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For Saint Olivia of the Catfish



. . . After looking curiously over his panes of glass one by one, I exclaimed: What! You have no colored glass, no pink, no red, no blue! No magic panes, no panes of paradise? Scoundrel, what do you mean by coming into poor neighborhoods without a single glass to make life beautiful! And I pushed him toward the stairs.


Going out on my balcony I picked up a little flower pot, and when the glazier appeared at the entrance below, I let my engine of war fall down perpendicularly on the edge of his pack. The shock knocked him over and, falling on his back, he succeeded in breaking the rest of his poor ambulatory stock with a shattering noise as of lightning striking a crystal palace.


And drunk with my madness, I shouted down at him furiously: Make life beautiful! Make life beautiful!


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, from The Bad Glazier
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Smirkers


Stitching



The savage girl kneels on the paving stones of Banister Park, stitching together strips of brown and gray pelt with elliptical motions of her bare arm.



The sleeves and sides of her olive-drab T-shirt are cut out, exposing her flanks and opposed semicircles of sunburned back, like the cauterized stumps of wings. A true redskin, more so than any Indian ever was, her skin more red than brown. It must have been pale once. And her Mohican is whitish blond, her eyes blue or possibly green.



Her pants are from some defunct Eastern European army, laden with pockets, cut off at the knees. Her shins are wrapped in bands of pelt, a short brown fur. Her feet are shod in moccasins.



There is a metal barb about the size of a crochet needle stuck through her earlobe, and a length of slender chain hangs from her scalp, affixed in four places to isolated lockets of hair.



Each time the girl bends forward to make a stitch, her tattered shirt drapes and reveals her breasts, full and pendulous, whereas the rest of her is lean and unyielding. Down the bench, the man with the greased hair and mustache and forty-ounce beer, and his friend, the man with the Afro and mustache and forty-ounce beer, watch the ebb and flow of her flesh with sleepy smiles, lulled by the savage girls mysterious, eye-of-the-hurricane calm, while around her the rest of the park gyres and caterwauls with trick bikers, hat dancers, oil-can drummers, chinchillas, rats, drunks, kendo fighters, shadowboxers, soccer players, a couple of cardsharpers, and, of course, one trendspotter, Ursula Van Urden, who has been circling the savage girl all morning, moving from bench to bench to get a better view, trying to work up the nerve to speak to her but unable to rid herself of the ridiculous idea that the girl simply wont understand, that she communicates only by means of whistles, clicks of the tongue, or tattoos
stamped out on the cobblestones, and that even this rudimentary language she reserves solely for communing with the spirits that toss in the rising steam of hot-dog and pretzel carts.





Superheroes



The kiddie playground of P.S. 179. Children toss and tumble, a maddened sea of screams and limbs, in the middle of which, high and dry, sits Ursulas boss, Chas Lacouture. Atop the back of a cement dolphin. A good choice, the dolphin, she thinks. Better than the lion, the turtle, the orangutan. It goes with his sharkskin suit, pressed to a cold perfection beneath his trenchcoat. He looks more natural here than in his natural habitat, the rarefied crags of upslope office buildings, the blue-lit hallways and slate-gray conference rooms of the Black Tower. There hes too perfect, a weathered masterpiece of brilliantined gray hair, pulsing jawline, and leathery skin. He doesnt look like other men; he looks like their impossible expectations for themselves. But here hes just another fantastic fixture. Youd almost expect the children to hurl rubber balls off him, the pigeons to settle on his massive shoulders.


As Ursula approaches, her fellow agent Javier Delreal sails down the main schoolyard ramp on rollerblades, waving to her as he circles through the kiddie playgrounds entrance. He is just a little too tall and too thin for verisimilitude. He cuts ahead of her and slaloms around the playing children, his trenchcoat flapping behind him. Then he pirouettes neatly and hops up to a seated position on the dolphins back next to Chas, who, without looking at him, begins to speak.



I saw a guy with a neck beard masturbating in a cybercaf, he says curtly.



Ursula pulls herself aboard on Chass free side, the curvature of the dolphins back sliding her closer than she wants. Her fingers find the smooth spout hole between her legs. Its position strikes her as lewd, and a little neurotically she covers it up with her palm.



I saw a sorority girl reading a book called Subcultures, Javier responds. Even his head is tall and thin, bracketed by a high, bony forehead and a long, tapering jaw, as though his face were a rack designed to torture his elongated and slightly broken-looking nose. His skin is olive-colored, his hair is dark and frizzy, his eyes are hazel. She cant begin to guess his ethnicity.



I saw two fat men in black suits get into a pink Cadillac, Chas says.



Javier flips through the pages of a notebook.



In the last seven days Ive seen twenty-nine people wearing shirts with images of anthropomorphic suns, and only two with anthropomorphic moons, he announces.



Astrological iconography, Chas mutters, shaking his massive, square head. The simpletons.



He falls silent, retreating into the runes and cursives of his squint and furrowed brow. Meanwhile, Javier watches the children raptly, a hieroglyph of big nose and big, unblinking eye. Ursula feels that if she can ever manage to decipher the mind of either of these men, she just may begin to understand all the other things that currently baffle her: what her schizophrenic sister means when she says that fashions are messages from the future; why a pretty teenage girl lives in the park and wears primitive clothing and never speaks to anyone; how to dress for success; how to win friends and influence people; how to bring the system to its knees. . . .



Chas tocks his tongue five times, takes a breath.



Kyle Dice from Nestl called this morning. He let me have it about the carob-egg breakfast cake.



Javier looks up worriedly. Its not selling, he ventures.



That was your thing, Javier, cake for breakfast. They followed you on that.



Javiers fingers grope around in his unruly hair. Damn. Its their own fault. They did it all wrong, Chas. Its too dark. People want bright foods in the morning: fruits, juice, eggs, cottage cheese, yogurt. He pauses, concentrating. His tongue bulges his lower lip from left to right and back. He holds out his hands, palms parallel, and stares into the space between them. Drab morning foods need brightening, he formulates.



Chas closes his eyes, presses two fingertips to his forehead. Cereal gets milk, he says. Bagels get cream cheese. Toast gets jam.



Donuts get glaze or powder.



Did we tell them that? Was it in the report?



Javier doesnt answer for a moment. It seems so self-evident, he hedges.



Chas shakes his head. Those people live in a lead-lined box. Their windows are darkened with sheets of Mylar. They breathe recirculated air. They cant tell a falcon from a flying toaster.



A tiny incubus wearing a Superman shirt totters up and clings to Chass dangling legs, clutching the creases of his slacks with small, grimy fists. Chas narrows his eyes and aims a forefinger-and-thumb pistol between the kids eyes.



Pow, he says thoughtfully.



The boy narrows his eyes as well, returning the stare defiantly until two little girls in N Sync and Ricky Martin shirts catch him and pull him away. He squirms between them as they kiss him all over his flushed, pudgy cheeks.



Not much of a kid person, Javier says, are you, Chas?



So what?



Javier whips an aquamarine silk handkerchief out of his trenchcoat and noisily blows his nose, then blinks dizzily from the exertion. Im totally a kid person, he declares.



The hell you are, Chas says.



I am. Kids are great. Kids can do anything.



Like what?



They can tie the skyscrapers into Krazy Straws. They can shake the sea and the sky into Seven-Up. His long, nervous fingers agitate the air in front of Chas. Kids are about possibilities, he goes on excitedly. Limitless possibilities. Know what Im saying?



Chas nods. Theyre dumbasses all right.



A little overwhelmed by their routine, Ursula stares at the swarm of children, unfocusing her eyes. Her brain begins playing tricks on her the way it does when she stares at TV static, resolving the kids senseless caroming into neat helixes, rings, figure eights. The human brain comes hardwired with a mania for order, and Javier and Chas, shes decided, have cultivated this unthinking compulsion into a weltanschauung, a metaphysics, an endlessly snarled and compendious street index of the human condition. They have theories for everything from childrens games to breakfast foods to the patterns of sneaker soles. She herself has been on the job less than a week and has only one theory so far, which is that when they were experimenting one day in their secret lab, Chas replaced his skin with a coat of Fleckstone, and Javier lopped off his arms and legs and attached a dozen industrial-strength rubber bands in their place, and ever since then they have been only nominally human: Granite Man and his
sidekick, Rubber Mansuperheroes, supervillains, superfreakstwo lurking, smirking, life-size action figures of themselves.



Listen, Chas says, I want to make it up to Kyle with a good lead on kid food.



Kid food, Javier repeats.



Im thinking candy in a gun. The barest hint of a smile encloses his bloodless lips in parenthetical stretch lines.



Candy in a gun, Javier solemnizes.



They could shoot it into each others mouth, that sort of thing. Refills would come in clips.



He goes on smiling that subzero smile of his. Ursula has already acquired a healthy fear of the man. His logic is so efficient it could be something instinctive, reptilian. She resists an urge to jump up and warn the children, to gather them up and hide them away in a wildlife preserve.



I know what youre thinking, Chas says to Javier. Injuries. Lawsuits. But theyd make the candy really light. Little wafer balls. They could even get some of that cream filling in there, I bet.



Keep it light. Javier nods.



Chas nods back. Like I always say.



A thunderclap draws their eyes up Middle Citys southern slope to the volcanos peak, where storm clouds mix with the crater ash above the jagged metal and glass of the marketing offices. The rooftop crenellations of the Black Tower rise the highest, from this angle anyway, grazing the dark bruises of the sky. Chas regards the clouds with satisfaction. Perhaps, she thinks, he has summoned them. He turns up the collar of his trenchcoatan especially tall collar. No doubt within months half the city will be wearing this collar. It will make the wearers appear to themselves more dramatic, more intriguing, for they will have become the kind of people who wear trenchcoats with tall collars. Ursula will not get one herself. But only out of obstinacy. She will want one.



Chas breaks their reverie with a snap and a tight twirl of his index finger. OK, Ursula, what do you got?



She takes her sketchbook out of her bag, then hesitates.



Im not sure if these are the kinds of things you want.



He replies with an impatient, outstretched hand. She relinquishes the book, wondering if this, her first week as a trendspotter, will also be her last. It would be a giant disappointment but not a big surprise. She lied her way into the job, lied like never before, with all the death-defying virtuosity of a bullfighter, inventing all sorts of experience in advertising and market research, peppering her speech with jargon shed gleaned from a stack of out-of-date library books. For the first few minutes of her pitch, Chas sat watching her with suspicion; clearly he wasnt expecting to be hit up for a job. He had gone out with her sister Ivy over the months leading up to Ivys breakdown and had probably agreed to this meeting only out of curiosity, not anticipating that it would turn into a request for employment. But she had him cornered and pressed the advantage; shed stayed up the whole night before, preparing this routine, and she was determined to see it through to the bitter end. A
little cynically, she had assumed from the beginning that any job having to do with marketing would require, more than anything else, an ability to bullshit without shame or respite, and she wanted to show her stamina in this regard. My market-research experience, she said, is fairly extensive, as youll see from my rsum, taking into account my job at Tolson, which wasnt just telemarketing, though that was a substantial part of it. . . . When Chas saw that she wasnt about to stop anytime soon, his expression changed. It was the look a cat might wear upon seeing the mouse it was getting ready to eat suddenly break into a tap-dance routine. He leaned back in his chair and didnt interrupt, silently daring her to keep talking. The more she talked, the more naive and ridiculous she sounded, but she kept at it, straight-facedly enthusing about fashions shed never seen in countries shed never been to, bragging about the keen powers of observation shed honed
in learning how to paint. She boasted about what she called her interpersonal skillsIf youll notice on my rsum, my experience at Tolson really was great training in terms of giving me the ability to communicate with consumers of diverse ages and educational and financial backgrounds. . . .



To her lasting shame she even declared herself a people person, at which point Chas held up his hands to silence her. A full, nerve-wracking minute passed, with him just watching her, his eyes narrowed once more, cold, appraisingwho knew what he was thinking? Was this the way hed treated her sister? No wonder Ivy had gone nuts. He was probably some kind of Fascist in bed, the kind who liked to sit in a chair, loosen his tie, and bark out orders to a twenty-year-old aspiring fashion model: Take off your clothes, Take off my shoes, and so forth. He certainly hadnt cared enough about Ivy to visit her in the hospital. Nor did he now bother to make even the slightest gesture of sorrow about her breakdown to Ursula. He just sat there in his big, flare-backed leather chair, studying her as if he were not seated across a desk from her but rather on the other side of a one-way mirror. Finally she gave up all hope of getting a job and glared back at him angrily.



Then his expression changed again; he acknowledged her with a look of bemusement and a slow nod. He buzzed his secretary. A few minutes later she was filling out a W-4 form and he was giving her the only three instructions shed gotten so far:



Go out there, he said. Find the future. Bring it back to me.



And now, sitting between her and Javier on the cement dolphin, he goes through her guesses at the future without a shred of interest. He shakes his head and turns the pages roughly, dismissing sketch after sketch of teenagers in baggy pants, clown shoes, floppy hats, rolled pantcuffs. When he comes to the first sketch of the savage girl, though, he stops. His mouth remains set in a line, but his eyes dont quite conceal his surprise.



Whats this? he grumbles. Some kind of punk hippie?



An urban savage, Ursula says.



I tell her to bring me the future, she brings me a cavewoman, he mutters. Take a look, Javier.



He and Javier pore over the pages, sharing an amusement Ursula decides must be at her expense.



She really this filthy? Chas asks.



She lives in the park.



What are those things on her feet? Paper bags?



Moccasins.



Aha. Chas shakes his head.



Im pretty sure she made them herself, Ursula offers.



Sure, Javier says, still looking over the sketch. Thats . . . evident.



The two men fall silent. She considers trying to lead them back through the other sketches, but that would seem desperate, she knows, and she doesnt want to give them the satisfaction of seeing her squirm.



Well, that settles it, Javier says, stretching and cracking his overlong fingers. Dont you think?



Chas thinks for a moment, then nods.



What? Ursula says. Are you going to fire me? You told me you were going to train meFind the future, you said. You call that job training?



No, I dont, Chas says. Training starts tomorrow.



Javier leans forward to reenter Ursulas field of vision, fortuitously avoiding a foam rocket that sails over his head from behind. Your savage girl is postironic, he says. From his tone of voice she guesses this is a good thing.



Chas grunts agreement, examining the sheen of his squared-off fingernails. Then he taps the sketchbook with them.



Youre a good artist, Ursula, he says.



Thanks, she says.



No. Youre too good. Theres too much dirt here. Youve got to clean it up. We need it colorful, light, airbrushy. Can you use an airbrush?



It takes her a moment to realize what he means. He doesnt want a good artist; he wants a bad one. She tells herself that this will be a new kind of challenge, requiring a new kind of skill.



Whats this jewelry shes wearing? Chas asks. Whats it made out of?



Little bones, she explains. He seems impressed, and she feels a surge of excitement. Actually, she goes on, couching the boast in the form of a modest admission, I just made that jewelry up. She didnt really have it on.



Then wheres the warpaint? he asks. Why didnt you give her warpaint, too?



II didnt think of warpaint.



You didnt? he asks, his tone incredulous. He stares at her as though shed just admitted to being a Flat Earther or an alien abductee.



Great idea, Chas, Javier whispers.



Finally Chas relinquishes her from his gaze and turns to Javier.



Not mine, he says. Avons got it in the pipeline.



Really? Even better, Javier says. Weve got synergy on this.



Chas nods.



Couch wont be happy about this hide-and-fur stuff, though, Javier goes on. His last report was all about animal-friendly clothing, plant-fiber alternatives to leather, remember?



James T. Couch is the other member of the team. Ursula has yet to meet him. She was hoping hed be here today, on the assumption that whoever he is, he cant be as strange as these two.



Chas shrugs, claps the sketchbook shut, and hands it back to her. Stay on this savage thing.



Chas, Ursula says. She was planning to be an absolutely ruthless bullshitter, a salesman among salesmen, but this is happening too fast. I dont really know about this. I mean, I picked it almost at random.



Chas watches the storm clouds crawl downslope toward his cetacean throne, his face impassive. This is not random, he says. You picked this for a reason. And its the same reason I picked you.



A teacher with frown lines around her mouth and a real butcher job ofa haircut walks out the cafeteria door and spots their position on the dolphin. Her head cocks as she goes into Indignant Citizen mode and comes at them through the gate, the knife pleats of her heavy wool skirt flaring like a nuns wimple. Chas and Javier turn and retreat in a single, fluid motion, hopping through a hole in the fence and rounding the cor-ner, their trenchcoats snapping behind them like the booming wakes of jet planes. With a final, embarrassed glance at the approaching teacher, Ursula casts her lot with absurdity, slipping off the dolphin and darting after her coworkers.





Candyland



Ivy is sitting by the unopenable window, in a wooden chair with arms that scythe around her like the pincers of a giant beetle. But she is too slight a prey to come to any harm: the chair seems made for someone twice her size, so the pincer arms cant grasp her, and she rests her bony elbows on them, hunching her shoulders into nonexistence. Shes gained a little weight in the three weeks since she was admitted to Lady of Nazareth Hospital, due to the medication, Ursulas been toldher face has rounded out a bit, giving her naturally sulky, petulant expression an even more childlike castbut shes still too skinny, or maybe just enviably skinny: when it comes to Ivy, Ursula distrusts her own judgments. Her slightness is accentuated by the oversized clothing she wears, castoffs from their father: a plain white button-down shirt, a pair of khakis she keeps from falling down by rolling the waist over a few times. Shell wear only mens clothes now, and of those only the most shapeless and nondescript. Her hair is still long, though since the last time Ursula saw her she has sawed into her bangs to make a jagged window for her improbably wide-set eyes. The job is so crudely botched that she must have done it herself. They cant have given her a pair of scissors. Maybe she used a plastic knife.


She eyes the shopping bag in Ursulas hand in undisguised hope, and Ursula holds it up in response. Ivy slips out of the chair, and the two of them leave the room and walk through the maze of corridors, Ivy keeping her eyes on the rainbow of painted lines, stepping only on the gold, taking care to avoid the green and the purple to either side. The terrace deck just outside the cafeteria is empty, the late-afternoon sky faintly drizzling and dark enough for the metal caging enclosing the deck to take on the bluish glow of the three-story-high Lady of Nazareth icon affixed to the hospitals outer wall above them. Ivy selects a table by the edge of the deck, hitches up her pants, and folds herself monkeywise into a metal chair. Her body is all bones, but still she has no definite structure. Chin propped on her knees, she reaches for the bag Ursula has laid on the table, removes the contents, and arranges them in front of her: two cartons of Sobranies, a lighter, two plastic spoons, a couple of napkins,
and a half-gallon carton of ice cream, Ivys favorite kind, with separate sections of vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry.


So, hows it going? Ursula asks, trying to sound casual.



Ivy seems confused by the question, and to avoid answering she concentrates on working the cigarette packaging open with her clawlike fingers. She takes out a green cigarette and then puts it back, preferring to start with a pink one. She smokes rhythmically, bringing the gold filter to the center of her full lips at the beginning of each inhalation, then exhaling to the right. She can finish off an entire pack now in an hour and a half.



Are you still feeling scared here? Ursula asks.



It keeps them away sometimes, she answers in her wispy and whispery voice. Shes had this strange half a voice for as long as Ursula can remember. When she was a child it sounded merely frightened and tentative, but as she grew older it acquired an undertone of paradoxical assurance as well, a breathless theatricality befitting a movie starlet who knows that the whole world, craving any opportunity for intimacy with her, will always lean in just a bit closer to hear what she has to say. The voice has become especially appropriate of late, for Ivy now understands herself to be continually watched, photographed from without and surveilled from within. She is the golden goose at the center of the universe. Her menstrual cycles replenish the World Bank. Her breath commodifies the air. In her more communicative moments she has explained these things to Ursula. More often, maybe on the assumption that everything she thinks is already generally known, she speaks in a kind of shorthand that Ursula has
to painstakingly unpack word by word.



What keeps who away?



Ivy shakes her head, looking down at the table.



You can tell me, Ursula says. I wont say anything.



This is a formula that has worked before. Ivy wont open up to anyone else, not even the psychiatrist.



The smokescreen, she says, taking in and releasing another quick puff. Its a subterfuge. Oldest trick in the book.



She scrunches her eyebrows, peering down some branching inner path.



Oldest dick in the nook, she adds.



Ursula has talked with Ivy enough to know there is an elaborate mental process going on beneath everything she does. The smoking, too, she now sees, is connected to some complex internal ritual.



The Imagineers cant stand it, Ivy says, waving the smoke around. They turn away.



Why do they turn away?



It reflects badly. The image is tarnished. The tarnish mucketies the reflection. They turn away.



The doctor has instructed her not to humor her sister. Shes supposed to talk Ivy out of her delusions immediately as they come up. But Ivy seems so isolated, so desperately lonely in her world, that sometimes Ursula cant help but provide a sympathetic ear. Besides, shes curious. Ivys world is an interesting place, a complicated place, and the only way to understand it is to draw her out whenever possible. So far shes managed to piece together that Ivy believes herself to be a cavewoman high priestess kidnapped from her prehistoric time by people called the Imagineers. As far as Ursula can make out, these are not the actual Imagineersthe writers and theme park conceptualizers employed by Disneybut rather some kind of cabal of evil businessmen from the future. After snatching Ivy out of her idyllic time and steeping her in the nefarious ways of their own, the Imagineers then sent her to the hapless present to advertise their products. How exactly they sell products
to people in other times is one of those nuts-and-bolts matters that dont seem to interest Ivy. Perhaps, Ursula speculates, future corporations have shell subsidiaries in the present. In any event, the Imagineers are continually feeding her stage directions, telling her to cross or uncross her legs, to toss her hair, to keep her eyes focused on certain colors or shapes or parts of peoples anatomies. From what Ursula has put together so far, the products Ivy is made to promulgate dont seem to be limited to physical objects but rather include all manner of less tangible things such as gestures, opinions, desires, locations in space, and times of day. Apparently Ivy can sell just about anything, and shes a terribly influential force in the world. Her every action sends powerful messages and brings about massive shifts in worldwide patterns of production and consumption, and correspondingly in the patterns of peoples private thoughts, fantasies, needs.



Simultaneously in a low office building across the street and in a tall, thin one high up the mountains face, horizontal bands of lighted windows go dark. Ivy shakes her head quickly, as though responding to this somehow, brightening the tip of her cigarette with an intake strong enough to collapse her cheeks. The cuffs of their fathers old shirt are unbuttoned and flap around her arms, exposing the bandages on her forearms, where, among other places, she cut herself on the night of her crack-up. Ironically enough, it was only her descent into madness that gave her anything approaching her delusory fame. She chose to do it in a very public way, slashing herself bloody and then running naked through Banister Park. The next day her picture was in the local papers. By the time Ursula got to town, a couple of tabloid TV shows were picking up the story as well.



They want me to sit up straight and push out my chest, Ivy whispers, hunching over further. They want me to advertise for the Bodies. But its really for the Antibodies. My belly button lies along the i-axis. Im the drain magnet in the glamour continuum.



She looks up at Ursula, hoping for comprehension. Not finding it, those strange eyes of hers wander off again. Ursulas own eyes are a little more wide-set than average, but Ivys are wider still. When she was a child, her wide eyes, small mouth, and pale, bulbous brow gave her face the underdeveloped look of popular conceptions of aliens. When he had them for a weekend once, their father joked around with Ivy, telling her that when she was born, her eyes had been on stalks; that theyd swiveled around independently of each other and seen everything coming and going; and that their mom had performed the surgery to put those eyes back inside her head, where they belongedor almost, anyway. Later Ivy asked Ursula if it was true; their mom was, after all, a plastic surgeon, and the two sisters had sneaked looks at informational videotapes of procedures that seemed far more unlikely than that. Out of a combination of malice toward Ivy and loyalty to their dad, Ursula swore it was true, and for
weeks afterward Ivy wore a baseball hat low over her face to hide her alien deformity.



She stamps out her cigarette and lights another, a pastel-blue one this time, her wide eyes crossing slightly as she brings the flame to the tip.



The Imagineers are gunning for Total Control, she whispers, staring with suspicion at the plastic spoons on the tabletop. Theyve interfiltrated the compound. They monitor all the desire lines. Except the gold.



That sounds serious.



Im keeping the gold open for the trendspotters, she says. Theyre my onlyhope. She pauses, processing. My lonelymope. Ace-in-the-sleeve. Let-me-leave.



Ivys predominant facial expression since she was admitted has been the shell-shocked look she wore when she was four, in the months after their parents got divorced, when shed sit in the backyard day after day gazing at the insects amid their giant blades of grass, her neck twisted, her lower lip pushed out, her eyes adamantly bulged. But now, as she speaks, that other, far rarer look appears. It happens like it always does, all at once and for only a few moments. Her pale, delicate face clears. Her forehead smoothes. Her pout recedes. Her lips curl into a slight, secret smile. This is the look she gets when she talks about the trendspotters. The first time it happened was two weeks ago. She said the trendspotters were with her, hidden but always present. She said they would never abandon her. And they would help her complete her mission and save the human race.



By that time Ursula knew about Chasnot from Ivy, but from her friend and slightly more successful fellow model Sonja Niellsen, who other than telling her his occupation only described him as an old guy. Ursula had already called him to set up a meeting, with no other plan at the time than to try to get some perspective from him on what Ivy had been going through during the period leading up to her breakdown. But after Ivy started talking about trendspotters, looking as hopeful and comforted as a child being paid a visit by imaginary friends, Ursulas own hope-starved imagination began to take comfort in the thought of them, too. She pictured the trendspotters as creatures wrapped in mantles of newness, always in the know, always one step ahead of their culture, living perpetually at the gleaming edge of the present, where it sparks and glows fresh from the futures forge. They began to symbolize for her all the ways in which Ivys life had become different from hers, all the
new thoughts and dreams and expetations Ivys more glamorous existence as a model in Middle City must have entailed, everything that separated them and could conceivably, if only Ursula were initiated, bring them back together.



Ursula had spent the last four years on the outskirts of a small college town, trying without much success to be an artist, having sporadic friendships and relationships with transient grad students, often depressed and all but broke. In many respects her life had been organized around the principle of distrusting glamour. But her sisters illness jarred something loose in her. Wandering the endless skein of Middle City streets after visiting hours, she felt completely disconnected from her past, as though shed just woken up from a long slumber, a dream of a life that she was relieved to find was not her ownor at least not necessarily her own, she thought. It didnt have to be. She could change it all, starting here and now. She could move to the city. She could have a career that was fashionable and relevant and exciting and financially rewarding. She could be successful, stable, securethe kind of sister in a position to do Ivy some good, the kind who could be a positive presence
in her life, who could take care of her, nurse her back to health.



She leans closer to Ivy, basking in the sudden brightness of her eyes.



Why are the trendspotters your only hope? she pleads, unable to contain her excitement. How can they help you?



Ivy points with the cigarette around the room. The trendspotters see. Theyve got coder-sponders. She points a pinkie at her right temple. Then she winces and clutches her head, moaning uncontrollably. Ursula jumps up and rushes around the table, bends over and hugs her sister, asks her whats the matter, if shes in pain, if she needs a doctor, but already the moaning has subsided into a very quiet, high-pitched noise, like a shriek heard from a great distance. Ursula rocks Ivy against her, feeling guilty for letting the conversation go this far again. She half wishes she could tell Ivy about her new job, let her know that she has the trendspotters close at hand, that whatever help they can possibly bring her, Ursula herself will obtain. But of course this would just nail Ivys delusions all the more firmly in place.



Gradually Ivy calms down, and Ursula pulls a chair around next to hers and sits down. After looking at the ice cream carton for a minute, Ivy reaches out and tears off the perforated strip, lifts the top, and gazes at the fat, pristine stripes of white, brown, and pink. Years ago Ivy declared that the three colors arranged in the box this way looked like the flag of Candyland.



This is future ice cream, she whispers. Isnt it?



I dont know. Whats the difference?



Squibb-Bryers is the difference. They use the ideal ingredients.



What are those?



Breast milk and semen. Mummy cummy yummy.



She picks up a spoon and grasps it by the base of its handle for leverage. The ice cream is still hard and comes off in small flakes. She works on it intently, excavating the band of chocolate, taking care not to disturb the other two flavors. Watching the tiny crease of concentration appear in the vast, milky expanse between Ivys eyes, Ursula is reminded of a game they used to play in which theyd act like robots, trying to get each other to smile while keeping their own faces serious and saying absurd things in expressionless voices. Being eight and a half years older, Ursula always had the upper hand, but even so, Ivy was exceptionally good; sometimes shed hold out all day, even after Ursula had lost, even when Ursula no longer wanted to play. Ursula keeps expecting her to come out of the act now, to let her soul once again reassert itself behind those lost eyes. But all that emerges is little pieces of the former Ivyhere a knitted brow, there a tongue tip poking from flattened lips,
occasionally even the trembling top half of a toothy smilemomentary shapes half recognized in choppy water, continually raising and dashing Ursulas hopes. The doctor has told her that Ivy will probably have periods of remission, perhaps even very long ones, but that even in these times she will never be the same person she was; henceforth her mind will be more like a weather system than a transit system, and living with her will be a matter less of regular time-tables than of perpetually shifting forecasts. It will be up to Ursula to find a way to give this convocation of clouds that once upon a time was a sister some semblance of a worthwhile life.



Picking up the other spoon, Ursula joins her sister in the excavation, making a couple of minor forays into the strawberry. Ivy redoubles her efforts, swallowing a heaping mouthful, puffing her cigarette, and then digging into the chocolate once more. She leans over the carton as she digs, and her hair gets between the spoon and the ice cream. By the end of the visit her fine honey-blond hair will be a cloying mass of chocolate and smoke. Ursula has never seen Ivy eat with such determination, and this actually pleases her a little. At least in this one limited sense, Ivy can enjoy herself more than she has ever been able to before. It was always a struggle getting Ivy to eat. When she was in kindergarten, a round-cheeked child full of smirking secrets, shed hide in the coat closet to avoid snack time. It drove the teacher crazy. Ivy never explained this behavior to anyones satisfaction. It had something to do with the sharp odor of the apple juice, the sound of the Graham crackers cracking apart between
fingers and teeth.



We wont touch the vanilla today, Ivy whispers, her voice as arid as the smoke rising and dissipating from her lips.



Why not? Ursula asks.



Looks cleaner than it is, she says.



Her eyes go hollow. She puts down the spoon and rests her chin on her knees, rocking her head left and right. A frozen, fleshy chunk of strawberry that Ursula cant swallow bleeds coldness into the center of her tongue as Ivy looks away into that other dimension, that cold, conglomerous future from which all the trouble comes.
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