The Kewlest Thing Of All
by David Ira Cleary

David Ira Cleary tells us, “I was no doubt destined to become a science fiction writer, as my dad went to the same high school as Ed Bryant, and my mom went to the same high school as Connie Willis. I grew up in Colorado, but have spent my adult life in San Francisco, working as a technical writer and, for a while, as the story-writer for an online game company. In 1998, the Sci-Fi Channel filmed my story ‘All Our Sins Forgotten’ for an episode of their series Welcome to Paradox.” More recently, Dave has sold stories to Interzone and Flytrap. In his first tale for us in over fifteen years, he explores a strange world of tomorrow and what it may mean to be...

* * * *

How is Bonny Brood? She’s happy as a kitten lapping milk. She’s dreaming her recurring dream, the pleasant one where she runs alone on a beach, moonlit sea beside her, surf regular and course flat as if the sand’s been groomed. But then there’s a tickle, on her side, and she wakes. Silk sheets, wool blankets, and the persistent tickle on her right side, which she realizes after a sleep-dulled moment is a private skin zone that someone is clicking. Her ex Simon, or one of the Clique, or--she sits up, her skin offline-dark as the sheets fall, snaps the fingers of her right hand--Terrance.

His face stares at her from her right palm.

“Too late to call?”
Her left thumbnail shines a green 3:15 AM. “Of course not.” Her middle-finger microcam is on, glowing red indicator like a pinpricked drop of blood, and she realizes: he can see her body. She pulls the blanket up. There’s only pale skin from her clavicles to just above her navel: a blank slate. Nonkewl and ultrablank! Unlike Terrance. “My feet are keeping me awake,” she says. “I’ve installed windows into my soles.”
It’s such a lame joke he doesn’t even pretend to laugh. “Good for you!” Or maybe his soles are windowed just liked the rest of him. He’s got a third eye, blue, in his forehead, a Vandyke beard that cycles between green and purple on his chin, and on his right cheek a little naked man talking into an ancient black phone handset. When his head is shaved he plays windows in his scalp but his ginger-colored hair is half an inch long and his head is dark. His real eyes are a piercing brown that makes her shiver. “I encourage your progression!”
The funny way Terrance can phrase things makes her think he’s EU, based in Bucharest or something. “Could you recommend downloads I can walk on?”
“Later! I have bigger agenda items for you tonight!”
“Hip me.”
“First, you know Orinda?”
She curls her fingers toward her palm, making Terrance’s third eye seem to squint. “Little town across the Bay?”
“Yes! A woman has just moved there from SoCal. She is branded--but her Corporation has been dissolved! Her product line has been shut down! She has made an appointment with Steward International for rebranding!”
“If she’s Stewardizing, what good are we for?” Bonny asks.

“What good? We are the nexus of good!” Bonny feels a tickle on her left forearm. She wraps her blankets around her like a halter top so she can see what Terrance is streaming to her arm without exposing herself. She sees a black-haired woman sitting at a desk eating crackers. The woman is tanned and double-chinned, large enough that even Bonny with her Bay Area tastes tags her big. She can only imagine what Angelenos would call her. “Her name’s Katelyn Sayed. She was genetically branded for a pharmaceutical called Sovelte. It regulated a gustatory process that kept her at the slender end of normal until a year ago!” The picture changes to show a skinny woman playing tennis on a summer’s day, Bonny’s arm going itchy the way her skin can do when streaming something bright. “Then the company belly-upped! Kaputed!”
“Nobody picked up the product?” she asks.

“Of course not, for so many reasons! It was too boutique to be profitable! The FDA banned it as emotionally coercive!” His beard vanishes. “But the reason of primacy--our society is one of consumption! Not one of anti consumption!”
“That’s true chew,” she says. “So Katelyn’s going to Stewardize, right?”
“She has an appointment at the San Francisco store tomorrow afternoon at 1 PM.”
“I’ll meet her outside.”
“No coercion! Gentle persuasion!”
A year ago Bonny Brood had tackled a potential client; she’d been arrested but that woman had declined to press charges. The handcuffs had cracked a wire in Bonny’s left wrist, leaving her palm the blue of a video screen in boot-up mode. It had been a bad time all around. Bonny had to pay to fix her wrist herself, and, since the woman became Stewardized instead of kewltured, Terrance credited Bonny’s bank account just 10 percent of her usual wage. Not that money is important. “I’m all about gentleness,” Bonny says.

“Much goodness! I’m dumping to you the pertinent details!” Thumbnail shots of Katelyn Sayed at various ages crowd her left arm. Biographical text links cuff her wrist--gently. “Now the second agenda item. Barstow, CA!”
“Not an easy boat ride from San Fran,” Bonny said.

Terrance’s beard reappears, unrealistic: a glossy brown seeming to drip, like hot fudge, from his lower lip past his chin and to his Adam’s apple. “Peek at your left palm!” he says.

She sees a shiny multifaceted thing like a diamond. It’s more complicated, though, and asymmetrical, and seems to contain dark wiggling impurities. “This is Barstow?”
“This is my house in Barstow. Click it!”
She taps a wiggling thing in her palm.

It expands to show her and Terrance dancing, free-form and sweaty, at the center of a group of dancers. Clearly meant to flatter: everyone is watching them together.

“Come to Barstow for my party! All the Clique will be there!”
* * * *

What is the Clique? A hundred faces, a hundred names, a hundred locations around the globe. And: a hundred bodies, occupying Bonny Brood’s right arm. Most gray, meaning offline or asleep. But two of them are bright, multicolored, motile, and talkative at this 4 AM.

“I’ve never met Terrance!” says Penny.

“None of us have,” says Bonny. “I thought he was from Bucharest.”
“I surmised one of those -stan countries, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan,” says Mona.

“I bet it’s not his house!” Penny says. “It’s huge! He can’t have that much money!”
“Information wants to be free,” points out Mona. “And what is money but information?”
“But why live in a mansion?” Penny asks. “It’s so crass!”
“He’s got to live somewhere,” Bonny says. She feels sick. She felt so privileged a few minutes ago, but Terrance has invited her friends the same way. The same clip, but Terrance dancing with them, not her. She tries to change the subject. “I have an assignment--”
“He doesn’t necessarily have to live anywhere,” Mona says. She starts lecturing them about some mathematician who had no home but went from college town to college town, staying with professor friends. Bonny tunes out. Mona is green lipstick, green eyes, green hair in glossy locks like surgical tubes. All this greenness in cappuccino-colored skin. It looks great. Image is everything, sure, but Bonny suddenly has the spiteful hope that Mona is bucktoothed and fish-eyed, eczemaed and jug-eared, when you peel back her digital veneer. “Where does it matter where you live, if you can have a virtual presence anywhere?”
“Virtual is real,” Penny says. She’s got a window in her front bicuspid, screening some black and white movie. “And real virtual.”
The darkened tooth gives her the look of a dainty boxer, a pixie hockey player.

“A-men to that,” Bonny says, then she clicks both women away with a fingertap.

* * * *

What does Bonny Brood look like?

She’s riding the Market Street Ferry toward the Steward Store. She’s been fingering Katelyn Sayed’s thumbnail shots, clicking up the woman’s history, but the guy sitting next to her, a middle-aged goof with a baseball cap and a Tin Ear that thumps knock-Bach dance music, has been too interested in the show her arm has been putting on. So she’s turned toward the window, shielding her arm from his view. She sees the partly-submerged buildings and the midday boat traffic. And closer by her own face reflected.

Big eyes, oval face, full lips, nose 5 percent larger than optimal. She’s been told she’s pretty but it’s hard to believe today. With her blond hair swept back in a bun she looks like a schoolmarm or Stewardite. The window implanted beneath her right ear is skin-tone blank. The two lemon-wedge-shaped windows beneath her eyes have a skin tone animation, a progression of tiny wrinkles and pores designed to lead the viewer’s eyes towards her mouth, on the theory that seeing her lips as she speaks reinforces her message. But who’s going to watch her lips when her eyes are sad and her brow furrowed?

She wishes she hadn’t hung up on her friends. She wishes she hadn’t ballooned up egotistical about Terrance’s invitation so they could puncture that balloon.

She wishes she had slept better. How’s she going to change Katelyn’s life while she’s yawning?

She gets off at the Montgomery Street stop and walks two blocks on the pontoon sidewalk to the Steward Store.

Given that the Bay waters rose when the ice caps melted, given that it’s San Francisco, you’d have thought Stewardship Incorporated would have put some thought into this store. But it’s the same as their stores worldwide: a four story building in the Modernist style, square, concrete, with polished faux-marble pillars and a wide cement staircase. Stewardites in business attire are finishing their lunches. She doesn’t look out of place as she sits, unrolls a black Business Brief, pretends to read Accountant’s World.

At 12:53 a watertaxi drops Katelyn Sayed off.

Katelyn’s large enough the pontoon sidewalk sags beneath her. She’s got a disheveled corporate look. The gray micropore suit that she’d had tailored to fit her enlarging frame but which is already tight at the thighs, leaving the slitted skirt always open. The glitterhose, last year’s hint of sexy danger beneath the corporate facade, rainbow iridescence veined blue where the hose is stretched too far. Black hair in a bun like Bonny’s but there are loose hairs she’s brushing out of her face even as she climbs the staircase.

“Katelyn Sayed?” Bonny says, rising. “I’m Bonny. I understand you’re beginning your Stewardization--”
“How do you know my name?”
Not friendly, but at least she’s stopped. “Stewardship doesn’t worry much about client confidentiality. Anybody can get your data. Luckily, I work for an organization that cares--”
“Are you IRS? Some collection agency?”
Maybe it’s good Bonny’s tired so she doesn’t meet Katelyn’s hostility with hostility. “Nothing like that. I want to help you. I want to help you in a better way than Stewardship could.”
“How can you help me? You don’t even know me!”
“No, I don’t. But if Stewardship doesn’t work out, I wanted you to know there’s a cheaper, kewler alternative.” Bonny holds out a business card.

“ ‘Kewler’?” Katelyn says contemptuously. But she takes the card and marches up the stairs.

* * * *

Bonny grabs lunch at a sandwich shop across the street from the Steward Store. She’s waiting for Katelyn to finish her Steward session. She watches the boat traffic, the sidewalk pedestrians, the occasional gilled swimmer, moving just below the surface. They’re sleek and beautiful, these swimmers, bronzed skin covering powerful muscles. Some follow kewl, but most are corporate, financing their biogeneering through corporate sponsorship, their windowized backs streaming ads. One breast-stroking past her displays a spinning orange planet. Only as she sees it reflected off the glossy blue hull of a passing boat does she realize what it really is: the S of Stewardship International.

Seeing the great gray facade of the Store she feels a wave of self-pity. No way can she compete if the Bay’s now thick with Steward swimmers. That Katelyn even accepted her card was just a fluke. No point in engaging the woman with some follow-through.

Life looks blech, like a grainy video viewed in a smoky room.

Bonny buys a coffee to combat her mood. It’s half finished when she sees Katelyn exiting the Steward Store.

She sees Katelyn’s changed. Hair combed, head up high, invigorated with the false confidence that an hour of scented pheromones and generic advice from a Stewarding Pro can give you. She’s carrying the Steward goodie bag, animated logo on its side. No way she’s going to taxi the two blocks to Montgomery Station. She’ll have self-improvement on her mind.

Bonny slams down her coffee, hurries outside.

She has called it right. Katelyn’s walking fast toward Market Street and Montgomery Station. Bonny, jittery from the coffee, bumps people, shakes footbridges, worries that she’s flat-out going to have to run to catch the other woman.

But then Katelyn hesitates.

There’s a corporate swimmer moving alongside her.

Skin the color and texture of naugahyde, back streaming the Steward logo as he sidestrokes beside Katelyn.

Katelyn, her fascination and distress obvious, almost walks into a woman coming the other way.

Bonny sees a chance.

“He just wants to show you how you’ll be,” Bonny says.

Katelyn studies the swimmer. His webbed fingers clutch the sidewalk, his back shows Katelyn, as though reflected by a perfect mirror, her ankles puffy, calves bulbous, slit in her skirt like a pointer to her bulky thighs.

“No lungs. Swimmers can’t talk.” Bonnie restrains herself from mentioning how out of water they will slowly suffocate. “But they can stream pixels fine. Ads. To encourage.”
“Encourage! Encourage what?”
“Take a few steps and keep watching his back.”
Katelyn flashes Bonny a look, but walks anyway.

As she moves, the swimmer paces her, the image on his back changing with each stroke. The streamed Katelyn drops poundage, reduces from obese to plump to thin, ankles sharpening, calves shaping, a figure with an hourglass figure emerging, though the hourglass is hard to see because she’s wearing the same huge clothes. The sexy slit closes.

Katelyn stares trembling at what she could be.

“The Stewards make like it’s about encouragement, but what it is about is consumption.”
Katelyn looks at Bonny. “You think I need reminding I eat too much?”
Bonny steps back. “That’s not what I mean. I mean--take that goody bag--it’s got Gorge You Gorgeous freeze-dried steaks, right? And Min-Cal Masala, low-fat Indian foods, yeah?”
“Samples,” Katelyn says. “So what?”
“Those are all Steward subsidiaries.”
“So?”
“They want to give you a taste for Steward foods. But it’s just not foods. See how the clothes are too big in the animation?”
“I know I’m fat.”
“They want you to buy Steward clothes too when you slim down. Streamlined Sass and Look-Pricey Petites! They want to lock you into a lifetime of consumer dependency. Trapped like a wounded animal in the corporate machine!”
Though she’s being too aggressive she’s still surprised as Katelyn Sayed swings the goodie bag at her, striking her solid in the face.

* * * *

Bonny Brood, at home in her tenement on San Bruno mountain, awkwardly holds an ice gel to her right cheek with her left hand as she talks to Terrance with her right. “I got ink all over my business suit. My cheek is swollen. And the ink’s supposed to be hypoallergenic, but it makes my eye itch.”
“Why didn’t you run after her?”
“She knocked me down. She was gone when I got up. I thought the ink was blood.”
The shadowy patterns playing beneath Terrance’s lips make him look like he’s moueing sympathetically. Maybe he is. Bonny says: “Can I get an advance for the window? To buy a replacement?”
“No, I will not pay for your mistakes! Your hard-sell!”
Not a moue.

“But I had a connection. I mean she wasn’t running. She wasn’t yelling at me.”
“She’s SoCal! Not City-hardened yet!”
“She took my card.” Bonny’s sounding whiny. She breathes in deep, says cool as she can, “What should I have said?”
“Sweetness, persuasion. I have seen you do that before.”
“But how?”
“Words are not my talent. I do not feed you your lines. They must come from within.” Terrance closes his eyes: his lids stream video faint as capillaries. “You have a unique Bonnyness about you which you can demonstrate to sweet and profound effect.”
She’s not sure what that means but it makes her feel a little better. “But my broken cheek--”
“I will pay to replace if you have success with Katelyn.”
“Why are you being weird?” Penny asks. “Why are you only showing one side of your face?”
“I have a new download,” Bonny says. “It’s the kewl jewels. It’s radastic.”
“Why not show it to us?” Penny asks.

“You’ll see it at the party,” Bonny says.

“Are you okay?” asks Mona.

“I have to go now,” Bonny says, clicking them away.

* * * *

How is Bonny Brood? Disconsolate and miserable. In her dream, she’s jogging along the moonlit beach, but there’s a sense of imminent catastrophe: she’ll sprain her ankle, she’ll step on a nail. But then she remembers this beach should be underwater, ice-cap flooded, and a correction is made: a wall of water knocks her from her feet. As she fights to break the surface so she can breathe, something scratches at her side.

She wakes up fast. “What?” she says, even before she opens her right hand.

“Bonny Brood?”
“It’s two in the morning,” she says.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman says. “I’ll call later.”
“Wait!” It’s Katelyn Sayed. Puffy-faced and wearing orange eyeliner. Bonny Brood says: “How can I help you?”
“I’m--” Katelyn says. “Oh, my god. Your face.”
Bonny moves her hand so only her left profile is visible to her fingercam.

“Did I do that?”
“No big deal,” Bonny says.

“I did do that. I’m so sorry.” The woman sniffs. An orange tear slides down her face: chromographic Steward makeup, reacting to the salt. “How can I make it up to you?”
Bonny moves her hand so Katelyn can see her full-on. “Meet me tomorrow and listen to what I have to say about Stewardship.”
It’s an aggressive move, no sweetness at all, but Katelyn wipes her cheek and says, “Where do we meet?”
* * * *

They meet at ScopeEasy, a dryland cafe in North Beach where each table has black velour curtains for privacy. Bonny Brood keeps the curtains open a foot so daylight shines upon her face. Her eye’s not swollen anymore, but she’s got a marble-sized lump on her cheek where the remaining window ink has collected.

It’s colored red and green and cyan in horizontal levels like some layered cocktail.

It’s the only color Bonny’s showing today. Otherwise she’s all in black. Black sweater, black beret hiding pinned-up blond hair. Even black gloves. “This is what I have for you,” she says to Katelyn, showing the clear amber vial, with its five pills, resting in her black-suede-covered open hand.

Katelyn asks, “Diet drugs?”
“Not exactly,” Bonny says. “Diet drugs are about consumption. They treat symptoms. They maintain dependence. That’s Stewardship. That’s not us. These--” she rolls the vial atop the table so the pills click inside--”these fix things.”
Katelyn glances at Bonny’s cheek. “What do they fix?”
“They branded you to Sovelte when you were a girl.”
“My mom had it done. Pharmtasia paid my high school tuition in return.”
“The pills fix it.”
“Do they now? Do they fix families? Do they make daughters and mothers talk again?”
Katelyn’s clenched her coffee mug so hard her knuckles have gone white.

“Will the Stewards do that for you?” Bonny asks, sweetly as she can.

“They say they will.”
“Well, that’s not something we claim we can do. All our pills do is fix the branding.”
“How?”
“It turns the melanocortin-4 gene back on. The one that codes the receptor that tells you when you’re full. The gene Pharmtasia inactivated in you for Sovelte to work.”
“I know what they did to me,” Katelyn says. She relaxes her grip. “A pill seems too easy. Why wouldn’t I have heard about it?”
“There’s no profit in producing it. Especially if you’re Stewardship and you own the patent.”
Katelyn sips at her coffee. “Do you make it in your kitchen?”
“I have a supplier. He’s in Barstow. I can let you have one of the pills if you want some pharmchem to analyze it. The drug was tested on mice. Safe, effective, all that. I can link you to the studies if you want.”
“I do want.” Katelyn looks at Bonny’s cheek. “But what do you want? What’s your charge?”
“The pills are free.”
“Then what? Your cheek? You want me to pay to fix it?”
“No. It’s not about my cheek. Well, not directly.” She pulls off her right glove. “We want you to consider a palmphone.”
“My god,” Katelyn says. Bonny’s playing a blue sky in her hand, soft white clouds drifting away from her thumb. “You’re selling phones to me?”
“No selling involved,” Bonny says. “We’re about aesthetics, not consumerism. Kewlture. We’ll get you a palmphone implanted free. Think of it as a symbol of the new Katelyn. A bow to kewl!”
“But a palmphone? Do you think I’m fourteen?”
“ ‘Course not.” Bonny closes her hand. “It’s a suggestion. We’d like you to windowize at our expense. Anywhere on your body. Palm’s nice ‘cause it’s useful. Everybody phones, right? And once you get the hang of it, it’s easy to mode it back to skinshade.” Bonny subvocalizes skin, and opens her hand. In their dim black-curtained space her palm’s got the slightest glow. But the color’s perfect.

“I don’t understand,” Katelyn says. “Is there a contract? Some subscription I sign up for?”
“It’s all free for you.”
“Then what’s your motive? Where’s your profit?”
“Katelyn,” Bonny says. “Profit’s the old paradigm. Profit’s a Steward thing. Our motive is aesthetic improvement.”
Katelyn pours an entire demiglass of sugar water into her coffee. “You can’t live off aesthetic improvement.”
Bonny shrugs. “I make enough to get by.”
“You can’t even fix your cheek.”
“Let me put it this way. If you windowize your palm, Terrance will bank my cheek repair.”
“My God,” Katelyn says, then she puts her hand on Bonny’s. Her hand is soft and heavy. “Send me some links on the palm procedure too.”
Bonny resists the urge to yank her hand away. “Kewl.”
* * * *

In the tenement as Bonny’s approaching her door, the door beyond opens and the cute guy neighboring her steps out into the corridor. “Hey,” he says, and “Hey,” she says, turning away from him so he can’t see her right cheek. Then he walks her way, and to her horror, she keeps turning to her right, so that she’s facing the wall as he passes her.

The ink in her cheek feels icy as her face heats up.

Ultrablank!

She hasn’t felt so unkewl since high school. The time she’d worn hornrims, brown knockoffs instead of black Jean Chauvins, and the girls had called her “cool” while winking at their friends.

She’s hardly recovered from her current embarrassment before Terrance clicks her side. “You’re not supposed to mention me,” he says.

He’s screening something in his scalp. She can’t discern what but it gives his bristle-cut hair a white nimbus glow. “I’m working with what I got.”
“Pity? She’s the pathetic one, not you.”
Bonny’s shocked that Terrance would talk about a client that way. But she remembers almost pulling her hand away from Katelyn’s. The revulsion at the woman’s heavy touch. “We’re improving her.”
“Pity is not the route to improvement.”
“It got her interested.”
“For this one time, one palmphone--maybe! But pity does not bring repeat customers! Passion and self-confidence are what shift paradigms!”
“But--pity is cute.”
“Wrong kind of cuteness! Puppies are cute, but they do not reconceptualize worldviews! You must be the cute that moves men’s hearts! You must be the cute that draws forth the latent Bonny that lies within Katelyn’s ampleness!”
It is when she doesn’t understand Terrance that she finds him kewlest. And it helps how his scalp’s gone red so his hair looks fiery. “Maybe--sexy cute?”
“What do I know of sexy?” Terrance asks. “I know only paradigms.”
She brings her fingercam close to her broken cheek. “This isn’t sexy.”
“I promise to fix that. When you bring her closer.”
* * * *

How did Bonny Brood come to fight for kewl?

It was long past high school. It was past her college days, when she’d changed her look monthly, now Urban Lounge, now Retro Oughts, now Rap-a-Billy. It was past even the year she spent in Houston, dressed in dingy lace and paste-white sunblock, living cheap in a mansion abandoned to the rising meltwater. It didn’t happen until she’d come back to San Francisco, and was working at a thrift shop, and a coworker had linked her to this kewl website. Terrance’s.

Terrance’s site articulated everything about kewl that Bonny had ever formed half an opinion about. It took her tastes, and gave her a belief system that she could attach them to. Most of all it made her realize that kewl was about more than showing up high school classmates she would never even see again. Real kewl was not a selfish thing. Real kewl was generous and all-inclusive. It was about community. It was about taking kewlture from the corporations, and giving it back to the people.

Spreading kewl was what Terrance did.

Bonny wanted to be a part of that.

* * * *

Bonny sends Katelyn some choice links. Studies, statistics, a motherlode of content on palmphones and chromosome 18, where the melanocortin-4 gene is located. She tops it off with a video showing her dialing her own palm. First, voice activated, then, with a rotary dial like a twentieth-century movie actress--retro can be sexy. She keeps moving after it’s sent: sweeping the kitchen floor, hand-washing the dishes, replacing the burnt-out bulbs in the eye sockets of her Day-of-the-Dead skull clock. Maintaining frenetic activity because she’s afraid if she pauses it will crash down on her: the realization that Katelyn could reject her just as easy as Bonny could have pulled her hand away from the other woman.

When she hears the cute guy next door running water in his sink, she gets a feeling like someone’s sitting on her chest.

Then something tickles her right side.

It’s Katelyn. Latticework of dried dish detergent gives a mosaic look to her face. “Hey,” Bonny says with as much enthusiasm as she can muster.

“I want to do it,” Katelyn says.

Bonny wipes her palm clean with the dishrag. “What?”
“I want to get the phone.”
Katelyn looks composed, olive-toned skin untouched by makeup, self-confident enough that Bonny has to remind herself that she, not Katelyn, is the kewl one. “That’s radastic.”
“I feel bad about your cheek.”
It starts beautifully. Bonny rents a watercar, a red-hulled ad-free Chinese three-seater, then spirits Katelyn from the East Bay Claremont dock to the downtown Oakland building where Spokeskin, the independent vendor that Terrance favors, occupies the lowest level. High tide’s left the floor wet, but Katelyn seems amused; after they each pull on a pair of galoshes from the bin by the front door, she splashes laughing through the puddles beside the reception desk, she drags her feet through the soggy carpet by the display area, squeaking. It’s maybe not kewl, but it’s endearing, and Bonny says, “I’m glad to see you revved up.”
“I’ve been so miserable,” Katelyn says. “Shopping’s a cure-all, right?”
“Well, we try to not get too consumeristic about it--but yeah, why not have fun?”
The displays are dermacell fabric cutouts, hand-shaped for the most part, phones planted into open palms, fingercams disguised as class rings or wedding bands. Katelyn experimentally punches in Bonny’s number, giggles as Bonny answers, her face spotted green because electrostatic dye elements have burned out. “And what’s this?” Katelyn asks, moving to another display.

Dermacell cutouts on this display represent arms, thighs, ankles. And there’s something trapezoidal that Katelyn’s obviously confused by. “The small of a back,” Bonny explains. She runs her fingers along the keys, which follow the tops of the butt cheeks like the spread wings of a gull, and a window opens above them. A window screening their watching faces like a mirror. “A backphone.”
“Why there? You can’t use it.”
“It’s not you that uses it. It’s something, you know, a lover uses. It’s a sexy thing, yeah?”
Katelyn smiles and Bonny blushes, windows pale in red cheeks. Bonny punches a number in--the keys have a sandpaper feel to them so maybe you could use them yourself--and Penny appears in the window. “I’m having some dental work done, but leave me a message,” Penny says with a wink and a smile. Five teeth screen videos. Bonny hangs up.

“Is there anything I can help with you with?”
A woman Bonny doesn’t recognize: head shaved except for black bangs, skinny as a department store mannequin, maybe branded to some amphetamine. The candy-cane video spiraling up her jumpsuit makes her look even thinner.

Katelyn eyes her warily.

The woman looks at Bonny.

“We--she--had an appointment,” Bonny says. “She’s Katelyn Sayed.”
“Oh, you’re Katelyn Sayed.” The Candy-Cane woman glances at Katelyn. Then she looks back at Bonny. “That’s so kind of you to accompany Ms. Sayed on her big day. Does she know about our two-for-one sale on Epidrama products? Twice the square centimeter coverage for the same low price?”
Bonny tags the woman as a brand-name snob. She wonders why she’s working Oakland instead of some Union Square boutique. “She just wants a single palmphone.”
“That’s fine.” The Candy-Cane looks at Bonny’s cheek. “That looks like it hurts.”
“Not now.”
“I’m glad to hear that. I’ve seen that kind of injury before with generic dermals. You know, with an Epidrama or Jean Chauvin polyfiber window, you’d never have to worry about this sort of damage again.”
Bonny stiffens at the mention of Jean Chauvin. “If I wanted a salespitch,” she says, “I’d accept adstreams on my arms.”
Candy-Cane doesn’t even blink. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”
Bonny takes a breath. This isn’t supposed to be about her. She says, “You’re ready for the palmphone?”
Katelyn, still watching candy-cane, whispers, “I am.”
“Dr. Norris is ready for you,” Candy-Cane says. “This way, please.”
Bonny Brood follows them through a doorway.

Candy-Cane says, “Isn’t it Ms. Sayed’s appointment?”
“It is,” Bonny says. “And I’m Ms. Sayed’s assistant.”
“Of course you are,” Candy-Cane says. “Here’s the chart.”
Smiling, she thrusts it so hard at Bonny that it clicks open a browser window in her left arm.

* * * *

Bonny watches from a leather couch while Dr. Norris, compact, white-haired, interviews Katelyn. Katelyn is tense, Bonny can tell; her shoulders pulled close to her head, her arms crossed before her. She looks like she might bolt. Candy-Cane insulted her. Bonny is only now getting that. Candy-Cane’s snuffed it, Bonny thinks. But Dr. Norris has a reassuring manner, as much Wise Grandmother as Physician, and as she takes Katelyn’s health history, as she gives the options (dermal electrostatic ink vs. polyfiber epidermis replacement; simple phone vs. full browser capabilities; and so on) Katelyn relaxes. Shoulders loosening, arms uncrossing, body easing into her chair so that folds of her flesh press between the wooden columns in its back.

“What do you think I should do?” Katelyn asks Bonny.

Bonny’s pleased. This might work out. “I’d go dermal simple phone. Won’t last forever but you’re keeping your own skin at least. Speech-enabling’s standard but fingerdial’s nice cuz once you know the system, you can punch commands faster than you can say them.” Neither choice is the kewlest, and that might disappoint Terrance, but Bonny thinks incremental is the way to go. Radastic wasn’t built in a day.

Dr. Norris gives a few caveats: chance of infection, chance (per Bonny’s cheek) of leakage.

“I want what Bonny said,” Katelyn says.

Dr. Norris sits Katelyn in the operating chair. It’s like a dentist office chair, down to the video screen at its side. But where a dentist’s examination screen shows the patient’s teeth, this shows skin. Bonny watches Dr. Norris immobilize Katelyn’s hand in sticky gel, then paint the shiny topical anaesthetic across the palm. She watches her zoom in on the palm: the palm print lines look like ridges separated by canyons.

“Close your eyes,” Dr. Norris says. Katelyn’s tranquilized but brow-furrowed and sweaty-faced anyway. She looks at Bonny.

“It’s OK,” Bonny whispers. She subvocalizes bounce, feels her good cheek itch as it starts to screen a bouncing smiley face.

Katelyn’s puzzled for a moment then smiles, lets her eyes close.

Dr. Norris, hands in waldo gloves, gets to work. A pincer raises the skin, the inserter needle pierces it, then shoots a wiry ink element in. She moves along quickly, shooting elements. It’s like embroidery with blood. She’s careful not to block pores: you can overheat otherwise. As she works she talks about the vogue to screen pets and how she won’t do anything more than an ID marker. Fur makes overheating a grave danger. “And unless they’re short-furred you only get a glow anyway.”
Midway through the surgery, Bonny Brood’s forearm starts itching.

Where Candy-Cane hit it with the chart, it’s browsing spontaneously, clicking through cams she’s linked to (the 19th Avenue beach, the coral reefs of SoHo), Terrance’s huge site with its analyses of kewl and capitalism, its shrines to Icons of Kewl like Brando, Marley, and Zoichoi; then clicking to Chinese and Arabic and Hindi sites of soap-opera stars and knock-Bach MCs: a fastcut picture salad that leaves Bonny dizzy and overwhelmed by the kinds of kewl until suddenly she’s in a site called Diogene’s Drapes, which sells curtains in seventeen colors, all pastels--and there’s no escape. For as she’s being clicked through fabric-choice and personal-testimonial windows she notices, at the bottom of the window on the inside of her arm, the orange spinning S of Stewardship Incorporated.

No links out from there!

Bonny subvocalizes reset but the orange S keeps spinning.

She pinches her arm hard and the window resets to skinshade.

“Are you all right?”
Dr. Norris stands by the couch with Katelyn. Katelyn’s pale. She’s got an aerated healing glove on the implanted hand.

“I’m good,” Bonny says. “Done already?”
“We’ve been done for a few minutes,” Dr. Norris said. “We were waiting--for you to finish.”
“I was just zoned,” Bonny says irritably. “It went OK?”
“She’s fine,” Dr. Norris said. “She’s still a bit sedated. Can you get her home or should I call a cab?”
“I can do it!”
Bonny leads Katelyn by the arm out to the store area where she asks Candy-Cane to schedule a follow-up appointment. Candy-Cane gives her a date then says, “It’s a good thing she chose ink.”
Katelyn stiffens and Bonny says, “Why is that?”
“Because it will be easy to remove the slack ink elements when she loses that extra poundage.”
Bonny points at Candy-Cane’s red spiral jumpsuit. “Why don’t you go lick yourself?”
* * * *

Katelyn doesn’t notice the corporate swimmer pacing their watercar in downtown Oakland. But she delights in the sailboats and seagulls, giggling and pointing at them like a little girl who’s never seen water before. It’s the delight of a drug-dulled mind, and Bonny’s hoping the tranquilizer will dull Katelyn’s memories of Candy-Cane too.

Then on the bus ride from the Claremont Docks, climbing through the Berkeley Hills, Katelyn gets weepy. “You’re so nice.” She leans against Bonny. “You’re so not that woman.”
Bonny puts her arm around Katelyn. Her hand on the woman’s shoulder can feel no bones, just fat, and she represses the instinct to withdraw. “We’ll lodge a complaint.”
“She was such a flashback to LA.”
“They must dominate retail.”
“Retail?” Katelyn looks at Bonny, tears making her mascaraed lashes glow rainbow colors. “I’m talking about my friends.”
“They’d insult you to your face?”
“They were more catty. But they hinted. Coworkers too. Coupons for fitness centers on my desk, links for vomitoriums in my mail. Last Christmas my office Secret Santa gave me a bra with expandable cups.”
“That’s megamean,” Bonny says. “No wonder you wanted to leave.”
“It wasn’t just want. It was have to. They were going to cut my salary by one third.”
They being a Hollywood prop company where she was database engineer.

“Is that legal?”
“They said they had to apply the money to my health insurance premium.”
Bonny knows Katelyn’s got basic health with her job up here. She’s with Climate Crisis Bureau, doing database work again. But even so, it’s just living with her brother that’s keeping her afloat. “At least you got family up here.”
“Family. Huh!” Sits up, more angry than weepy now. Bonny, relieved, brings her arm away. “I have family down there too. And it was family that made me move more than anything else.”
“You mean your mom.”
“Of course I mean my mom. She said it was all my fault. She said I should have gotten a better job when I was skinny. She said if I’d made CTO, I could have gotten good enough health insurance to pay for a premium solution!”
“There’s nothing like a mother’s love,” Bonny says.

“My brother only sees in color as long as he drinks Diet Squibb.”
* * * *

The brother’s house is a cottage near downtown Orinda so covered with bougainvillea that Bonny feels claustrophobic just looking at it. Desert thump-thump music plays from inside, tinkling brass atop throbbing bass that resonates in Bonny’s chest as she steps up on the front porch.

“Want to come in?” Katelyn shouts. “Robbie’s home!”
“No thanks!” Bonny says. She pulls out the amber vial containing the remaining pills. “You know what to do with these?”
“One a day until they’re gone!”
“Good!” Bonny notes that the papery crimson bracts of the bougainvillea tremble to the beat. “Your hand should be fine by the morning! I’ll try calling you then!”
“Great!” Katelyn says, and then she gives Bonny a hug. Sweat-scented and smothered-in-flesh, but there’s this kewl thing too: while they’re touching Bonny can’t feel the bass in her chest.

* * * *

Terrance sits cross-legged on top of a gray stone column, flycam showing blue sky behind him but no other context. “I am all happiness for your progress regarding Katelyn!”
“It’s kewl enough?”
“It is a beautiful start!”
Terrance is wearing a fringed buckskin vest without a shirt and Bonny wishes the cam would zoom in on his well-muscled shoulders, his sculpted chest. “Do you think there’s a funky dynamic between us?”
“She is desperate. She is variable in her tempers and moods. She is a perfect candidate for further self-actualization and cosmetic transcendence!”
“But I think she’s got a crush on me.”
Terrance shrugs. Something moves on his chest. A beetle? “Crushes can be exploited for the greater good!”
“But I’m ... I’m straight, yeah?”
“It is a fine balance between flirtation and fixation! It is one you’ve danced before, Bonny Brood! You should have confidence in your improvisational talents!”
She figures out the moving thing. It’s a nipple. A gray the same color as the column, making lazy erratic circles across his screen-skinned chest. If it’s textured, Bonny realizes, you could suck on it. But she asks: “How ‘bout my cheek?”
“That will be fixed. When Katelyn is closer.”
“Closer! But you promised!”
“Accoutrements and accessories: she has far to go.”
“Okay,” Bonny says, touching her ruptured cheek, thinking that maybe you could bite the nipple too.

* * * *

“It’s already working!” Katelyn says. “I’m hardly hungry at all!”
“Great,” Bonny Brood says. Katelyn’s image keeps blurring, quickpanning from one side of her face to the other. “Try to gesture with your other hand.”
“Is this better?”
Katelyn’s wearing no makeup, but her excitement makes her look younger.

“Much better. How’s the implant feel?”
“It itches.”
“You’ll get so you itch only when you’re streaming something new. When you get attuned, you might be able to recognize faces, just by how they feel.”
“Really? That’s cool.” Spoken to rhyme with fool. “I’m so excited. To be changing my body. To be getting free from Sovelte.”
“You wanna maybe do a little shopping this weekend?”
* * * *

In Chinatown they buy surface-tension sandals, then splash unsinking from store to store, looking at the wooden Buddhas and the caged dragons biogeneered from Gila monsters, their flightless purple wings transparent. They look at synthetic ivory bhongs, at chopsticks that sing like tuning forks, at counters stocked high with videoed sweatshirts showing San Francisco dry, then flooded with meltwater. And as they look, Bonny schools Katelyn on kewl: one’s motives (pragmatic, status, Right Looking as part of Right Living, the impetus to beauty, a lure for sex), and the Routes To Kewl (Staying One Step Ahead of the Corporations, Subverting the Corporate Look, and Following Your Own Star).

And Katelyn, already a few pounds smaller, is enthusiastic, not just listening politely to Bonny but acting on her advice. On her own initiative buying two pairs of black pants then selecting red accessories: a T-shirt emblazoned SALMON NO RED DYE, a red blouse with sheer vertical stripes, a blood-red sari. And a pair of earrings with one a sickle-and-stars, the other a dollar sign. The pants and the sari are one-size fits all, but everything else is three or four sizes too small.

Katelyn wants to shrink to fit.

Bonny grooves to Katelyn’s optimism, thinks she looks choice in the sari and pants as they’re eating dim-sum and sauerkraut at a corner bistro. The red sari goes well with her smooth brown shoulder. “It’s radastic what you’ve done,” Bonny says. “I’d have thought you’d go corporate.”
“I’m following my own star,” Katelyn says. She squints like she’s looking hard at something bright. Bonny’s hoping for elaboration about what that star might be, but what Katelyn says next is, “I thought you were going to get your cheek fixed.”
“Will happen soon,” Bonny says. She tells a fib: “My appointment’s in a few days.”
* * * *

When Katelyn calls next, she’s dyed her hair blond. “People have started talking to me at work,” she says.

“Kewl tools,” Bonny says. The blond hair doesn’t seem to go with Katelyn’s olive-toned complexion, but Bonny’s hand could be giving false colors. “And the red works?”
“It matches the logo of the Climate Crisis Bureau!” Katelyn stretches her arm to expand the camview. She’s wearing a red T-shirt. Behind her, her computer monitor displays a red three-eyed fish about to chomp down on the blue Earth. “Think we can go shopping again?”
“Yeah.” Bonny can’t mask the glumness in her voice. “Why not.”
* * * *

“Where is your enthusiasm, Bonny Brood?”
“She’s dyed her hair.”
“You object to dye? It is carcinogenic.”
“I’m blond. Now she’s blond.”
“Is mimicry not one route to kewl? Is imitation not the most earnest form of flattery?”
“It’s the flattery I don’t want! I don’t want her to like me so much!”
Terrance’s eyes go from dark brown to amber. The effect is disturbing. His eyes have always been the one constant in his ever-changing face. “Bonny Brood, you’re disappointing me. So, she has a crush on you. She is not the first to react in such a way. You should exploit the crush, not fear it.”
“I’m not a whore.”
Terrance’s eyes go dark again. “I’m not suggesting that you are. There are no prostitutes in the post-capitalist paradigm. My meaning is that with Katelyn we have an opportunity to take her kewlness to the next level. She likes her palmphone?”
Bonny shrugs. “She calls me every day.”
“Good. Then it is desired that you convince her to get another implant. A browser, or something decorative.”
Bonny sags in her chair. “She’s already debranded. Isn’t that the important thing?”
“Bonny Brood, I’ve never seen you shrink from the service of kewl before.”
She doesn’t like this. He’s calling her a coward. Can’t he see she’s down? “Maybe if my cheek was fixed.”
“That would be putting the car before the horsepower! How about this, Bonny Brood? The day you convince her to windowize a second time, on that very day I’ll schedule an appointment for you with Dr. Norris!”
“But you promised when Katelyn was closer--”
“And a second window is what I meant. Bonny Brood, why are you so afraid?”
“I’m not afraid. I’m just--”
She wants to say sad but Terrance’s eyes have gone to gold and, disconcerted, she ends the call.

* * * *

At midnight Bonny takes a bath with the lights off, Mona and Penny splitview in her palm, which she holds underwater.

“You’re just a silhouette,” says Mona, refraction of the water making her green tubes seem to writhe.

“I’ve turned off all my windows,” Bonny says. “Guys, have you ever said no to Terrance?”
“Did he ask you out?” asks Penny breathlessly. Her teeth screen a single image: a multicolor TV test pattern.

“He’s pushing me to get closer to this client than I’d like.”
“We are only alive,” Mona says, “to the extent that we challenge ourselves.”
“I want to pick my own challenges.”
“Oh Bonny,” Penny says, “how could you risk your job with Terrance’s party just next week?”
* * * *

Sometimes you can trick yourself into happiness. Bonny drinks coffee, and dances to Gershwin in her living room, wearing VR spex so she can see her top-hatted tuxedoed partner who she’s programmed to look like Terrance. She can’t stay angry at a man who follows her lead. By the time she meets Katelyn in the Mission, she’s beaming. “You look good,” she tells Katelyn, as they climb onto one of the little MUNI boats that automatically track down Mission Street. “Have you lost that much weight, or do you just look rad in red?”
Katelyn grins. She’s wearing a red top pleated with mirrors, and a black skirt, and red vinyl boots. “You’re cute too. But that cheek!”
“I have a plan,” Bonny says. She looks around dramatically. “I’ll tell you about it when we’re less public.”
Katelyn accepts that. Bonny tells herself she’s not being cowardly but prudent. If they can get the same shopping groove going they had before, Terrance’s deal will go down smooth.

So they shop. Today they’re doing historic kewlture. Thematic knickknacks, soundtracks, wall-hangings. You can go thematic, random, obscure. Again Katelyn mimics Bonny. Pairs obscure and thematic, like Bonny, but morphing it. Bonny likes Day of the Dead stuff, pre-1960, handmade in Mexico instead of mass-produced in China, happy skeleton mariachi players, joyful dead at picnics. Katelyn goes for Greek funerary urns, stamped Made in Greece, knockoffs of classical antiques costing thousands, one showing Achilles and another a nymph dancing with a satyr and a third naked well-hung young men wrestling. At a poster shop she buys a melanin-infused tapestry, mock-medieval design activated by sunlight. Bonny, carrying the tapestry rolled-up on her shoulder, realizes it’s mimicking the chlorophyll-based wall art she once mentioned collecting. And at a music store where Bonny downloads Gershwin remixes into her palmphone, Katelyn downloads ragtime standards, Scott Joplin, Irving Berlin.

Bonny wonders if the mimicry’s a good sign. Worst case Katelyn’s mocking her, but many have gotten to kewl through mockery. Best case, she’s ingratiating herself with Bonny, with all that implies. It’s unsettling either way. Or maybe it’s the cheek thing still making her uncomfortable. Bonny’s got to face it. “Let’s get a drink,” Bonny says. They watertaxi to a warehouse South of Market.

“We’re going downstairs?” Katelyn asks.

“The walls are water-tight,” Bonny says. “This is the kewlest club in SOMA.”
The club’s called Wet. One wall is clear, a huge picture window made of thick glass showing the submerged street, palette of blues aqua up high then darkening to navy at the base, seaweed clinging to a barnacled fire hydrant. An eel emerges from a sewer grate. “Asian swamp eel!” Katelyn says. “Invasive species!” but Bonny pulls her the other way. She gets panicky too close to the window now. Too mindful of the water and its crushing weight. She likes the other side of the club. There are nooks, caves, built into plaster rocks, carved from rubber reefs. Bonny chooses a grotto with a good view of the club’s empty stage, a low table, and instead of chairs comfy pillows shaped like big clamshells and fat starfish. A waitress whose fingers each luminesce a different color takes their orders: Bonny a mojito, Katelyn white wine.

Katelyn’s choice is a relief for Bonny, even if it smacks of Stewardization.

“Here’s to kewl,” Katelyn says when the drinks come. Clinking their glasses, their fingers brush, and Bonny has to look away.

A heavy guy comes on stage. Bald with a big drooping optic fiber mustache that lights up when he talks. “Hey, denizens of the deep,” he says. “We got a grilly big show for you today. We’ve got Vox Elder with his hyperreal take on water mains, and Typhoon Mary who’s got the best pair of gills this side of the Pacific Ocean. But to start things off, let’s give a wet welcome to the radastic, water-poppin’ Man and Fish Unite!”
Bonny swallows half her drink as Man and Fish Unite takes the stage. There’s a saxophonist, a bass guitar dude, and a tympanihigh-hat player, all shirtless skinny guys in baggy shorts held up by suspenders. They’ve got the white sheeny skin and shallow gills of posers scared to go all the way and lose the lungs. They start playing, blurting saxophonist and fretless bass carrying the rhythm while the drummer makes a melody with his tympanis. It’s the kind of weird crap that makes Bonny feel kewl in contrast. And she’s feeling the rum from the mojito. “Let’s talk,” she tells Katelyn.

“Can’t hear you!” Katelyn shouts. A fourth Man and Fish Uniter has climbed onstage. This one’s so fishlike Bonny gawks. Mottled brown scales and fins instead of arms and though he walks like a man, his snouty face points skyward, sweeping from his shoulderless torso, with bulging gray eyes at the side of his head.

“Salvelinus fontinalis,” Katelyn says, speaking into Bonny’s ear. “Brook trout.”
Katelyn’s leaning against her. Soft and warm where the trout looks sleek and cold. Bonny doesn’t move. “You’re looking rad cute,” she tells Katelyn.

“Yeah?”
The trout is dancing, gills fluttering. Bonnie wonders if it still has its lungs: how else could it dance? Still looking at the trout she says, “You’ve got a shine to your eyes, and a glow to your cheek. Happy colors.”
Katelyn’s breast is so heavy on Bonny’s arm that she switches her drink to her left hand. But the glass is empty. “Brook trout--another invasive species.”
“You’re like a new person.”
Katelyn touches Bonny’s cheek. “Why do I get to be new?” she asks. Her fingers gently tug the ink-swollen lump. “How come I get your treatment when you don’t even get your cheek fixed?”
The rum makes Bonny feel like she’s watching herself, a performer like the dancing trout. “Terrance is being a hard-ass about it.”
“You said he was going to fix it.”
“He is. He wants me to do more for you.”
“What do you mean?”
Bonny looks at Katelyn. “He wants you to try another window.”
“What?” Katelyn pulls her hand away. “More surgery?”
“It could be sexy. Something to accentuate your thighs. Or something radastic. Like my earring-window. Or something useful. I got browsers windowed into my arms.”
“I thought we had a deal,” Katelyn says.

“We did.” Bonny glances back at the fish. It has feet, black pointed boots. “It’s just Terrance is being an asshole about it.”
“I thought getting the palmphone was my end of the deal.”
“Totally. You’ve been four-square and all.”
“Then why can’t Terrance be four-square too?”
“He’s a guy, you know?”
“That doesn’t excuse anything,” Katelyn says.

Spoken so emphatically Bonny has to look at the dancing fish. She wonders: is it biogeneered? Then how could it dance so long? How could it breathe? Maybe it’s just a man in a costume. “You don’t have to do anything. Just a thought.” The fish leans forward, pivoting at its center like it has a waist. “But if you wanted to, you could get browser capabilities on your calf. Stream a rose or a Buddhist temple then secretly browse at business meetings. It’d be sexy and utilful and radastic all at the same time!”
“Can’t you at least look at me when you make your pitch?” Katelyn shouts.

Bonny pulls her eyes away from the dancing fish. Katelyn has slid away from her. Glaring, lips trembling, big starfish pillow levered upward by her weight so one arm thrusts out pugilistically.

Bonny takes a breath then reaches out, pushes down the starfish arm, places her hand on Katelyn’s thigh. She squeezes. Katelyn is as soft as the pillows. “Please, think about it. Anything’s reversible.”
Katelyn frowns.

“Please?”
“Maybe I’ll do it. But it would be just for you.”
“Radastic,” Bonny says, smiling. She hears the tympani melody building and imagines the question of the dancing fish could be solved if she just looked now. But she keeps smiling like a Steward at Katelyn, even as she notices there’s a water stain in the fake cave wall.

* * * *

Terrance has come through. Katelyn’s and Bonny’s appointments are the same day, scheduled back to back. Bonny’s relieved but still feels hints of doom. So in her left arm she screens a video of a big wave. On its green rolling slope a wetsuited figure rides a surfboard. It’s her, of course. Coming straight down, sluicing across the face, riding the top again: you can change the position by clicking the figure in different places. Katelyn thinks it’s a game. On the boat to Spokeskin, Bonny lets her touch her arm, toggle the surfer, the green wave a contrast to Katelyn’s red SALMON NO RED DYE t-shirt.

The kewl comforting thing is no matter the surfer’s position she never falls.

Bonny needs that comfort. Candy-Cane’s behind the reception desk. Spirals in her jumpsuit black today like licorice. As Bonny takes a deep breath, it’s Katelyn who steps up to the desk. “I have a one o’clock appointment,” she says. “I’m Katelyn Sayed.”
“Hi, Ms. Sayed,” Candy-Cane says. “You have a few minutes. Did you want to examine our selection of windows?”
“No, thanks,” Katelyn says. “I know what I want.”
This is news to Bonny. Katelyn has been considering a forearm implant like Bonny’s, or something discreet like an ankle implant. But nothing definitive. Candy-Cane smiles. “Very good. Would you like Ms. Brood to accompany you to Dr. Norris’s office?”
“No, I’ll be okay on my own.” She turns towards Bonny. “I’ll be fine.”
“What are you getting?” Bonny asks her.

“I want to surprise you,” Katelyn says. Then she kisses Bonny on the cheek.

* * * *

It’s an hour wait until Bonny’s turn. She considers getting a coffee but decides leaving might make her look unkewl. If Candy-Cane is going to act friendly, Bonny’s going to act nonchalant. So she inspects the dermacell displays. They’ve got a new series of screens for mouth parts, screened dermacell encasing mechanical moving lips and tongues. So one set of lips goes from a pout to a smile as it screens a natureshow on humpbacked whales, another set makes a kissing motion as it displays obnoxious dancing hearts; and the tongues curl and tap absent palates as they screen clips from ancient black and white movies, close-ups of handsome men with glossy hair talking to pretty women wearing veiled hats. It’s kewl, but the longer she watches, the more disturbing it seems. All these parts moving without the context of a mouth: it’s creepy. And she can feel Candy-Cane watching her, gauging her reaction. Bonny wants to run, but what she does is look at her forearm. She takes deep breaths and watches the little surfer keep her balance on the tsunami. Never falling no matter how the wave or her position changes. Bonny finds a centered calming force to balance the lip-tongue creepout randomness.

There’s a doorcreak behind her as someone comes into the shop.

“Hello, Ms. Smaltz,” Candy-Cane says. “Dr. N.’s with another patient, if you want to wait a few minutes.”
“Tha’s kewl.”
Bonny turns. She sees a pink-haired Asian woman with a badly bleeding arm. Only it’s not bleeding. It’s screening blood, a network of rivulets that looks like it should drip to the floor but instead ends abruptly at the wrist as if reabsorbed. It’s a cliched effect that Bonny wouldn’t have been fooled by if she wasn’t already on edge.

“Getting my other arm done today,” the woman says, coming over to Bonny. “Not red but blue, like veins.”
“Radastic,” Bonny says. She touches her cheek. “I’m getting my cheek fixed. In fact--” she clicks the back of her right wrist and a gold-armed analog clock appears reading 1:45. “I’m getting it done in fifteen minutes.”
“Hecka kewl,” the arm-bleed woman says. “Two PM’s my time too!”
Bonny Brood stomps over to Candy-Cane. “Have you double-booked two PM?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” Candy-Cane scrutinizes her deskpad. “The two PM appointment is for Ms. Smaltz.”
“That’s my time,” Bonny says. “Terrance confirmed it yesterday!”
“How unfortunate,” Candy-Cane says. “Maybe there was a confusion about the day.” She clicks a query into the deskpad. “I see. You’re scheduled for three weeks from now.”
“Unacceptable. Get me in today.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. Dr. N.’s slate is full already.”
Bonny Brood wants to slap the Candy-Cane’s bony cheek. But that would be the ultimate unkewl.

“Tell Katelyn I’ll be waiting outside.”
“Heyth Bonny, youth ok?”
“I’m fine,” Bonny says. It’s Katelyn she’s concerned about. Slurred speech and heavily lidded eyes. Katelyn stumbles as she climbs into the water taxi, and Bonny, already in, grabbing her arm to steady her, is almost pulled over. She regains her balance and sits Katelyn down. “Dr. Norris dosed you good.”
Katelyn looks at Bonny. “Youth look sad.”
Bonny shrugs. She tells the taxi driver to take them to the Claremont Docks. Then she looks Katelyn over. She sees nothing on her arms. “Where’s your new window?”
Katelyn smiles. Drugged, she’s like a child. “A surprise.”
“Yes, Katelyn. You can show me the surprise now.”
Suddenly Katelyn lays face-down across Bonny’s lap. She smells of antiseptic, of skin ink. She’s quiet long enough that Bonny wonders if she’s passed out. “Katelyn?”
“My shirt. Pull it shup.”
“OK.” Bonny pulls up the shirt. Translucent aerated swabbing’s wrapped around her. From six inches above her waist to the top of her butt. Through the swabbing you can see colliding geometries, rectangles and cones, drifting across a trapezoidal window scattered with dried flecks of blood like beauty marks. “Backplant,” Bonny says.

“Kewlth.” Katelyn pushes herself up. Grinning so wide Bonny wants to cringe. Then her mouth drops open. “Yourth cheek!”
Bonny feels her eyes water. “Candy-Cane got back at me.”
* * * *

“I will destroy her,” Terrance says. “It is all obviousness that she is a Steward agent.”
“I think she’s just a bitch,” Bonny says.

“Her bitchiness is inarguable,” Terrance says. “But such bitchiness is symptomatic of capitalism’s excesses. I shall see that she works for Dr. Norris no longer.”
What is that screened in his forehead: horns?

And can horns be sexy?

* * * *

It’s the Fourth of July, the day before the party, and Bonny Brood’s in her bathroom, staring at her reflection, holding black and red leads from a 12-volt boat battery near the lump in her cheek. The layers in the lump are shades of gray now. A Virgin de Guadeloupe candle burns in the sink; an X-acto knife waits on the counter. Her left arm plays a clip from a site called Tattoo Undo. It shows a man shocking an ink lump in his wrist then lancing it with a darning needle, releasing a stream of bright electrified ink. The clip loops endlessly. Though the procedure’s supposed to be “practically painless” she notices he winces at the shock.

Bonny’s never thought pain was kewl.

But at last she touches the leads to the lump. She feels a tickle, then a tingle, then with a hiss something sharp as a slap. She cries out and drops the leads and knocks the knife clattering to the linoleum floor.

When she looks again her cheek is throbbing but the lump looks the same. No, mostly the same; there’s brightness where the leads touched. A dot of red, a dot of cyan.

She needs to shock the lump some more.

The thought of doing that makes her want to cry.

She’s staring uncertainly at the leads when somebody knocks at her front door.

She picks up the X-acto knife, then opens the door.

Katelyn’s there. “You’re not going to stab me, are you?”
She’s wearing a red shirt and a glossy black skirt. And a black beret that complements cheekbones that Bonny does not remember having seen before. Bonny remembers the knife and sets it down carefully. “What a surprise,” she says dully.

“I tried calling you.” Katelyn raises her palm. Bonny’s face a gray icon indicating she’s not taking calls. Katelyn raises her other hand. She’s holding something bright: two embossed tickets screening fireworks. “The San Francisco symphony’s playing at the Wharf. Wanna come?”
The tickets read: Stewardship, Inc. Presents the Symphonic Fourth. Bonny wants to hide in her bathroom but as duplicate red rockets explode on each ticket like fashion accessories for Katelyn, she says, “Let’s go.”
* * * *

Post-melt Fisherman’s Wharf is all about floating docks and pontoon bridges. Tonight it is crowded with Fourth-of-July people. Waving lightsticks and smiling with teeth that iridesce red, white, and blue. Kids break vials of Stewardship pheromones designed to inspire patriotism and good will.

Usually crowd scenes comfort Bonny but she can’t forget how beautiful most San Franciscans look and how though they smile at her they must notice her cheek, and, seeing Katelyn ahead of her, must think Katelyn is leading her not just to their seats but to a future where she too is forty pounds heavier.

They cross pontoon bridges from floating barge to floating barge, little firecrackers startling her and the smell of brine and sulfur tripping childhood memories of pre-melt Fourths on the Berkeley pier.

Their barge is crowded on the side facing the symphony’s bandshell platform but less so on the west side, where there’s a long bench running alongside the water. Poorly lit, it’s in the shadows of the barge’s boat house. Katelyn stumbles over a couple making out, rights herself by clasping onto Bonny’s arm. When they sit on an empty space, Bonny notes that her arm is flashing through sites the way it did before at Dr. Norris’s office. “Kewl,” Katelyn says.

“Yeah,” says Bonny.

“Want a drink?” Katelyn asks.

“If you’re having one,” Bonny says. A drink tray’s making its way down the water alongside the barge, as if following a mechanical track. But, as Katelyn reaches over the edge to grab two drinks, Bonny sees the tray’s being held by a hand. A swimming person, presumably gilled, screening something diffuse that makes the water green where it had been dark and that gives enough light that Bonny can see the drinks are in highboys and each colored red or blue. Katelyn grabs blue drinks for them both.

“Thanks,” Bonny says. Then she drinks. It’s Blue Banana Liqueur. A Stewardship cordial; but what the hell. It’s free. It works. Her misery lightens, and tension she hadn’t noticed having eases, and she feels the warm breeze pushing through the Golden Gate, and Katelyn, warm too beside her. On the next barge over, colored lights flash: skinscreens and animated tickets and laser crayons, intriguing in their diversity, their whole a text she can almost read.

The Golden Gate Bridge seems like an orange-stringed harp ready to be plucked by the hand of God.

She finishes her drink and the music starts. A John Phillip Sousa march. Turning to her left she can see the bandshell, its nacreous mother-of-pearl biogeneered to huge proportions, only the rightmost part of the orchestra visible, violinists and cellists in gray and white outfits so dignified and sensible they must be Stewardship-supplied.

The music loudens, quiets, depending on the wind. Then it plays tinny and continuous beside her. “Look,” Katelyn whispers. She’s screening the performance in her hand. Bonny laughs. “I can do that too.” Her left arm’s still cycling through sites, medical and self-help and the homepages of famous paramedics and faith healers, a browsing sequence probably originating from a link in Tattoo Undo. Bonny flexes her arm hard to reset the screen, then clicks to the bandshell. “Watch this,” she says. With her finger she clicks a tuba player. He’s displayed enlarged in one window, a bald-headed man who seems weighed down by his shiny instrument.

“What about her?” Katelyn asks. She touches Katelyn’s arm. A trumpet-player with hair like tinsel takes the place of the tuba player. Bonny doesn’t care about the trumpeter, but Katelyn’s touch makes her shiver. A shivering she doesn’t know the meaning of, because the distress, the discomfort she’d felt before when they were close seems gone now. She masks her uncertainty by smiling at Katelyn. Katelyn smiles and kisses Bonny’s bad cheek. “It’s all ... it’s all pretty. And warm.”
“Oh!” Bonny stands up and leans over the low railing. The wind-roughed water distorts her reflection, but she makes out the lump, its colors bright and swirling like the bands of cloud in a big planet. Kewl but prime for lancing; she wishes she’d brought the knife with her. To her right the drink-tray approaches. Balanced on one upraised hand, shifting to rebalance it exactly when two drinks are taken. As the swimmer passes her she sees he’s naked and hairless and muscled like an athlete, swimming face down so she can see his bare buttocks and the dorsal edges of his fluttering gills, crimson with arterial blood. She doesn’t think he’s a corporate crawler; he has no ads on his backside. But there’s something luminous white below him, maybe a window on his midriff, bright enough to illuminate a subsurface ladder on the side of the barge.

Bonny grabs two drinks almost as an afterthought.

“Thanks!” Katelyn says. “But could you hold mine for a second?”
“Sure.”
Katelyn takes off her beret and pulls off her shirt.

She’s still heavy, but Rubenesque, not obese: attractive enough if women are your thing.

“I, uh,” Bonny says.

“It’s not like that,” Katelyn says. “I just wanted you to check out my backplant.”
“Kewl,” Bonny says. She hands Katelyn the drink then drinks her own down. Blood Orange Schnapps, she judges. It’s sweet and strong and makes her feel ready for whatever the night might bring.

Katelyn waves her hand in front of Bonny’s face. Then turns. “Look!”
On Katelyn’s back a still-frame blur. Bonny’s face, appearing to peek out from Katelyn’s glossy skirt, the blur suggesting drunkenness, the streak of the lump a burning thing being waved. With a forefinger Bonny taps the streak.

The skin too soft: the firmness of the screen barely noticeable. Bonny Brood gasps.

She sees herself, a schematic cartoon view, sitting on the bench, her skin zones each a bright primary color. A tingle in her palm. Katelyn’s face. “I got your private zone permissions from Dr. Norris. I hope you don’t mind.”
Bonny’s cartoon right side is green. She touches it. She feels her side activating. Not a tickle, though. Something harder, smoother, like warm polished glass being drawn across her ribs. Katelyn’s face replaces the green. Then Katelyn’s turning, sitting beside her, both of them straddling the bench, kissing. There is a moreness about Katelyn. The taste of schnapps is stronger on Katelyn’s breath. Her breasts seem more substantial. Her lips fuller, her tongue stronger and more flexible. It is more Katelyn’s kiss than Bonny’s. More Katelyn’s doing. Bonny doesn’t want the kiss as much as she wants Katelyn’s back. She reaches around Katelyn, slides her fingers beneath Katelyn’s bra strap, then follows with both hands the shallow groove of her spine. She reaches the backplant. She touches it, finds her zones, her own zones. Her side, her arms, her legs, her palms. Each touch is warm and smooth and makes her shiver. Bonny breathes harder. Katelyn’s trying to stick her hand up Bonny’s shirt, but Bonny doesn’t want that. She wants to knead the backplant, squeeze it, and then--

She pulls her hands away.

“What’s the matter?”
“Your backplant. It’s so--”
“What?”
“It’s so...”
Bonny is nauseated.

“It’s so what?” Katelyn asks.

“It’s loose,” Bonny says. She gets up and steps over to the railing. She sees the drink swimmer coming their way again.

“What do you mean, loose?” Katelyn says.

She sees the hard-muscled swimmer. So different from Katelyn. The implant beneath him would be solid with the muscle, not floating in layers of fatty connective tissue.

She wonders where exactly his implant is.

“Bonny, tell me!” Katelyn grabs her arm.

“Maybe if you exercise,” Bonny says, shrugging Katelyn off.

Then Bonny jumps into the water.

Even post-melt water’s chilly. The saltwater burns her cheek where the electrical elements are exposed. As she sinks she figures out the guy swimming above her. One intense bit of brightness between his legs. An implant so luminous you can’t tell if it enhances or replaces what he had before. But then the sky lights up multicolored with fireworks and the only thing she knows for sure is that he’s pushing her back up onto the barge.

And that, as she coughs out salt water and looks at the firecracker-lit barge, Katelyn is no longer there.

* * * *

“That was astounding in its unprofessionalism! To insult a client! To abandon her and put yourself in danger!”
“I was drunk,” Bonny offers lamely. It’s dawn and her kitchen window shows the lights of early risers or 24-7 party people shining in her tenement airshaft. “I kept calling her but she wouldn’t answer.”
“You must repair things this afternoon,” Terrance says. He’s sitting behind an office desk. He’s apparently nude, but screening a gray suit complete with high collar and Ascot tie. “You must visit her at 3 PM.”
“But your party--”
“Is tonight. I have purchased you a ticket so you might fly to Barstow.”
“Thanks.” Bonny touches her lump. “You want me to go to her office.”
“No.” Terrance taps his temple and abruptly sports a monocle. “At 3 PM she has an appointment at Stewardship.”
“What?”
“Show her that sweet Bonny persuasion.”
* * * *

Bonny Brood, caffeine-jagged, business-suited though the inkstains didn’t completely scrub out, sore-cheeked because she’s lanced the lump just two hours ago, waits by the escalators to the Montgomery Street BART station.

Waiting for Katelyn who Terrance says is BARTing to SF today.

Bonny is pretending to read Analyst Viva! in her Business Brief but must be fooling nobody because Stewardites keep staring at her as they pass.

Finally Katelyn rides up the escalator. Frowning, face made-up heavily, wearing the same gray suit that she’d worn the day of her first trip to Stewardship though it looks as big as a circus tent on her now.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” Katelyn says, stepping off the station’s concrete platform onto the pontoon sidewalk.

Bonny follows her, from behind says: “I’m sorry about last night.”
“I’m sure you are.”
Bonny catches up. Katelyn’s got a sheen to her face, like she’s installed a full-face screen at lowest luminosity. What it is is Glow, a Steward base that luminesces when your body temperature reaches a certain point. Katelyn’s walking fast.

“What’s at Steward?”
“They’ve got a great gym.”
“I liked touching you.”
“No, you didn’t,” Katelyn says.

“But I did.”
“What you liked,” Katelyn says, “was touching yourself.”
“I--” Bonny says.

A woman coming the other way ignores Katelyn but glances at Bonny.

Bonny, flustered, stops, sees her reflection and understands what people have been looking at: still-charged leakage below the lump, glow-white at the top then fanning out into component pigments as it wraps around her jawline and makes a river delta on her throat.

Bonny wipes most of it off with a Kleenex. Then she runs after Katelyn, reaching her at the Stewardship building.

“You’re right! I liked touching myself ! But I was touching myself through you!”
Katelyn starts up the staircase.

“I have some implants you could touch! It could be fun for us both! We could touch each other!”
Katelyn doesn’t even slow down. “Don’t you think I should get some exercise first?”
* * * *

Even in the evening Barstow’s sweltering. Bonny Brood, as she walks the quartz path toward Terrance’s mansion, feels like she’s pushing her way through a giant lung. The bushes in the yard seem like alveolar sacs, the mat of kudzu vines beneath them a circulatory system gone wild. The mansion itself, a hundred feet tall and diamond-shaped, is sheathed with a crystal laminate whose roughness reflects the sunset a different shade of red with each step she takes, so that she’s reminded of a beating heart.

She tries not to think about Katelyn. Tries to remind herself she’ll get to meet Terrance soon.

She steps up on the porch. It’s wooden, whitewashed, and double-columned, like a piece of a Drowned South mansion installed here as the one nod to the subtropical climate. The door, though, is the same crystal. She can see herself but not inside. A silver tank-top, midriff cut, shorts, all her screens skin-colored because she doesn’t know how the others in the Clique will be dressed.

The lump is gray and shriveled and the skin around it red.

It looks like a bullseye.

She wants to run away.

“Bonny Brood, will you come in?”
Terrance’s voice.

The door slides open. Bonny goes into a huge austere space with black leather sofas. On one sofa a woman with coffee-colored skin lies naked, curled on her side. Desert thump-thump music plays faintly from elsewhere in the house. The woman eyes Bonny drowsily, points at a staircase. “Thanks,” Bonny says.

The woman says nothing but a bright blue shimmering line appears at her throat like a necklace, then travels the length of her body to her feet.

Bonny thinks the effect is kewl.

She’s inspired. Climbing the staircase, she decides to screen a clip of a rainstorm in a desert: a time-lapse loop showing baked ground then pounding rain of gullywash proportions then flowers, gold poppy and evening primrose, blooming in the aftermath. The kewlest thing is that she starts the clip first in the right side of her body--forearm, ear and shin--then starts it in her shoulder blades, then starts it in the left side. So it progresses around her body like daytime around Earth.

She reaches the second level.

And sees three women talking together. One screening the gray and ruddy stripes of a tabby cat, another magma seeping from apparent cracks in her dark skin. The third wears an elegant black pantsuit that has a strange softness to its edges. Though Bonny can discern the trumpets in the music it’s not too loud to talk over. “Hey, do you know where Terrance is?”
The three look at her and laugh. Bonny’s face goes warm and it’s work to keep her hand away from her cheek. But then the one in the pantsuit, which Bonny sees now is screened, the pants shortening to show skinny white knees, says, “If you want to see him, go upstairs.”
Up another level and here’s the crowd. The music loud so she feels the beat like a second heart. Someone screening a montage of blueprints gives her a whiskey sour which she can barely taste as she drinks it down. But it dizzies her a bit, unbalances her so that she bumps first into a nude woman screening multiple breasts then into a teenage girl scrolling cobalt-blue stock quotes across multiple screens. The women’s bodies are warm and sweaty and (if you can forget the visual part) human. The humanness she needs. There’s too much brightness, too many things to see. She keeps touching people: a Day of the Dead skeleton, a jokey URL NOT FOUND, a tall woman screen-free save for moth-wings on her back. As long as she touches them she feels okay. She moves forward, notices people are dancing, that there is a brightness at the center of the room, a cluster of people, thirty, forty, watching something. Too bright to tell what. She goes toward the brightness.

Someone clasps her shoulder. “Bonny Brood!”
It’s Mona. Shorter than Bonny had imagined. The delicacy of her fine-boned features balanced by the snake heads projecting from each fat lock of hair. And grasping her elbow, Penny.

Penny seems to be nude but is screening so many windows that Bonny can’t be sure. She has Bogart on her forehead, Buster Keaton on her cheeks. Her eyes are wide with fear as she stares at Bonny. “Your cheek!”
Bonny blushes. “Where’s--”
“It’s kewl!” Mona touches Bonny’s bad cheek. “It’s like a desert rose!”
“Thanks,” Bonny says. “Where’s Terrance?”
Penny whimpers something. She clings to Mona like a child.

“Forget Terrance!” Mona says. “Dance with us!”
“I want to see him!”
“OK,” Mona says. She takes Bonny’s hand and leads her toward the bright center. “Are you sure you want to see him?”
“Of course!” Bonny says.

And there at the center, at the center of eight or ten dancing women, she sees Terrance. Wearing a silver wig but topless and muscular and sporting a Vandyke beard so bright Bonny sees purple-afterimage trails when he shakes his head.

Though the women are dancing too they seem more observers than participants.

“Hey, everybody, it’s Bonny Brood’s turn!”
Then Mona pushes Bonny into the circle.

Bonny bumps into a woman with white hair. “Sorry.”
The woman shakes her head then steps away.

Bonny’s good cheek itches. Like her cheek’s losing its image now.

But where’s Terrance?

She turns around, and turns around again. “Where is he?”
“Dance!” someone shouts.

“Yeah, dance!” someone else cries.

Bonny’s itchy. She’s itchy all over. Like her screens are changing. Like she’s streaming new clips in every screen she has.

“Go on, dance!”
And then she sees. Her muscled forearms with curly ginger-colored hair. Her six-pack abs. Her calves knotted with muscle like a cyclist’s.

Reset, she subvocalizes. “Reset!”
Someone’s streaming to her and she can’t get control back.

Her palmphone rings and she looks at her hand.

She sees Terrance looking up at her.

“Terrance, where are you?”
No answer because she’s talking to herself: her palm screens a mirror, an imaginary mirror, motion of Terrance’s lips perfectly matching hers, the one flaw in Terrance’s beautiful face the red splotchy cheek.

She realizes this is as close to Terrance as she’ll ever get.

As close as anyone could possibly get.

With everyone watching, circled around her too far away to touch, Bonny fights back her tears, and begins to dance.
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