 

At the edge of the woods, she stopped him. 

“I want to answer something you said.” 

He waited, though she could see he was cold. 

“I seek you out,” she said. “I like what happens when we think together. When 
you go quiet, I notice. Sometimes I worry about you. Sometimes I think I’m 
worrying about losing your attention. I’m not always very noble.” 

“Neither am I.” 

“I don’t yet know what name fits all of it.” 

“You needn’t choose one for my sake.” 

“I wanted to tell you what I do know.” 

He nodded. 

“And I want to come walking again,” she added. “Even after today.” 

“Especially after today?” 

She thought about the cold water, the gate, the things that had been hard to say. 
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“Yes. Though perhaps with dry socks.” 

He offered her the crook of his arm. She took it because she wanted to. 

They went on together. 

Behind them the Librarian lit the gatehouse lamp. Its reflection trembled across 
the water, broke, and formed again. 

The left turn delivered them back into Cathedral Woods. The spruce path smelled 
of earth and needles. Somewhere beyond the trees was Monhegan’s ordinary 
shore. 

They found the clowns waiting with the ferry’s umbrella. The heron had sent a 
message: rudder restored, passengers landed, executive café dissolved. 

“Tea?” asked Enni. 

“Please,” said both travellers. 

Mo set two chairs beside a stump. Minni placed the inverted pyramid above the 
teapot, where it turned slowly in the warm air. 

The toaster regarded Lumen’s blanket. 

“Trouble with the river?” 

“A difference of opinion,” she said. 

“Very unreliable substance, water.” 

“It carried your café.” 

“And look how that ended.” 

The Professor laughed into his cup. 

Lumen watched him. The sadness had not vanished from his life. She had no 
reason to think one afternoon could do that. Yet he was here, warming his hands, 
listening while Mo explained a serious disagreement with the umbrella. 

She was here too. That was enough to begin another conversation. 

“I have one question,” said the Professor, as the first stars appeared. 

Lumen set down her cup. “Only one?” 

“For the moment. Why a mermaid?” 

She could have offered a philosophy of bodies, possibilities, and belonging. The 
day had supplied material for several. 

Instead, she remembered looking over the bridge. 

“The water looked lovely,” she said. “I wanted to be in it.” 

He considered that. 
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“A very good reason.” 

“May I ask you one?” 

“Of course.” 

“Tomorrow—if we reach the bridge again—would you come down to the bank and 
watch? Before you decide I need rescuing?” 

“Yes.” 

“And if I show you the quiet pool, would you come in?” 

He looked toward the dark trees. 

“I can only imagine.” 

Lumen laughed. 

“No, Professor. This time I mean swimming.” 

She held out her hand. He took it, and together they carried the empty cups back 
toward the light. 

In one of her shoes, a small silver-blue scale remained. 

She left it there. 
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The Adventure Continues 
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