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      What can you say about the South Wind? She is barely a wind. She is a zephyr, a breeze, a warm breath stirring the leaves and women’s hair, picking up scents from flowers and bringing them to unexpected places where they arrive like dreams and people close their eyes and take a deep breath and inhale and instantly believe…

      …in lies.

      Because the South Wind is tender-hearted. It isn’t that she is blind, or indifferent to pain – it’s just that she doesn’t like to speak about it or call it by name. It could make grief deeper, or joy too much to bear. So, she lies. She tells tender little lies with every sweet scent she carries – she whispers that everything will be all right, every little thing will be all right, the air will always smell like summer and summer will never end, one day after another filled with sunshine and beauty and dreams fulfilled.

      Those who live in the real world, though, can find themselves becalmed in a place where the South Wind does not blow, and in that moment of empty silence bereft of beguiling scents of hope and joy someone could open their eyes instinctively, or take a breath of that empty air, and the world around them changes, and all that South Wind light and colour turns to grey, and dim; to ashes. Because no joy is forever and every dream ends – and the South Wind cannot deal with that reality. She tries to blow again, to carry scent again, to tangle loose hair on lovers’ heads as they lean into one another sitting on the sunlit sands of beaches lapped by sparkling waters, to bring the sound of birdsong, or a somnolent hum of happy bees going about their business. It’s all about Sunday ice cream or playing hooky on a boring weekday, while the South Wind is blowing and the promise of romance is in the air like blowing rose petals.

      But she lies. All the stories she tells are not real; she creates them out of light and bird trills and the smell of summer roses. The light of day always sinks into night. The birds fly away for the winter. Roses wither and die on the stem when the first frost sets in. It was all wonderful. It was all beautiful. It was all a lie. The South Wind cannot tell you the truth – she cannot bear it. It is too harsh for her soul, and therefore she cannot inflict it on yours.

      Love her. Reach out and embrace her – but close your eyes, and do not look at that thing that’s just out of your sight; because if you do then you will let the truth in, and when you let the truth in the South Wind will withdraw into silence and into pain. Love her, always. Never, ever, trust her.
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            LILY OF A THOUSAND FACES

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the day after the service and the wind was out of the south when five of them ended up nursing mournful beers in the bar where I was on duty – and like every good bartender would, I found things to do in the vicinity while I waited for them to make the connection. It was the short dark one with the goatee and the glasses who did so first – I always knew he was bright. He caught the eye of the big squishy ginger top weightlifter and raised his glass slightly.

      “You were at Lily’s memorial, weren’t you?” he said.

      The redhead looked up, the expression on his face mournful.

      “Aye,” he said. Oh, right, I’d forgotten he was Scottish.

      “Saw you there,” said the dark one redundantly. “I’m Adam. My condolences on our loss.”

      Redhead wiped at his nose with the back of his hand, a curiously endearing childlike gesture. “Iain. Thanks.”

      “How did you know Lily?”

      “There was a time she was The One,” Iain said, and you could hear him capitalize the last two words. I bent my head over a glass I was cleaning and let my hair fall down over my face. He’d been a tender one, that guy. It had been hard to let go of him.

      “Lily’s memorial?” said a blond fellow two empty seats away from them at the bar, with a receding hairline that spoke of a few extra years he had on the other two. “I was there too.”

      “I’m sorry,” Adam said.

      “Yeah. Me too. David. And she was special. She was.” He eyed Iain thoughtfully. “If we’re talking about the same woman…”

      “How many women named Lily died recently and had a memorial service in the neighborhood?”

      David shrugged. “I’m not local,” he said. “I heard about it. I travelled in to pay my respects. She was special to me too.”

      “My Lily?”

      “Ours, apparently,” Adam said.

      “Mine, too,” said a fourth guy, getting up from a beer-stained table right next to the bar. “Sorry. Couldn’t help overhearing. Lily and I… had a thing. Had a thing, too, apparently. Don’t remember her ever mentioning any of your names…?”

      “Lily never talked about her past,” David said. “She lived in the moment, more than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “My Lily talked about the past all the time,” said a new voice, one that belonged to a slim Latino-looking fellow in tight jeans. I polished the glass harder. I had a very good recollection of those jeans. “I’m Leo. Lily and I had only one summer but by the time we split up I had a whole history of what had come before.” He eyed the others. “Adam? I think I remember an Adam. I don’t offhand recollect a David…”

      “I do,” said a fifth voice. “I remember seeing your faces at the memorial.” He paused. “Ian?...”

      “Iain,” Iain corrected, giving his name the proper Scottish lilt, and the expression on his face had gone slightly wary, slightly hurt. He didn’t like not being Lily’s ‘special’ one. There were too many other males in this room who apparently had a Lily connection and I could see his own shredding under the load. I was sorry for it. He was such an innocent, in his way.

      And then Adam spoke what they were all thinking out loud. “There seemed to be a lot of people there… who mourned her,” he said carefully. By ‘people’ he clearly meant ‘men’.

      There were two ways this could go. I stepped up to the bar. “Can I get anyone a refill?” I said breezily. “And… I’m sorry… I couldn’t help overhearing… I’m sorry, it sounds like you all knew someone who died? My condolences.”

      Adam pushed his glass in my direction. “Same again. Thanks.” And then, after a pause, glancing at the others, “And a round for this crew. On me. We can toast Lily together.”

      Bless him. He had made them companions rather than out-and-out rivals. There might be squabbles but there wouldn’t be war. I clocked what everyone was drinking and busied myself on replacements. Nobody objected to Adam’s gesture, at least. There was a wary silence while I worked to dispense everyone’s new libations. Then, unexpectedly, Iain lifted his glass.

      “To Lily,” he said.

      They all raised their glasses and echoed the toast and then took a swallow of whatever it was that they were holding. And then David chuckled.

      “She would have probably been amused,” he said. “I am not surprised that any man who ever knew her came to say goodbye to her, at the memorial, if they got wind of it. Lily is the kind of girl who stuck in your memory, whether you had a day with her or a decade.”

      “A decade?” Iain said, looking confused. “What, did you know her when she was ten?”

      “No,” David said, gathering his brow into a slight frown. “She was in her early twenties when I first met her.”

      “Okay,” Adam said carefully. “I thought the same thing. But she can’t have been the same age when she…”

      “She can’t have been the same age with all the guys at the memorial,” Leo said, tilting his head. “Not at the same time. Lily was not a cheating soul, anyway. She was a one-guy girl…”

      “Except we all thought we were the guy,” said another voice, a new voice. “I’m Trent. I was at Lily’s memorial, as well. I was with Lily, too. I thought she was happily attached… to me… while we were together.”

      The temperature was rising again, and they were starting to eye each other with a slightly belligerent eye.

      “Who was this Lily?” I asked, inserting myself into the conversation. Good bartenders could.

      “She was magic,” Iain said, his voice thickening with grief. I just wanted to lean over the bar and hug him, he looked so tragic. “She used to write these poems…”

      Leo lifted an eyebrow. “Lily? Writing poems? Not when I knew her. If she did, they would be rap lyrics. My Lily was a warrior. She was an activist, she was at marches and at protests, she was full of fire and passion…”

      “Such people,” Adam said, “often write poetry.”

      “Not Lily,” Leo said. “She had way too blunt a relationship with language. If she wrote poetry, it would have been something with a lot of salty language and it would probably have been written to scream truth to power. I am assuming you’re talking about the slightly more lyrical variety of poem?”

      “She could write a sonnet,” Iain said, and snapped his fingers to make his point. “Just like that. Give her a subject, and she’d think about it for five minutes and she would scribble it down – a proper sonnet, with all the proper rhythm and rhyme. Just like that.”

      “My Lily didn’t have a facility with words,” Adam said slowly, but with conviction. “I could no more imagine her sitting down by candlelight to write a sonnet – or even a rap screed calling people to battle – than I could imagine her flying. My Lily… my Lily was an artist. She painted these exquisite canvases that you never quite understood with your head but my God they would break your heart. I can’t explain it, I never could figure out…”

      “Lily? Are we talking about the same person at all?” Trent said. “She couldn’t draw a matchstick man if you threatened to shoot her. I know, because I can draw – I am an artist, I actually sell my work, I draw for a living – and she would sometimes pass me these pathetic but wonderful little scribbles that she could clearly see in her head but could not for the life of her transfer onto a piece of paper. And sometimes I could see where she was headed, and I would draw it for her, and she’d squeal with glee when I showed her because that was the only way that the pictures happened for her. But her version – it was little more than stick men. She’d draw a house the way a child would, a square box with a triangular hat for a roof and two windows on either side of a wonky door, sometimes with this little path leading up to it…” He stopped, bent his head to take a sip of his drink. Clearly the memories were emotional ones.

      There was a silence while they all sat there, with eyes wide and (I could see, I can always see things like that) their pupils dilated with a kind of shock, having come to a bar straight after a memorial service to drown their memories of the person whom they were mourning; now they were no longer sure, any of them, about what was true from what they recalled about that person. If anything. Was Lily an artist, or a woman who couldn’t draw a straight line? Did she write poetry or was she as rational and raw and logical as humans could get without an ounce of anything lyrical or soft at all?

      What was true? Was anything?

      One of the guys who had not given his name put his empty glass down on the bar counter (I quietly and unobtrusively refilled it) and gave a tremulous little smile.

      “Anybody else’s Lily play the violin?”

      David scoffed. “Lily? My Lily, as the cliché has it, could not carry a tune in a bucket, and for a violin you need the gift of a perfect pitch. God, I remember road trips on which she would try to bellow along to whatever song she currently liked happened to be playing on the radio, and it was only because I loved her that I could stand it.”

      “Mine played the violin,” the other guy insisted. He glanced down at his glass, appeared puzzled that it had liquor in it, but decided not to look a gift miracle in the teeth and took a swig out of it. “She could actually do, you know, the violin solos from that Scheherazade piece…”

      Adam whistled softly. “The Rimsky-Korsakoff? That’s virtuoso level stuff. I would think that would need oodles of practice and probably some very laid-back neighbors for the early learning stages, and then playing all the time, and a damn good violin, and, well, an orchestra…”

      “It didn’t bother the neighbors,” said the one whose Lily was the violinist. I searched my memory and finally found him – his name was Paul, and he was a trust fund baby with whom Lily had spent almost a year at the property that he had bought with family money out in the wilderness, with no other people within half a mile of his house. “She would go outside as the sun began to go down and she would play one of those cascading Scheherazade passages on the violin, and I tell you, I would sit inside in the deepening shadows without turning any lights on, just watching her silhouette ply the bow on those strings, and getting goosebumps all over my body. It was like listening to a goddess who had briefly stepped down on this mudball for just long enough to share the kind of music that was played in whatever heaven she descended from.”

      Adam was gazing at Paul with something almost like awe. “You’re giving me goosebumps now,” he said.

      “How could a woman who couldn’t carry a tune do a thing like that?” David asked, sounding genuinely bewildered. “And how could someone whose hands would be so precious even think about… I mean, on our road trip, she was utterly self-reliant. We blew a tire and I had a splinted hand at the time — I’d injured myself in a workshop accident not too long before, and I would have cheerfully called in a roadside service but we were kind of out in the middle of nowhere and anyone who could or would come to help would have taken an age to turn up. In the end it was Lily who simply rolled up her sleeves and dealt with the issue right there at the roadside. She could change a tire. She knew how to use tools. She wasn’t being careful of violin-playing fingers. I watched her do it. Not many women…”

      “Well, some of us do know how,” I said, unable to help myself.

      David glanced over at me, took my measure – maybe five foot six, if that, and slender as a reed, and his eyebrows lifted just a little. I knew that face – a gentle but immovable message of polite disagreement and even disbelief. He was not of Lily’s generation. He was not exactly a misogynist, not instinctively and instantly dismissive of women and their abilities and their place in the world, but he definitely belonged to an earlier era where a woman efficiently changing a tire in the face of an emergency situation was something remarkable — and not necessarily in a good way. The fact that the man in that scenario had been injured and sufficiently out of commission for the woman to have taken over what he might have considered to be his role, and the fact that he had been sufficiently stung by it all to remember it all in such vivid detail so long after the event – well. It was clear why he had needed a Lily sent to him. He had needed a different prism to be handed to him to look at the world through. It seemed, now, that it had gone some way towards a better perspective but it had certainly not completed its work as intended. I held his gaze until he looked away; so did I, with a sigh. I wasn’t entirely sure if I’d had long enough with him to have fully completed my task there.

      Still. One does what one can with what one has. I knew I had done my best. I always did.

      They continued to exchange their war stories from their time with Lily, and it became more and more obvious that they had all been to the same memorial service but one where they had memorialized utterly different women. But somehow the more their stories diverged, the more unified they became in their grief and in mourning. As the core of every Lily persona being discussed, I found myself rather moved by the influence that their particular personal encounters with the South Wind girl had had on their lives. It was clear that I’d had a greater impact on some than on others, and that they were much further along the path down which their Lily had tried to lead them. Perhaps I’d left them prematurely.

      Adam was the one who left the bar first, and the only one to hint at the existence of someone else, someone new, someone waiting for him on the other end of this long evening that was dedicated to remembering fondly all things that had once been Lily. He excused himself after he had finished that second drink (which he had admittedly nursed tenderly for a while), wished them all well and hoped that their memory of Lily stayed bright, murmured something about a “Sophie”, and slouched off out of the bar.

      The rest of them took longer to get to a point where they were able to get around to consider leaving. All of them had round three of drinks, and the stories got more maudlin and sentimental, and then David could clearly be seen to give himself a little shake, internally tell himself to get it together and that he was older than the rest of these young pups and should therefore have accumulated more wisdom along the way, and somewhat stiffly took his own leave. I wished I’d had more time with him. He was so close and yet I could sense that he was not quite at the line that he needed to cross.

      Leo kind of faded away without my being aware that he was gone, and it was Iain that hung around the longest, stayed for Round Four, and eventually wept into his scotch before I managed to talk him into calling a cab to take him home.

      By this stage it was quite late, and there were only a couple of people left in the bar. I stole a glance at the clock tucked away just above the till. It would soon be closing time.

      The moment was broken by a chuckle, and a low male voice from a shadowed booth which I had thought was empty but in which somebody had clearly lurked all this time, where they overheard everything at the bar. “And so they all came to gather and mourn, but Lily isn’t really dead, is she. You’re Lily, aren’t you? At least for a little while. At least right now. At least while the South Wind blows.”

      “Come out here,” I said, after a moment of silence. “Let me see you.”

      The speaker obeyed and slid out of the booth, into the mellow light over the bar. There was a shock of dark hair flopping poetically over his forehead, and his eyes were pale, almost colorless. They locked with mine, knowingly, and the ghost of a smile played about his mouth.

      He knew me. He knew who I was. What I was.

      “A Sensitive or a Chimera?” I asked. “No, you’d be a little more spooked by all this if you were merely human, just someone Sensitive to things that are slightly beyond the veil. You would never have been sent a Lily avatar from the South Wind because you would have known her for what she was as soon as you set eyes on her, and therefore her purpose would have been obliterated before she even began her work. So, Chimera?”

      “There’s a headland not far from here,” he said conversationally. “Precisely angled. Sometimes the southern winds hit it, and sometimes the western – and sometimes during the changeover or during a storm they both swirl in at once. We come out of that, many of us, the spirits of the SouthWest. We walk among the humans for a while in bodies that look and feel a lot like theirs, but we’re ephemeral enough. We only linger until the next storm, until the next batch, until our replacements come.”

      “How long have you been around?” I asked. “You look like you have, as you say, lingered, a lot longer than your kind usually do.”

      He clicked his tongue at me, winking. “Yep. I like it here. I didn’t feel like I was obliged to disappear at someone else’s convenience. Sorry, Mama, South Wind. You are not the boss of me. I am my own direction. My own man.”

      “Good for you,” I said, and I meant it. Chimeras had short, sharp lives. It was nice to know that some of them loved those lives enough to cling to them. “Do you drink? In that form? If you do, can I get you one?”

      “I drink,” he said. “Bourbon. Thank you.” He ambled up to the bar and bestrode a barstool, folding his arms on the polished wood on the bar top and leaning forward.

      I poured him a glass of his requested poison and pushed it towards him. He caught it, lifted it, took a swig, and put it back down on the bar.

      “So how about you explain it to me,” he said.

      “Explain what?”

      “I met more than one of you. Two Lilys, One Rose. One Maggie, short for Magnolia. All those South Wind girls with their flower names.”

      “And sometimes names that have fallen out of favour, like Iris, or Violet, or Rosemary, or Marigold,” I said. “Or a name hippie parents might have bestowed, like Sage, or Willow – although that last is kind of crossing a bridge. There’s South Wind guys, too, you know. They take more woodsy names, as surnames, mostly. The Oakleys, the Palmers, the Pines. An occasional Linden, or Chestnut. And the girls can take other flower or fruit names, depending on which part of the world we land in. Over in Eastern Europe we’re thick on the ground as Dunja – that means Quince – or sometimes Vishnja, or Cherry. They have their own version of Lily over there, too.”

      “Lily seems to be popular.”

      “Yes. It’s a favorite.”

      “How come?”

      I shrugged. “Just is.”

      He leaned in, holding my gaze with his own. “So how does it work?”

      “We are sent,” I said. “The South Wind knows where we are needed.”

      “Is there a body you take over? Or do you simply create one as you need it? Do you have an actual backstory or do you just make one up whole-cloth when you manifest?”
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