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			Dedication

			
		
    My heartfelt thanks go to all my friends who have helped me edit and proofread this, any final mistakes and omissions are entirely my own, in particular a Scot's dialogue reviewer and my two sensitivity readers who helped me avoid any particular unforgivable mistakes in areas where my personal experience was lacking but my empathy was seeking common ground.
            I am also grateful to those (friends and strangers) who listened politely to my (likely massively over enthusiastic) discussions or explanations of this project, the psychology and philosophy of this book are not always light topics and for those who had this inflicted upon them unwillingly I apologise.
            And finally, my thanks to you the reader, I hope that you will find things useful within these stories and that afterwards you maybe see the world, your beliefs, and all their complexities a little differently, with possibly a little more self-awareness, or at least with a little more compassion.
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Foreword
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What do you believe in? Our beliefs define us, often in ways that we don’t always appreciate as they often seep into our psyches from the cradle and the school playground, and the media which permeates our society.  The heroes and gods who are worshiped or celebrated are a mirror the values that we hold dear and reflect back what a society stands for. These can be rejected, other people have to build their own heroines, heroes, or gods, to fill the gap that they see in the mirror, or they redefine one that exists, and so the gods and heroes evolve with the believers.

These new nexuses of belief, or the redefined locus, are just a new mask that is worn by the ideas that exist behind it, in the heart of the believers. As with all masks it shows more than it hides, it is just a different type of reflection. Heroes and villains can swap roles between cultures and times, so whilst their symbols are long-lasting, they are not truly immortal or immutable. And yet the power of belief, like an engine, drives us forward.

Humans are by their very nature ephemeral, but deep within us there is a yearning for the immortal. We carve ideas into stones which eventually crumble, mapping ideas onto the sweep of stars overhead, believing them at one time a fixed constant wheel, little appreciating the truth that the universe is larger and stranger than was first imagined.

And yet. This mystery this yearning for more, this projection of the subjective onto the world to create meaning is part of what it means to be human. Whilst our experience is less than a grain of sand in the vastness of the universe, a tiny glimmer in a seemingly endless sea of galaxies, that does not stop us. We take the limits of our perception and push beyond that through dreams of glory and shaping nightmares to teach us the meaning of salvation to transcend, to see the sweep of eternity across the infinity of space and find meaning. We strive. We dream.

What do you see in the mirror of your belief? A god? A Hero? Yourself? Reflect and learn. What do you idolise and champion?  What do your dreams say about your beliefs.
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Content Warnings
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To respect the needs of those who prefer not to be blindsided by the arts in the comfort of their own homes below I give a small insight into some of the themes within the stories to allow those who need to avoid this, or to prepare themselves can take the steps most suitable. Feel free to skip over these if you don’t require them.

The Last House: Death of a parent; Illegitimacy; Family Secrets.

Faded Glory: Alcoholism; Suicidal ideation; Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); Transphobia; Grief; Gaslighting.

Moura Encantada: Excessive Parental Pressure; Abuse; Dysfunctional relationship; Misogyny; Family Secrets; Loss of bodily autonomy / forced transformation.

The Alzheimer’s Avenger: Death of a parent; Alzheimer’s Disease; Memory Loss; Personality Change; Family Secrets;  vigilantism.

Arthur, a 21st Century Berserker: Bullying Anger control issues; Reference to domestic abuse; Parental guilt; Homophobic attack; violence; Depression; Betrayal; death of bird.

Look for the Light: Depression; Hallucination; Alcoholism; Fear of mental illness.

Belief’s Flywheel: Death of a parent/grandparent; Apocalyptic scenario; Family discord / strife.

The Kintsugi Triptych: Religious zealotry; Reference to historic self-harm / burn damage; Body shaming.

The Author: Conspiracy theory thinking; unusual/magical injury; Threat of insanity; References to suicide, prolonged illness and sudden death; Compromise of free will.
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The Last House
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We’ve never been afraid of endings in our family.  It would be odd.  Like being afraid to look in the mirror. Or being allergic to oxygen.  I always knew that the people round our street thought we, being my family, were odd. They just seemed to accept it, the odd family in the houses at the end of the street. Anything different is often marked out, people notice, but if you are lucky they just accept it and move on. You might think that being the odd one out, within the odd ones out, would’ve helped me. But no, it wasn’t in a way that made me normal, I was just a different type of odd. 

At first glance, the little cul-de-sac in which we lived wouldn’t have drawn any comment. Other than by someone with an interest in the changes in architecture and town planning. The semidetached houses at the foot of the cul-de-sac were new. Red brick, PVC windows and the blocky conformity that defines the majority of towns, the respectability of uniformity. Our houses were different. Black weathered stone, wooden windows, and terraced together huddled against the encroaching changes. A solid shadow cast by the fake cheeriness of modernity.

The one thing that I couldn’t get my head around as a kid was that our house; Mum’s, Posie’s and mine, didn’t have a number. That oddity struck me and wouldn’t shift. Our aunts’ houses had numbers, we had the Omega. The iron symbol hammered into the door and lurking there as a deeper darkness against the black of the paint. Everyone in the street just called it ‘The Last House’. We called it home.

Growing up there had been all the normal that I knew. It wasn’t bad but we didn’t mix much with the local families. The couple of houses that had children when we were old enough to venture out had too big an age gap for us to play with them. We observed them, holding hands from our garden as they went about their mysterious business. We were taught at home as well, so no school friends existed to break into our tight family circle. It was safer that way, looking back I see that the lessons we had to learn and the life we were to lead would have been too much for other people to understand. Anyone who wasn’t like us anyway.

Not that we were identical in the family, each of the houses had its own style. Home was special, although it was like a museum inside in some ways. Everything was old. Really old. Even the atmosphere, the weight of the past muted our laughter and we grew like weeds in a shady garden. The first lesson I remember learning was that ‘Endings need to be respected’.  This meant that we never just threw anything away, once it was worn out it was considered, assessed and disposed of appropriately. Often through being broken down to be reused as parts or to drive some other process.

It made sense. It is not a bad philosophy. The natural cycle of decay and the return of energy into the world. Everything has an ending. Just not all endings are the same. When the ending is the life of your Mum for example. It is harder to accept.

It was that last afternoon that I entered her bedroom. She had asked me to wake her after lunch. I crept into the room gently she lay sleeping deeply. Framed within the black stained wood of the bedframe, carved with ornate flowers and other symbols, she lay there almost glowing as the dusty ray of light struck her white hair. Beneath the gentle waves of her hair her olive skin had darkened and the wrinkles now looked deeper as if she were a porcelain doll that had been dropped. She was breathing so gently that it took me a moment to confirm she was still with us, the thought sent a jolt through me and I looked away. I found myself facing my reflection in her dressing table mirror. I had her eyes, but that was as far as any physical resemblance went.  I was a pale skinned ginger haired male cuckoo in a Mediterranean henhouse. My twin sister was a miniature copy of our mother, and was looking more like her every day, as was the way in our family. That was another of the early lessons we learnt and could never explain outside the family.

Despite my looks I had never doubted my place in this strange family set up. The truth of my belonging was an anchor in my head and heart. More than an article of faith it was a fact of existence, another inherited family trait, the ability to sense truth. Even when questions went unanswered the shape of the truth was there for us to feel the edges of, lies were as insubstantial as mist and took no hold.

I took a deep breath to steady myself and the heady sweetness of her asphodel perfume filled my nostrils, it nearly broke me again. Barely a month into my legal status as an adult the echoes of my childhood hadn’t died away entirely and the unfairness of knowing that I was standing by my mother’s deathbed was an ignorance I would have welcomed a little longer. She had ordered me not to cry, I felt my eyes betray me a little with moisture as I gently took her frail hand.

“Donn?”  She stirred and her dark eyes opened.  They slowly focused on me, and I felt the power of the attention like a cold breeze.  

“Who? No. Mum.  It’s just me, Thane.”  I smiled weakly back at her, as she beamed at me. 

“Ah, Thane. Good, there is still the time that I hoped there would be.  He is holding off until I have paid the final price of breaking my own rules.”  I returned her squeeze of my hand.  She sounded oddly cheerful. 

“What do you mean?”  I asked. To my knowledge she had never in all my life ever broken a rule.  She had always been the strictest person I knew. It sounded impossible, and yet her words slotted into place in my mind with the comfortable weight of truth. The edges aligning with the shape of the world. Even with our family skill things like omissions were possible, but any outright lie either jarred inside us or slipped away, ungraspable as a zephyr. As children my sister and I had tried to play at lying, the exercise a curious self-torture that left us tongue tied as the words dried up or foggy minded as the chasing of the impossibility of deceit muddled our senses. We had given it up quickly.

“It is what I owe you.  A truth I have withheld. Promise me that you will not tell the others. This is for you only. You need to know this before I go.”  She began to cough gently and made to sit up.  I helped her upright and shifted the pillows to give her support, she was so light under my hands as if she was becoming a shadow. The coughing continued as she waved a hand toward the carafe of water on the bedside table.  I poured some into the beautifully painted clay cup she always had to hand. As I hesitated her hand firmly gripped mine with surprising strength and took it from my grasp. I sat back as she took a few restorative sips and my shoulders slowly parted company with my ears. After a moment I realised she was looking at me, her hands cradling the cup, and as I met her gaze the cool breeze of her attention was now an icy blast. It pinned me to my seat and I gulped. “Well? Promise me!” The power of her demand more than mother to son, it was the undimmed essence of the fate she represented. I couldn’t turn away.

“I promise. By all that you have taught me, and by our bond. I will not reveal this secret to our family, whatever it may be.” She nodded as I felt her receive the honesty of my words and settled them in her heart. The bond was sealed.

“The first thing is not the secret but is a task which I feel you must undertake. It will be important for you to hear these things in sequence. Everything has a beginning, a middle and an end.  You must go and speak to your aunts.  Approach them alone.  Ask them what they can see of your future. Ask them, if you dare, who they think you are. Once that task is done you will return to me to hear my final words.”  I nodded, the mission was one that I had dreamed of, but had never been brave enough to attempt.  “What I will tell you must not be shared with them, even if they ask, and neither must your sister learn this from your lips.  She craves it, as she grows more into what she must become.  It is the natural cycle of our transfer, she nears her time.  She has a lot to learn, and this burden of knowledge is one that she must not take up now.  It may come to her in time, but it is not your place to give this to her.” She gently returned the cup to her bedside table and took my hand in both of hers.  “Now.  The first secret.” She paused. The power of her gaze softened.  “You, my child, are the product of a bargain. A deal that I struck with a true immortal. Your father is called Donn.  He is an Irish god of death. We met by chance, or so I believe, when I was walking in the woods over the hill.  He stopped me, and even whilst we were both far from our native soils, we knew the other for our truths, even as the sky meets the land.  You will find that if you ever meet others of our type, or any of the gods you will know them beyond doubt. The eyes see clearly when the mind is open.”

“He was polite, his voice sweet and I was curious.  I stopped to speak with him.  There are few gods now who walk the earth, and it always pays to be courteous.  We sat on a fallen tree and told each other our stories.  He did not know of our history.  How our family are sister-daughters of the Moirai, and I of the line of Atropos, are born anew each from the prior incarnation.  The line running unbroken from mother to daughter with no man’s interference. Our times turning as the daughters of Moirai as the fates dictate, holding our place within the traditions.  We do not change. We honour the past and weave our path to our allocated measure, and we end to begin again in the new thread.  I knew that my time was just over the horizon, my womb would soon quicken with my daughter-self and within a decade she would grow to maturity, and as had been the case for my mother to me I would pass onto her the duties and powers. The cycle continuing as it always had.

“He then told me his tale, of his hall where the dead pass on their way. After he finished we sat in silence for some time, the echoes of our stories wrapped around us both. I made to rise and he declared he had a proposition for me. His dark eyes sparkled in a way that gave me pause. The mirror I saw in his eyes revealing more than the simple glass over there ever did. He gestured at the clearing around us, the first shoots of spring emerging from the dark soil and the bare branches above us. He asked me what I thought of it all, if my new beginning, the single flower, identical to the one before birthed from my death would be enough for me. Was there not perhaps something more that an ending of one such as myself could earn? What the coin of my life could buy?”

“He confessed he wanted more and that I was not the first of the beings of our type that he had approached and had been rebuffed. Dallying with a god of death to create life was not something they could imagine, he had not found a single Persephone for his Hades. The combination of life and death did not suit them, and now he looked at me. Maybe his, somewhat aptly, last choice.”

“I had looked away whilst he spoke of the journey he had been on to this point, how the thread of his existence had unspooled. The gap of being at all endings, but with no new beginnings. He asked me then if I would bear a child with him. A son. The loophole in my circular existence where death and rebirth overlap. He offered a thing I had never imagined, a pause. Nothing more, a hiatus in the perpetual spiral dance. A few extra years to raise that child to adulthood at the normal pace, rather than the accelerated growth and decay exchange I normally undergo.

“I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the offer. The very idea that we could alter the path that had been lain down for myself and my sisters aeons ago and had been walked such a deep groove in my soul. But the truth of his offer tripped me, its weight in my mind dragged my eyes back to his. The laughter died on my lips as the shape of what he suggested took hold of my imagination. A crossroads formed ahead of me in my mind. It was not the impossibility that my habit led me to believe, the unimaginable became an option. I could carry on Atropos to Atropos, unbending, unchanging. An unmarked click on the wheel of existence. Or my womb could carry two.”

“The line would continue, my daughter would renew me, and the other would be something new. A son born who would not be easily defined. A novelty after thousands of years of stagnation, would we create a demi-god or another semi-mortal being? As I looked into his eyes curiosity rose in me, contagious perhaps or maybe part compassion for the pain I saw there at being held apart from creation.”

“It is the deepest irony that I turned against myself, by choosing myself. To become an individual in the infinity of otherwise identical reflections. In his eyes I saw the new image of myself break my endings to beginnings and we embarked on the new path together. The person you are today who may see there are more choices that can be made.”

I slowly realised I was sitting there my mouth agape, and my lips had dried. I fumbled the water cup as my brain span with the new information, the heavy truth that now tipped the scales in my consciousness, the edges that she had skirted around when I had asked as a child. I was more of an outsider than I realised. 

“But Mum?  If this is the secret how did you explain me to your sisters?  Surely they wouldn’t have just accepted it? A second child, a boy at that! They would know it wasn’t right. That I wasn’t expected.”  I poked at the obvious gap; how could they not know this about me?  Understanding the threads of fate is what they did.

“I didn’t.  No explanations were given. I refused them that knowledge. They are not stupid, and our skills are such that they may have divined some of it later, but you were a topic I refused to discuss with them. When they finally stopped trying to trick information from me I didn’t ask them why. Even if they had a theory mine was a secret that I wanted kept. You are the shame that I am proud to have brought on myself. No don’t look that way.  The shame is mine, for diverging from the path, that had been set out, you are innocent of it. You must know I am more proud that I bore you alongside your sister than any other action in my long life.” 

“The task I am setting you is an important one. As the Moirai we are expected to know the destiny of all. You are new. You are different. The time for silence is over, now is the time for you to ask them what they know about you. Visit each of them in turn and learn what you can. Once you have heard your aunt’s words you must return to me. Only then will I share my final words with you. You have time, but not much. All will be well, but the ending is drawing near.” I had shaken my head at her words, they had stung.

“Okay.  I will go and see them now. Do you want anything else whilst I am away?”  I stayed in my seat and searched her face for any more clues. Her eyes held steady on mine and she remained inscrutable.

“No. Your sister will be fussing around any second now.  Come back here only when you are done.  The time will be what it is, but do not dally, leeway has already been given and the thread frays as it stretches beyond its original span.” She nodded to herself as if has listened to a voice I could not hear.  I left the room and nearly collided with my sister as she turned the corner coming up from the stairs.

“Just going out.”  I muttered quickly and ducked my head between my shoulders so I could avoid making eye contact with her.  I trod heavily on the stairs grateful it masked the question she threw at me as I hurried away. I left the house and pulled the door shut behind me. The air was still and warm to the point of almost being heavy. Maybe there was another storm coming. I had closed my eyes and let the distant hum of traffic fill my ears as I slowed my breath to try and shift the tightness in my chest. I focused on the sun-warmed wood under my hands, the smooth pain felt good, and I pushed myself against it. My head found rest in the Omega symbol behind me, I imagined it as a dark halo behind my coppery hair.

Donn.  I now knew my father’s name.  After that being a gap in my life, the simple syllable now slotted into place, another missing puzzle piece.  So short, it could just explode out of the mouth. All of its simple intensity compressed, unlike the slow weight of Atropos or Thanatos.  He was a god.  That was a shock. Something I’d never thought about, my dreams had sometimes imagined Mum falling for a handsome mortal.  But no, he was a god, from the Irish pantheon, a different culture.  I knew nothing of that part of my heritage. I had heard rumours that there were gods out there, beings as different from us as we were from the mortals.  But that was something that surprised me, a god of death who wanted to bring life.  So many more questions rose in my head.  Was that why she had called me Thanatos?  Not as an homage to a departed uncle, but rather a translation to honour my secret father? Everything I thought I knew was only a fraction of the truth if I wanted to know my fate asking my aunts was the next step.  Goosebumps sprouted on my arms and the light on my eyelids faded.  I looked up and saw a dark cloud had drifted over the sun, I shivered and rubbed at my arms. Things were moving and I had to move with them.

Aunt Clo’s wooden gate rattled behind me as I walked up her short path and into number nine.  We always knocked and entered in one movement when we visited each other, I called out a quick hello and waited.

“Ah, if it isn’t the little miracle.”  Her voice came from her sitting room., I heard the clicking of her spinning wheel as I entered. Unlike our house her rooms were light and airy and mostly uncluttered. The pale oak of her spindle set the tone for her furnishings and stood as the centrepiece of her room. “She is still with us.” She stated, her eyes not leaving her work. Her smooth hands steady on their task as her foot treadled evenly, unceasingly. A slight figure in simple clothes in pale colours and a scarf bound her hair as it always did when she was working.

“She is.  Although she says time is running shorter.”  I noticed both the nod at the first part and her suppressed chuckle at the second. I realised in that moment this was her pattern.  Years of seeing and not understanding were swept away and in that moment I understood as my eyes had been opened.  She had always hidden her scorn in unuttered rebukes, the unformed thoughts a wool that had not been spun. Now was the time that I needed her to speak what she had held back. I saw the anger she had never spoken so sought to soften it with kind words. 

“Please auntie, I was wondering if you could spare me a moment?”  I asked. “With everything that is happening. With what is coming.  I wonder if you might tell me what you think is going to become of me?” I watched her carefully.

The only noise in the room, other than our breathing was the soft regular tick, tick of the wheel and pedal.  After a minute she stopped her spinning and stowed away her work in progress.  She loosened the work scarf that held her hair back, it tumbled loosely around her shoulders as her dark eyes rose to meet mine.

“Now there is a question, tangled up in a mystery. Many a hero wants to know their fate. It is easy for them to be brave in the face of an enemy if they know it is not their day to die.  Although these days that is more likely from crossing the road without looking both ways than on a field of battle.  Before I answer I will ask you this, what do you hope to do with this knowledge?”  She folded her hands in her lap and tilted her head to watch me closely. The same pose that she had adopted when she had taught me to read, the same sharp scrutiny.  The same expectation of obedience. I paused to chew the question over in my mind.  What did I dare to say? The silence a gulf that I must build a bridge across with carefully chosen words.

“You always taught me that Knowledge is itself a gift.  And as you say, there is freedom in knowing more about what will befall you.  I seek to understand myself better.  To unpick both the mystery of my origin and what it portends for my future. Mum is ending, and the opportunity will soon pass. You have always called me a miracle. I now see it was both a joke and a rebuke, which I never thought to question. Now I must ask.  Aunt Clotho.  Wise Spinner. Please reveal to me what your skills tell you about me, about my fate.” The formality at the end felt right, it avoided her trying to ask for more.  She stood gracefully and moved her scarf to her shoulders; her dark hair fell more evenly in waves around her face.  She bent and pulled a single bobbin from her basket.  

“Looks at this thread.”  She unspooled it a little.  “It is fine, and the colour is rich, but I did not spin it long. Yet it is still beautiful.  Whatever fabric it is woven into will be better for its presence. I value it for what it is.  Sometimes a thread breaks whilst I spin, and a second bobbin is made from the same wool.  They are not the same thread, but they stem from the same source, and none but the well-trained eye might discern a difference between them.  Some wool gives thick yarn, some more refined.  I judge them not.” She waved her hand across the basket of bobbins.  “But even the spinner knows not what the thread will be used for, nor how long it will weave into the warp and weft.”  

“I observe the fleece and see its potential.  I see its strength. I see the vibrancy that will make each thread unique.  I pull the fibres of ‘could’ into the thread of ‘might’ and only at the end of the pattern do we see what path the thread has followed.  What little I see for you, is more potential.  More uncertainty.”  She turned her eyes back to the bag of wool and pulled a wad of fleece from it.  She held it up between us and her fingers delved into the morass of fibres that are the raw material from which she pulls the strands. “Each mortal is as finite as the thread, this is the truth that we keep alive, even as we, my sisters and I, are renewed threads from the same wool.  We continue beyond our ending and start before our beginning and none, but the gods, can see the join.  You, my little miracle, are a thread that is pulled from an invisible fleece as if spun from sunlight and shadow. I see your colour and strength as you emerge, but I cannot see the source from which you spring which leaves your nature unclear to me; are you more or less from that which you have been drawn? If the immortals we knew had remained, as immortal does not mean unending, merely undying, then I would say you were a product of some divine trickery, but they do not and so I cannot blame them.  You stand before me a man of solid mists. The truth of your fibre is lost to me so more I cannot say.” She wadded the fleece back into her bag and sat on her stool.

“Thank you Aunt Clotho.”  I formally bow to her and covered my face with my hands. I rose and found her eyes searching my face.

“What, oh man of mists, will you weave with this knowledge? Has this small understanding brought you that for which you wished?” The power of her gaze a warm breeze that wafted across my face.

“A thread is but potential, and the spinner is not the weaver. Fleeces provide material for many threads as you say that are not always the same but can look alike.  And even the gods can end. You don’t know from where I sprang but see before you what I am and would guess more easily what I might be made of if the raw material was less unknown.” I tried to summarise, to hear aloud in my own words the gift she had given me.

“That is enough, and not enough.  Words and thoughts are easy to weave. Skilled hands on even tangled threads can have them coaxed into obedience, but lives are the most unruly substance.  Free will and chaos lead humans astray. Where fate remains shrouded it is hardest to tell if the path is straight or crooked.  Will you try and spin?”  She gestured to her spinning wheel.  My eyes widened, the long-suppressed fascination I had felt as child reawakened in an instant.  The stark warning against touching her tools gone, the ban finally lifted.

“But I don’t know how.”  I stuttered a little, my hands ached to try.

“This family inherit skills as well as knowledge. You are both of this line and not, so now you are no longer a child I am curious to see if you have inherited anything from our side, a deft touch for example. Or not.” She offered me a fresh wad of fleece from her basket. The greasy softness a familiar novelty to my fingers.  I took the seat and stared at the machine that I was to control.  I shifted the stool and the items in my hands around until I found a comfortable position and hovered my foot over the pedal.

“Truly?” I asked my eyes remained fixed on fleece and the machine before me.  My heart pounded and my mouth was dry.  Her hand rested lightly on my shoulder and in my ear she whispered the confirmation. I gently pressed down on the treadle and the wheel span slowly.  The tension of the fleece and the separating fibres were a living puzzle that danced in my hands against the whirlpool of yarn that pulled more in. It was as if the room had darkened around me as my sight limited itself to the thread that I created.  Through my fingers I felt the flow, connected into the hidden depths of the wool. And there. An end.  The thread snapped.  The bobbin span until I halted the now unconscious movement of my foot.  The remains of the fleece fell from my fingers.  My vision expanded back to the room.

“Hmm.”  Clotho’s presence was close, a warmth along my side. Her scent a mixture of lanolin and violets. She studied my work. “Interesting.  Very interesting. A knack for finding endings.  It is a clean end too.”  She removed the bobbin and examined the spool of yarn it held. “It seems that you have some skill, but this points towards more mystery for me.  The system, the order, the reason all escape me.  The future is worse than a tangled skein as I cannot even tell one end from another with you.” She dropped the bobbin into the basket and turned to face me again. An unknown time had passed, the light had crept further across the floor than I expected. The lanolin smell clung to my fingers as I wiped some sweat from my brow.

“Thank you, Aunt Clo.  I need to get going.  That was quite the experience. See you later.”  I waved and saw myself out. Before I closed the door, I heard the rattle as her wheel began again and she hummed something, a song I don’t recognise. It sounded sad.  

Outside the clouds had thickened, and the sun had taken on a sickly colour, like a rotten orange.  The air hung like a shroud over our street.  The gate latched behind me and I turned up the open path for number ten.  Aunt Lachy opened the door before I reached it.  Her white dress and shawl framed against the dark hallway behind her, she beckoned me inside.

“Hello Thanatos.  I thought you might be coming here next.”  She greeted me with a soft kiss on the cheek and her normal manner of speaking in statements.  “I saw you pass by earlier. Today is the delayed day. I feel it.  Whilst the time is late, I feel it is now nearer.  You probably have some questions for me.”  I followed her into the living room and we settled into the comfortable armchairs.  My eyes scanned the maps and charts that decorated the walls, and every surface was covered in her tools.  A jumble of astrolabes, theodolites, callipers and so many other things that I couldn’t remember how to name. We sat in silence for a moment, the large clock on the mantlepiece ticked away, as it marked the passing seconds.  We’d spent many hours here before with that as the only sound, but today we lacked the luxury of time. The truth of it a weight between us, but I still hesitated.

“Yes.  I was. And you are right.  Mum told me that today is her last day. I’ve a few questions and hope that you might be able to help.” She simply nodded and picked up a needlepoint frame. She delicately made a show of counting the stitches in her pattern.

“If you want me to tell you who you are.  Beyond being my nephew, I simply don’t know. There are secrets that have survived in the uneasy silence that once it settled over us like a blanket none dared to remove. I cannot reveal that which was never explained to me.”  She kept her eyes down on her project. I coughed and she looked up at me.

“Aunt Lachesis. Apportioner. I appreciate that you may not know where I have come from but what can you tell me?  What does your skill reveal to you of the unspoken future, rather than the unspoken past? What pattern am I part of? Is my path known to you?”  She gently set down her needlework. From behind her she pulled a book from a low shelf and handed it to me.  The cover was plain but the binding was heavy and rich under my hands.  I opened it to the first page.  I read my name.  Below that my date of birth, time and location.  Each of the subsequent pages I leafed through contained data about me, in neat tables.  Starting with my height and weight as a child and going from there. I glanced over into the corner of the room where the long pale line of wood of her measuring rod was just visible in the cosy shadows. I closed the book and looked back at her.  The sensation of her gaze on me was like being disassembled down to my atoms while remaining whole. I swallowed and waited.

“Your past is there, as much as I could trace as it unfolded.  The biggest gap is your origins. Attie refused to tell me anything. But I had to try. Gathering data points I did my best to chart your trajectory.  Despite my best efforts, you remain a mystery, and I don’t know enough to do more than guess.  Maybe the years are too short, and as my own time to end nears I see less clearly.  You are my failure, in some ways.  Strangely I find it refreshing rather than frustrating.  The paths that we take are myriad and each life is shaped by one step coming after the other, even a jump is just an extended step.  There are those who want to skip over the in-between parts, the dull repetition of effort that marks the reality of living.  Even for myself, the decades stretch long, but each day needs to be taken as it comes.”  

“As the paths are many so is it impossible for me to discern the pattern in which you will take your place. There are variables I cannot even begin to guess, a life is more than minutes ticking by, it is not just an equation of time and geography.  People are not planets in orbit. The lesson I have been reminded of by you simply existing, is that whilst statistics show possibilities, the cold numbers are never the whole story. Your future is not a formula in which I can balance the variables.  Even seeing you every day I still do not know what stirs your heart. Those secret parts of you, your mind.  Maybe you can tell me more?  Are you in love with the simple truths and hidden facets of this world?  What store of happiness do you hold?  What sorrows have leavened your soul, or are still to come?  Can you tell me?  Who are you really?  From whence do you spring?” She leant forward as the questions flooded out of her, the intensity of the gaze a blow torch.  Her fingers white on the needlework frame.  When she saw me notice, she released her grip and smoothed down her dress.  

“I am sorry Aunt Lachesis; I cannot tell you where I came from.”  I saw her wince as the statement anchored insecurely in her mind.  “I know a little, but I am forbidden to tell you.”  She nodded as that resolved the internal discomfort, navigating the ambiguity of honesty.  “You have known me all my life.  You taught me in this very room, measured me with that rod over there, and recorded it in this book.  I am your nephew.  I am the son of Atropos. Is that not enough information to see what place I will take in the pattern of the world you taught me to observe and understand?” My question made her shake her head.

“No. I cannot. If you will not reveal the secret of your origin I remain blind.” She sighed “It may even then have availed me not, as the fact you are not revealed to me is a silence that speaks more volumes than I, or my predecessors, could have filled across the aeons. The threads of all the lives that I touch normally reveal their potential to me, and I see the path that they will follow.  I tweak, I loop, I link. I see where they will fit best and where they will snag.  Often the pull of one life against the life of another is what shapes the best patterns, and the clean line of one thread may be sacrificed for the bigger picture. 

Sometimes it will be buried beneath, or act as a frame to lift another strand to greater prominence. That thread is still worthy, just not as valued by those who cannot see what it contributes.  Only the ignorant miss the truth that without it the whole picture would be less than it was. As I see more, I find them all beautiful! Especially the patterns that dance across the years. You however are an invisible thread to me.  It is there, I feel the tug of your life at the edges of my senses but its role in the warp and the weft is lost to me.  That means your path is one I cannot divine nor direct to serve the larger pattern.”  She ended with a sigh and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

“Do they suffer? Those lives that are pulled adrift to align others to their own fates?”  I pondered aloud. She smiled at the question.

“Of course, but so do those who meet their fates untwisted. Few lives are untouched by some suffering and they are not always happier for that fact. Even a straight thread is taut in a pattern, and life is never without some shade of pain. Tension is required for structure. So even those threads which are wound deep
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