MY TATTOO

An edited version appeared in Today’s Chicago Woman, January, 2000

By Elaine Soloway

As my 60th birthday approached friends and loved ones queried: How do you plan to celebrate? Expecting news of a gala party, European trip, or expensive jewelry, they learned instead: “I’m getting a tattoo.”  

 “Are you nuts?” my brother Ron asked. “When I was in the army, any woman with a tattoo was considered a hooker.”

Husband Tommy’s response was gentler: “It’s not my arm, but if that’s what you want, go ahead.” 

Daughters’ Faith and Jill, a musician and writer, predictably pronounced the plan “terrific.”

The next question was: “Why?” Logical, considering I am a modest, middle-class grandmother who has followed a conventional path – married at 22, divorced at 52, remarried at 59. Two 30-something daughters, one cute grandson. School teacher for three years, public relations writer for more than 20. Retired now and living with new spouse in a city townhouse. Owner of an eight-year-old golden retriever and a 1990 Honda Civic hatchback. 

Okay, so I shop at the Gap instead of Saks, gave up dyeing my hair for its natural gray, and jump impulsively into arduous projects, such as my Bat Mitzvah at the age of 50. But still, hardly a rebel.

 I couldn’t provide a simple answer to my questioners, but I have some theories: 

Achieving age 60 is a chance to thumb your nose at society, a don’t-give-a-damn-what-anyone-thinks time to stray from conformity. So there’ll be critics, who cares? After many in my age group have endured the collapse of a long marriage, kids who grow up and leave, and loved ones who die too soon, we get our priorities straight, and a barb tossed our way is harmless.

Another reason for the tattoo was more prideful, less defiant. At four-feet, eleven inches, 106 pounds, I’m in great shape, and the chance to prance around my YMCA’s weight room exhibiting a slightly-muscled, tattooed arm, was tantalizing.

Deciding on a design was difficult, considering it would be my companion till dust do us part. I had already nixed a likeness of my dog, a lion zodiac, and my hubby’s name enclosed in a heart (reluctant to jinx a good thing). For a time, I settled on a seahorse, symbol of a long-held and lately realized goal to tread water in the deep end of the pool. But that, too, was quashed when I learned that daily dips in the chlorinated pool could dim my tattoo.

Finally, two young women who worked the checkout counters at my neighborhood grocery store provided an answer. Carol’s chest tattoo was hidden by her blouse, but she willingly unbuttoned it to reveal a typical heart and “Mother” banner. 

Cindy’s gothic maiden banded her upper arm in vivid blues and greens. If I could combine Carol’s sentiment and Cindy’s vibrant colors…

I decided: My tattoo would be a heart after all, but instead of one banner touting mommy, mine would contain two banners, each bearing a daughter’s name. And it would be a joyful artwork. My 60th birthday tattoo would be a tribute to my talented daughters, honoring them for our solid relationship and their own  free spirits. 

But before permanently stenciling their identities to my upper left arm, I asked  permission to use their names: “Do you have any problem with it?” 

Faith was a bit concerned: “How big are you planning this tattoo to be?” she asked. “I’m not sure,” I said, but agreed to keep the design proportionate to my small frame.

Mind you, Faith has sported a tattoo on her own arm for a half dozen years, albeit a dainty Indian maiden. I’ve always loved her tattoo and the spirit behind it. I myself  was raised to be an obedient child. Dressed and groomed by my pretty mother to win others’ approval. I grew up indefinite-- unable to choose a wardrobe, or a lifestyle without her guidance. Vowing to be different with my own children, I granted my  daughters freedom of choice, and vicariously watched as they blossomed into bold individuals.

Finding my tattoo artist was easy. I asked Cindy who did hers, and she supplied his name, address, and some details.  “He works out of his apartment,” she said, but quickly added: “he uses really sterile instruments and he’s been written up in all the tattoo magazines. And it hardly hurt at all.”

Thus reassured, I called Jon and made an appointment to coincide with my upcoming August birthday. Jon said our first meeting would be a consultation, where we would discuss the design and the procedure. A week later would be the actual needlework. Very professional, I thought; so far, so good.

On the day of our meeting, I went to the address Cindy had written on my grocery receipt, but when I reached the number my heart sank. It was a small, aging, commercial building, with a darkened storefront on the first floor and apartments above. No sign to indicate the presence of an acclaimed tattoo artist.

 “What am I getting myself into?” I thought, but continued my search for Jon’s name on the mailbox. Finding it and pressing the doorbell, part of me hoped he wasn’t in so I could dismiss this harebrained idea.

But Jon answered, “Elaine, come on up.” He was expecting me, too late to back out. I climbed the high flight of stairs to the second floor, and entered his apartment – a comfortable hippie-spiritual scene, filled with plants in macramé baskets, candles, and  sketches and paintings on easels and walls. 

 “Why no sign outside?” I asked, out of breath. 

“I don’t want walk-ins,” Jon said. 

My artiste Jon was in his late 30’s slightly built, perhaps five foot eight, small  beard, earrings, and colorful tattoos slithering down each arm. He lifted pant legs and shirt to reveal even more images. 

As he escorted me to his studio -- a small space off the living room – I stared awe-struck at photos of his work: glowing peacocks, tilting skyscrapers, and mythical figures were tattooed on various body parts of his photographed models.

“Why do you want a tattoo?” Jon asked, echoing my loved ones. After all, I was not his typical customer. Jon’s usual trade consisted of “collectors, people who love tattoo art and want their bodies used as canvases.” My “aged rebellion” theory paled in comparison, but he was sufficiently satisfied to proceed. 

We discussed design possibilities: “It must be fun, carnival-like,” I said, “with symbols of my daughters’ personalities.” I told him of their talents and charisma, and our mutual love. He quickly sketched a chubby heart, musical notes, rays of sun, and roses emanating from all sides. Across the center were two banners: Faith, the eldest, on the upper, Jill, 18 months younger, the lower. It was perfect. In one week, the design would be ready for application.

 “How big will it be?” again asked Faith, on the phone from Boston.

“About five inches wide, I guess.”

“Five inches!” she gasped. “Mommy, that’s too big!” (Evidentially five inches exceeds the size limit granted to mothers’ free expression.)

“I’ll tell him to trim it down,” I promised.

The second appointment produced the finished product on translucent paper: my puffy heart – slightly trimmed from its original size -- in psychedelic colors of crimson, yellow, turquoise, and emerald with my daughters’ names emblazoned on its front. “Let’s do it!” I said.

Jon perched me on a high stool, gently placed my left arm on his worktable and with his finger pointed to a spot just below the shoulder. “How about here?” he asked. “You don’t want it too low. You’ll want to be able to cover it up with short sleeves, just in case.” He sounded like Faith.
  

On the table lay brand new needles wrapped in sterile paper, a palette of glistening pigments in individual pots, antiseptic liquids, cotton, and other reassuring paraphernalia. 

First Jon placed the tissue paper decal on my arm, pressing it tightly to transfer the outlined blue design. Next he inserted a needle into its electric holder, dipped it into a turquoise blue pot, and proceeded to outline the heart.

I looked away as Jon applied the needle, but honestly it didn’t hurt. The sensation was more of a pressured tickle, accompanied by a low buzz. Tolerable. 

The whole operation was soothing, as if I was at the beauty salon for my customary shampoo and cut. Jon regularly checked my comfort level, a New Age CD played celestial music, bottles of Evian water were at my free hand; and as he dipped the needle alternately into various ink pots, told me of his upcoming convention. Jon was to be the guest lecturer. I envisioned the trade show floor – vendors hawking the latest inks and needles and models displaying their own tattooed flesh.  

After two hours, the tattoo was complete. I was alive – no blood, no pain – just a sensation like a sunburn, which Jon promised would disappear in a few days. I stared into the mirror, praying for satisfaction, and saw my badge of courage – a 4-3/4 inch wide by 3-inch high, wildly colored tattoo, with my cherished daughters forever engraved on my arm.

Jon gave me post-op instructions, which I prudently inscribed in my Filofax: Keep it covered in Saran Wrap overnight. In the morning wash well with Ivory soap and warm water, apply A & D ointment for four days, stay out of the sun for two weeks, and forever after, use sun block whenever the arm is exposed.

At home that afternoon Tommy was eager to view the results, but I pleaded “Wait till morning,” preferring to keep my raw portrait protected in its plastic bunting.

I couldn’t sleep at all that night. Visions of regrets, onlookers’ gasps, and lifelong pain prohibited repose. I prayed for the hours to race by.

 I finally awoke and stared at my arm in horror. The Saran Wrap had slipped during the night and a blur of blue ink covered my shoulder. I ran to the bathroom, quickly washed it off, and was ecstatic to find my gorgeous tattoo intact. I loved it! It was bright, fun, and, well, tough!

I shook Tommy awake. He loved it, too, thinking it sexy. His response made me wonder: if I were still in my first marriage at this age, would I have gotten a tattoo? I doubt it; somehow, the fresh start of a second marriage has unleashed a daring that was previously allowed my daughters, but not myself.

 My 60th-birthday-tattoo and me are five months older now. I still adore it. When I wake in the morning and see my reflection, I admire that brave tattooed lady. I stroke my daughters’ names – far away in Boston and Los Angeles – yet intensely connected through my real and painted hearts.

I’m the talk of the Y -- that gray-haired lady with the tattoo. Some friends love it and want their own; others find it garish and a puzzle. My brother still hates it. My daughters are shocked at its size, but profess to love it. I joke to them: “If I ever wander off in my dotty old age, I’ll be easy to identify.” 

I display it at any opportunity. When I spot someone else with a tattoo, I approach and roll up my sleeve. “Wow” is the reaction, both at its beauty, and my age.

Would I recommend it for other seniors? The tattoo is certainly a personal decision, but I do urge “go for it,” with “it” being your own heart’s desire. As for me, I’ve been warned that tattoos are addictive – your body as a gallery of personal art – that’s why so many collectors sport so many pieces. My family already worries: What’s she planning for her 70th?
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