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	“Wear your heart on your skin in this life.”

	— Sylvia Plath

	 


Editor’s Note

	 

	I always seem to be looking for an answer, or answers, in our anthologies. I don’t really think I would put one together unless there was some compelling reason.  

	 

	But in this one I didn’t exactly know what I was looking for. The idea of a tattoo anthology started to percolate in 2022 when I had a client who was a tattooist. As you might suspect she’s well-tattooed, and when I first met her I immediately noticed the vines and leaves on her upper chest and neck that climbed all the way up to her chin. When we first started having our Zoom meetings I was fascinated by her look. It seemed to make her other-worldly.  

	 

	At one point I posted a photo of her on social media, which got a lot of attention. And that’s when Liam Hogan – our 4x anthology contributor and off-the-charts short story writer – sent a message to me to say: Why don’t you do a tattoo anthology?

	 

	Shortly after that I posted an open call for short story and poetry submissions and they started pouring in. Liam’s was first, of course, and it did land in this anthology. A short story called ‘Chiaroscuro’ that is somewhere in the scifi-ish genre. 

	 

	My assistant Amandine did the first round of reading. Then Pina, a friend who runs the GLITS events at Goldsmiths, joined in. It was a long process. Anthologies always are because you are dealing with so many different genres and I never want to be limited by my own personal tastes. So, first of all, I am immensely grateful to Amandine and Pina for their input and expertise. Thank you both. It literally took us months.

	 

	In the end we selected 6 essays, 6 short stories and 7 poems. And although that was really a challenge, it wasn’t nearly as challenging as trying to figure out the common thread. I started wishing I’d been more specific in the call for submissions, like My First Tattoo, or Tattooist Tattoo Stories, or anything other than just tattoos. 

	 

	But when I got into reading really carefully and intuitively, I started to see the thread was transformation. Even with all of the different genres and tones and personalities, that was the primary theme. When someone got a tattoo, something happened. Small or large. A shift occurred psychologically when their physical appearance was altered.

	 

	I should also mention that my client who inspired the anthology, Erin Hosfield, also landed in this anthology with an essay titled: ‘What’s the weirdest thing you ever tattooed?’ She is the only contributor who, to the best of my knowledge, is actually a tattooist. And it is also the one exception where the transformation theme doesn’t entirely apply. Her essay is more about how she is sometimes viewed as a magical entity with special powers, which I guess does fit in with transformation to an extent, and also a number of interesting observations about people’s ideas about what kind of images to tattoo and on what part of their body. It is a fascinating look at the psychology of tattooing, which in time became my primary question: Why do people do it?

	 

	I say that because I have no real experience with tattoos aside from looking at them. When I first moved to London in 2010 I noticed how common they were and I suspect the likes of Amy Winehouse propelled the tattooing trend even further into the stratosphere. By 2023, I think it’s safe enough to say that tattooing is fairly mainstream, or at the very least, a somewhat acceptable practice which in the recent past (in the West) was considered class-related and taboo with loads of stereotypes attached. 

	 

	In May of 2023, I went to the Great British Tattoo Show in London. It was the most bizarre and wonderful experience. I went mostly to do field research and I know that may sound funny, but it’s true. I walked into an auditorium-sized room, which is the grand ballroom at Alexandra Palace with vaulted ceilings and polished marble floors, to be met by the buzz of tattoo guns and kiosk after kiosk of tattooists with clients on tattooing tables (not too different from a dental chair), definitely having some kind of experience. It seemed somewhat sacred. I watched as the guns pushed ink under the skin, and as the tattooist wiped away blood and leaking ink, and then I got brave and started to talk to people and say: Do you mind if I ask why you’re getting a tattoo?

	 

	The answers were fascinating. Most people said because they liked the way it looked. Period. And I was like, really? And they were like, yes. But I felt that I needed to go deeper so I started asking about transformation, and if their tattoo was symbolic or somehow meaningful. Almost all said, yes, it was about that on the first one but after that it became a way to enhance their body or the way they perceived their body, which was eye-opening for me: Tattoos made them feel better about themselves. I then decided that this did actually fit with my idea of the theme of transformation. Although it’s important to mention that some of them also said that it became something like an addiction – the buzz and high of getting a new tattoo and looking at it and feeling their body had been transformed (not to mention the actual painful process itself) only lasted a certain amount of time. Then they had to get another one. 

	 

	So, I think it’s safe enough to say there are many different reasons people get tattoos, but in the end they are somewhat magical or transformational. I say ‘or’ because magical implies something positive, and transformational not as much, and I don’t want to imply this collection is all warm and fuzzy. There are a few that tackle the darker side of tattooing which I feel is important in terms of balance.

	 

	I would like to thank all of our contributors. I am delighted and honoured that your work is part of this collection. It represents years, and lifetimes, of honing your craft and constantly improving your skills. And you all make it look so effortless. Thank you.

	 

	Dear reader, I hope you enjoy this collection. Although each piece feels wildly different from the next, I have done my best to create flow in the way they are sequenced and also with my own comments interspersed to guide you through in a meaningful way.

	 

	As always, thank you for your support of Guts Publishing.

	 

	Julianne Ingles

	27 August 2023

	Director at Guts
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	Daniela Esposito

	Mayflies in Winter

	 

	 

	The first was a light bulb, a nineteenth century light bulb drawn by a man named L — he played only heavy metal, and his eyeballs were no longer white. It will be several months before my next. I’m lying in the hotel room. It is a ground floor room in a Premier Inn by a motorway and the man I split the hotel cost with has already left and, except for three hairs of stubble in the sink, there is no trace of him even being here. I met him at a party after my friends had gone home. He gave me a tab of ecstasy and we both declared our love for one another, which was true when we said it, but not anymore. Most of my feelings are like this, existing in narrow time-frames with the lifespan of a mayfly or other such insect that perishes after a matter of hours.

	 

	Rising from the bed, I need to let some air out, I say in my head as if I am an overfilled balloon. There is nothing sharp in the room. Nothing. I search for a pen, the kind that slides neatly onto ties and clipboards like the one sitting on the desk beside a greeting card signed by Julie telling me to have a nice visit because I should just know who Julie is, like God or Beyonce. Also on the desk is a still-warm cookie establishing a puddle of grease that offers a window into the paper bag, in this case, an idle chocolate chip. It must have been delivered by Julie whilst I was sleeping, or from the man with whom I shared the bed.

	 

	From a distance (the bed to the desk), it looks like a real fountain pen, but close-up it is only imitating a fountain pen, and has very little of the anatomy of a fountain pen. For one, it does not have that sharper than sharp nib that would just have done the trick. What it does have is a metal clip. Except this one is not pointed but rounded off and impotent. I tear open a little pot of milk. What am I thinking? So I sip the tepid milk and throw the plastic into the bin. And then I find a bottle of carbonated water in the mini fridge. The lid is serrated, only slightly, but it could just do the trick. And then I pay £2.69 just to ‘let a little air out’ as fifties housewives might ‘take the edge off’ with a tipple or two of sherry. 

	 

	A jagged line of blood forms, obedient and uniform like a relay of sprinters’ feet; a sequence of droplets dark as beetle juice and imperceptibly connected by the serrated edge. And then I place my arm under the sink and watch the blood wash away beneath the stream of water, before wrapping it in one of the nice flannels warmed up by the radiated handrail. And I wonder if the towels are all new or just washed each time and how they get them to look as new as that. Feeling accomplished, I climb into bed, strait-jacketing myself between the crisp sheets as I watch some Deal or No Deal and A Place in the Sun, the sort of daytime television which I feel I only have licence to watch in hotel rooms, alone. If anyone asks (about the scratch on my arm) I will say I got caught in a bramble, somewhere.

	 

	I’m packing up my stuff, moving slowly so that I don’t have to confront the harsh white sunshine and the journey home. I follow a man named S on Instagram. He posts a story advertising an opening that afternoon at 2:15pm. I DM him to say I’ll be there, before sending a deposit over PayPal. And just like that, I’m on my way, my hangover repurposed, and when I get off the train, I run into Superdrug to buy a disposable razor and some deo and then I shave my arm-pits in the toilet of Pret and freshen up and soon I’m lying on a couch in a dank room that smells pungently of bleach. Several heads, many of them shaved and tattooed, loom over arms and legs, backsides and scalps, and except for the rumbling of machines, there is a silence that hinges on sacred. 

	 

	He pings the gloves on and wheels himself over to me so that I can smell his sweat, but it's not bad. I tell him I’ll take whatever, and wherever. I ask him what he thinks as I let my arms go limp, as I suck in my belly and push out my chest. Permitting his eyes to survey me like the days’ catch, his gaze falls somewhere between that of a doctor and a lover. He stops decidedly at my inner arm. I don't know what he sees in that piece of unnamed flesh, but he’s pressing a stencil onto the skin and soon he warns me that he is beginning now. I don’t look during the procedure, instead asking questions about him because I want to be special to the man whose stains will remain with me forever. Sometimes there is a silence that isn’t uncomfortable, and my mind drifts off, thoughts floating past unhatched.
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