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"Proof of Me

ass Turner moved to San Francisco for

Dave, and she stayed because of Tamar,
‘who used to go out with Noah. Except for Kin-
dred, who found a houseboat to rent, they all
lived together with Jeremy and Aaron in a
fourth-floor apartment on a side street just
past Japantown.

Tamar was a sculptor of hungry ghosts
and Cass loved her from the start. They'd spent
nearly every night together that spring, away
from their exes, roof-camping in a blue dome
tent. They woke early, even though their sche-
dules did not demand it: Cass handed out leaf-
lets for peepshows and timeshares. Tamar
made clay vessels in her studio. One day,
without asking, she cut off Cass’ hair.

It was cold that morning, and Cass was
looking out the window of the courtyard apart-
ment, wrapped squaw-like in a silky sleeping
bag when she felt the cool scissors slip across
the nape of her neck. The children on the
third-floor were eating dry cereal in bed. A
waist-naked couple argued as they clutched
coffee cups to their barrel chests. The first-
floor tattoo artist, exquisite with her pigment,
stuck her needle into an early morning cus-
tomer. Tamar gave the scissors a squeeze.
The tip of the blade caught the sleeping bag
and its downy stuff billowed in puffs as the
amber ponytail fell to the floor. Cass shrieked
as though each cut strand was connected to
a nerve somewhere inside her. When she
stammered “Why?” and touched her head to
feel what remained, Tamar held out a vessel.

“You're just not imagining the possibilities,”
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Tamar said. “Your hair will do society fay mor,
good as artwork than it ever will on your heade»

Tamar’s vessel had a thin vein of black
that cut through the coppery glaze like frozen
thread. It came from a hair, she said, thas
she'd found in a fresh pack of clay.,

“Don’t you think it’s beautiful how some.
thing so random like a strand of hair can
change everything?” Tamar said. “Whose haj,
is this? Whose DNA?”

Cass looked at her reflection in the windgy
her hair now just reaching to her earlobes ip ’
an unsteady line, her expression a scowl, She -
grabbed the scissors from Tamar and cut the
rest of her hair, as short as she could, using
the reflection in the window as her guide.

“Did you know that some painters will
only use brushes made from the hair of pro-
fessional Japanese sea-swimmers?” Tamar
asked, as Cass continued to cut. She went to
the kitchen to check the tea on the stovetop,
and returned with a plastic bag and broom to
sweep up Casg’ loose strands. Then she sat -
on the floor and held the secure end of her
ponytail between the soles of her bare feet and
began to braid it. ;

“Do the swimmers sell their hair, or does -
gomeone just come and cut it off their heads?"::
Cass asked. She threw the scissors onto the
floor. Tamar unbraided the lock and walked
to the mirror, holding Cass’ hair like bangg
across her own black locks, and then her up-

. per lip. She parted it so two hanks hung dow

each cheek,

“Cassie, my love? There’s a new sheriff in§
town,” Tamar said to the mirror, imitating
Cass’ North Carolina twang. The timer went
off in the kitchen. Cass found her Sharpie
marker began to draw a small bird on her in
ner wrist. '

“Tea’s ready,” Tamar gaid.

Later that week, Tamar took Jeremy’s

 erescent moon nail clippings from the coffee .
- table and embedded them on a cup’s lip. When
- Kindred emerged from her houseboat cloister

'to have dinner with Tamar and Cass, Tamar

“collected a jar of her spit to fold into clay. In

‘two weeks the living room was filled with

yessels that contained the DNA of nearly

veryone Tamar knew, but she wouldn’t say

-whose vessel was whose.

“If it’s part of you, you should know when
ou see it,” she said. “Like those reincarnated
amas in Tibet. They always know to pick

.which spoon was theirs.”

Ever since she moved to the apartment,
ass spent her mornings watching the tattoo
rtist work. Growing up in North Carolina,
he’d always thought of tattoo parlors as part
f some nighttime endeavor involving the
nfortunate convergence of hard liquor, a
harp needle, and the Tasmanian Devil for-
ver on your back. Cass liked that this woman
orked mornings. She longed to be under her
eedle, to submit to the pain required of an
ternal mark. She wanted to sit in the artist’s
odified barber’s chair, endorphins racing,
nd breathe the burning hot scent of her
carred skin as it filled with color, cerulean
nd magenta. She’d tell the tattooist, I krow
ou. I know your work. She'd point to her
indow and say, I waich vou from up there
very morning. And from that day on, the
attooist would look over her shoulder, up

oward the fourth floor, to see whether Cass
as looking back.

But this scenario would never play out.
ot because of money, but rather because
ass couldn’t imagine what forever on her
ody was supposed to look like. But she’d

consider the question daily as she handed
out leaflets for the peepshow. She’d poll her
friends continually.

“A fish? You'll always be Pisces,” Noah had
said. He'd joined her that day on her leafleting
rounds. Offering paper to strangers.

“No fish,” she’d said. “Isn’t a tattoo just
ghorthand to tell people who you think you are? I
knew a guy with a cornucopia on his shoulder
blade. Said it represented his offering to the
world.”

“Look at what you’re wearing,” Noah said.

“He called it his ‘Bounty,” Cass said. “What
the hell is a bounty?”

“Seriously. How do combat boots and jean
cutoffs not contrive to say something about you?”
Noah said. “Every piece of clothing makes a
statement.”

Cass tugged at her plaid button-down blouse,
which she wore over a plain tank top. She’d
worn the same pair of boots since high school.

“Fine. I'll go barefoot. I'll go naked.”

“You'd get no complaints from me,” he said.
“But you’d still be making a statement.”

“So what can you be if you don’t want to be
anything?”

“You can be you,” he said.

“How can you represent that forever? In ink?”

“Maybe start with what represents you
now,” Noah said. “And go from there.” -

That evening, Cass began to draw tattoo
contenders in her plain-paper notebock, and
after a2 week went straight to her bedy. She’d
use a Sharpie marker to draw symmetrical,
looping patterns below her navel. A daisy
chain down her arm. A sprawling cat on her
calf. Once she wrote across her clavicle, “Make
no stray marks.” Once she drew a pencil thin
moustache on her upper lip. She grew tired
of each design just as the natural cycle of
showers and the slough of skin made them
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disappear. “Who needs museums when we've
got Cass?” Tamar would say each morning
hetween sips of chai.

The day she met Joia, Cass had drawn a
honeybee on her arm, just below her shoulder.
Cass and Noah were near the shore, handing
out leaflets, when Joia walked up to Cass and
cupped her hands around her bicep. She looked
at her full in the face before she breathed in
her ear; “Don’t panic. There’s a bee on your
arm.” Cass smiled, trying to calm the effect
of the woman’s hand on her skin and told her
to look again. Joia giggled into Cass’ shoulder,
her lonig hair whipping her face. She touched
the bee with her pinkie.

“T know, silly,” Joia said. “I just love tattoos.”

“It’s not a tattoo,” Cass said. “I drew it myself.”

“Well it looks like a real, live, fake bee
tattoo,” Joia said. “That’s something.”

Noah walked over, handed Joia a leaflet,
and invited her to their weekly potluck. Cass
sat down on a bench to write out directions for
Joia on the back of the leaflet. As she handed
the paper to her, the wind surged and took the
stack to the sky. A hundred or more pages
scattered across the beach and landed in the
ocean, on the sidewalk, pink sheets pushed
across the blue horizon. It was a beautiful waste.

Joia arrived to the house that evening
looking positively Egyptian, Everything on
her draped and clung to her body. She wore
bangles above her elbow. Her nose had a tri-
angular quality to it that suggested triangles
were emerging from her hair, her shoulder
shape, and the insteps of her bare feet, once
she removed her gold spangled sandals. Cass
regretted she hadn’t changed from her over-
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alls cutoffs and sweaty plaid shirt. Joia had
made a salad, leaves deep green from the
farmer’s market tossed in a wooden howl,
At dinner the hairs on Cass’s arm stood at
attention as Joia reenacted, with her mouth

full of food, how she was tricked by the bee oy .

Casg’s arm.

“T thought it was a professional tattoo,”
Joia said. “You have an artist in your midst, |
tell you.” She surveyed Cass’ cropped copper
hair, her natural scowl, the hair whose tips
she’d dyed bright red. “Look at those spikes.
Like a woman on fire.”

It was then that Tamar began to tell Joia
about her vessel project, her fascination with
DNA infusion, the long dark strand of hair
that had changed forever the possibility of her
art. How she’d collected the DNA from her
housemates and friends.

“You should have an exhibit, an opening
here,” Joia said. “It’s a perfect space for it.
Just like a gallery.” .

Cass found herself caught up in Tamar
her description of her work. She liked how
vintage-sweet she looked in cat-eye frames
and a green dress of Cass’s that no longer
fit, her black hair swept into a ponytail.

Cass looked at the vessels Tamar had made,
certain at least a few contained her hair. The
vessels were impossibly tall and they took up
most of the space in the living room. Tamar
had coaxed smooth planes of clay into oblong
‘bowls, made warped spheres from mesh, shal-
low basins, frozen goblins. They had thin
necks and huge belly-bases. Dave brought out
his guitar after dinner and Tamar and Joia -
walked around the living room, pretty visions
dressed in jade and plum, talking about each
piece as the others cleared the table. Then
Cass heard her say to Joia exactly what she’
said to Cass when they first met. -

Containment, Tamar had told Cass, and
now Joia, is what gives space meaning.
“You can put in anything you want.” She

cupped Cass’ hands, then her own, in example.

«Look. You could piss in it. Make a shrine. Hold
a baby.”

That night in the blue dome tent Tamar
and Cass made love, sharing sweat and spit
and fingertips all sticky warm, and Cass was
grateful for Tamar’s touch even though Joia
was on her mind. The next morning, Cass
was at her window watching the tattooist
etch flames around a woman’s navel when
Dave’s door opened. Joia placed a single
finger to her lips and smiled. As she passed
(Cass, the knot on her sarong slipped and she
pent, bottomless and tanned, to collect it. She
glanced back at Cass in a way that suggested
she had perhaps let it fall for her benefit.

«1 think Joia stayed with Dave,” Cass told
Tamar when she arrived with tea.

“I know,” Tamar said. “I joined them after
you fell asleep. She’s amazing.”

Instead of responding, Cass focused on
the tattooist below, trying to remove from her
mind the combinations of Dave with Joia, Joia
with Tamar, Tamar with Dave. She finished
her tea quickly, swallowing the granules at
the bottom of the cup. She returned to her
blue dome tent and stayed there for the rest
of the day, breathing deeply, telling herself it
was important to remember that she had no
claim on any other person.

Joia came to dinner that night, and stayed

" with Dave the rest of the week. Tamar kept

joining them after Cass had fallen asleep. But

" one night, and then the next, Tamar didn’t

return to the blue dome tent. Then she didn’t
even stay at the apartment. Cass asked her
about it after a week had passed.

“It’s the tent,” Tamar said. “It smells too

much of you. I'm sorry. I don’t know how else
to say it.” Cass spent half a day’s pay washing
out her mortification at the Laundromat, airing
out the tent, smelling everything for signs of
her own scent. She’d sewn the spot on the
sleeping bag where Tamar had cut. Still, Ta-
mar never returned to the blue dome tent.
When she was not downstairs, she stayed at
Joia’s. ‘

When Joia came over, Cass took her meals
on the roof, and at night she’d snake an ex-
tension cord for her lamp. She’d draw in the
blue dome tent, as she listened to Tamar and -
Joia make plans for the art opening. Dave
and Jeremy played guitar through the open
windows. She’d listen and draw until she was
too tired to do much else but fall asleep.

On the afternoon of her opening, Tamar
had Cass go to the art institute neighborhood
to hand out fliers to “people leaving the better
art galleries.” But most of the people Cass had
come across were panhandling for change, not
looking at art. Cass didn’t want to invite any
of these people into her home, art opening or
not. She threw the invitations in the trash.
She wanted to go to her tent, but knew if she -
returned too early, she'd have to shell peanuts
for pad Thai or frost a cake for the reception.
For weeks Tamar and Joia were full-throttle
planning for the opening. The apartment was
flled with all of Tamar’s artwork, each object
transported up four flights. Joia helped her
to select and arrange the best pieces for the
exhibit. They’d reconfigured the living room,
moved the sofa to the dining area, spent
nights labeling postcards. They wrote to the
local weekly arts papers, and the papers ac-
tually ran photos of Tamar's work. When she
saw the news clipping on the refrigerator,
Cass knew they didn’t need her to make the
reception a Success.
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‘ ot Céss underhand, Iike a softball. through the voice box if she could have any
ve ’

That afternoon, Cass went to the library his pieces. After he chose one correctly, Top, ; ht it tattoo, what would it be. The woman smiled at
and read through the classifieds in the Ex- placed his name on three of them, She’q don, (Cass barely caught 1t. tion,” Cass said 10ud1y.- Cass and pushed her rear against the window.
aminer, thinking maybe she wouldn’t ever the same with Dave and Kindred, Jojq and e . «[ am not YOurhcrea ai;led o e o On the womar’s left cheek Cass saw a pair
have to go back to her apartment if she came Jeremy. Cass had found some carrotg tq eat The few guestskwto {;\m faces as they looked of red lips and the words “Kiss This” in black
across the right ad. Where do you go, she Tamar said her thank yous to everyone, gy, dé held their masks to 'elrd ocs as they ook Curcive lettering. As the shade lowered shut,
thought, if you don’t want to be anywhere? she took in the scene behind her by lookin, ’ at her af_ld Cass _1magn€§k_ in her greasy Cass got up and left.

There was so much possibility in each typed the reflection in the window. £a arms her down:i Shmg 'lenmarkggr-deﬁgn No one was up when Cass returned to
classified line: Dancing Shoes for Sale. Tread- “Thanks for showing up,” Cass hearq. Cas d hair, the }fl'ade Zlilpe}d supposedly the apartment. Cass did not go to her blue
mill, never used. Escort Wanted. But was it could see Tamar behind a feather mag i, th her fort—zarm}s‘s1 ' erbur{liwacass,ﬂed ho paty ome tent. Tnstead she wrapped herself i a

a car, or a woman? Cass thought. She found reflection. In one hand she held a drink in th ﬁt-ff)r-peeps ows e yl'l heavy boots ’ blanket and sat by the open window. In the

a large atlas and studied the shapes of land, other, was the mask’s delicate stick, pmping down stairs tl’r;h o tvrgent Sile dark she could make out the shape of Noah’s
the stretches of blue pocked with pink little “I'm sorry,” Cass said. “I got caught up a d sat on the Stm})f}f bgcakp?ck and found bicyele that hung on a cord from the ceiling
islands, the strange names of nations just the library...” maged thiroue (Etl3 ; ali pd the peepshow and thought back to the first time she rode
north of the Lowlands, south of the Aretic “I don’t care about the library,” Tamay 883l of the 1eaﬂetf and re S}llz?d . l?e 4 to work it across the Golden Gate Bridge, convinced
Circle, just next to Russia: Svalbard. Jan She set down the mask. “I called your name; self was probakf)‘y ?:Pefi- to San F?fancisco but the wind was going to blow her into the bay.
Mayen. first tonight, out of everyone. I told them b ere when she (;IE gf:h ¢ she'd need to g,et Maybe she’d ride it home now to see her Uncle

She looked through every page of the atlas,  you'd sacrificed your hair for art, for me, for e manager tol erd ; a PRt Andy, She'd cross the desert at night, her p ath
taking in the topography, the capitols, the my vision of you, and you weren’t even hen er OWL COSEUME, a}? eve? ial.” He told marked by sand and snake on either side, a
major cities and their insets, the landmarks How do you think that made me look?” - robably not peepshow mahe;'la A Jone Joad in reverse, back to North Caroliné.
and street names. She found California, even- Tamar walked to one of the vessels angd ‘ his'tp her halfway thrm;‘glt ers fof b It was just light out when the golden
tually, and a small map of San Francisco. She picked it up and talked to it like it was a bg udition. He must haV‘.a ke d sorrg r bra from spotlight of the tattoo artist’s studio came on.
located Japantown and traced Fillmore all Tamar took the vessel from its perch and » ecause, EVEI as she pic (;1 b teffs he told Cass woke up sore from sleeping upright. She
the way to the public library where she sat, began to toss it lightly, from one hand to tk } the floor and slipped into er cuto gti’onal e ther, she'd never get & tattoo, never sit
startled that she was somehow, however re- other. : er he CO},ﬂd St Der b asla f? 1'1? I]f'lnstead in that woman’s chair. She wondered whether
motely, represented in the book. She looked “Tamar, would you put that down, ple ssistan and distribute leatlets lh 'd hiI:ed the money she’d saved for her tattoo would
at the pink rectangle until the library lights Cass asked. “You'll break it.” n Cass ’Was gl_ac'i the malllnage}I; W (jc e by for a ticket to Svalbard, Per th. Biscayne
flickered in signal of closing. When she looked “No, Cass, I'll break you,” Tamar said. § er wasn't at PixiDust ‘1: ends 1e g(t): and Bay. Cass crawled over to Tamar’s exhibit,
at a wall clock discovered it was nearly nine. stared at the pot as she spoke. he found 2 vacapt dar 1e1;51?; Sv ;ish o ind cach vessel still in perfect formation, a vigil
She was late for Tamar’s opening. “That is not me,” Cass said. _ red guarters‘ngco as k()) i g('Jh tlv-lit roomful of  sustained, and unable to disperse. Assembled

The apartment was crowded when Cass “What’s you, then? You spend the day:kil plexiglass by ?t‘n}n': 3;ld crotchless as such, and with nothing but the dark, quiet
got home. Nearly everyone was wearing pince ing trees for peep shows, scribbling all overg ec'l women in fishne hl g IS a for the other space a;ound them, the vessels locked eerie, a
nez-style masquerade masks with colored yourself, thinking you're going to get to ties open and close their elgs. S foor with long necks like some inhuman orifice,
feathers across the brow. The vessels were meaning of life from some stupid drawing rons. One turned cgrtwhe;s mth g e . stretched mouths, forever open and imperfect.
aligned on the floor like pupils at desks, in duck on your ass,” Tamar said. “And here other gyrated her hips, msil ngk'r: 1 0dd bodies naked and waist-high, aligned for
columns and rows, a great physical matrix of deny something that actually contains a j angles jingle and move on .eré’ lt)n. in that inspection. ’Some of the porcelain basins were
all the people who had given Tamar a picce of of you?” ‘ Dass would not havelfll?)ﬁ;:ve 'thgleaﬂets so shallow they could hardly hold water.

themselves. Cass found a little stool, her usual Tamar tilted the mouth of the vessel t9) 198 ght box.. She was muc :31 er W1f et . She rearranged the name cards Tamar had
perch near the window, and had a seat. Cass, in a way that suggested that wha 0ut of habit, she ?tartedé‘})l raw a ?:W re placed in front of each vessel. Kindred Mavis

Tamar had been making each of her friends she’d say, the vessel would absorb it. Bu; her forearm with her arpsli, 110 su dat 7 became Aaron Charles IT. Aaron Charles
come before the crowd and guess which piece Cass didn't say anything. Before Tamar what she wanted to draw. She tapped a

i Antrim I, Joia Loo moved to
was theirs. She'd called on Noah to select one of  upstairs to the roof with Joia, she threw, - plexiglass and asked one of the women I was Noah Antrim

. 189
188 eleven eleven issue 11




Penelope I, and kneeled before it for a moment
before she picked it up and brought it to the
open window,
Before she released it, Cass pressed her

palms over the glazed grit. The wispy veins

of her hair carbonized into a webbed pattern
across the vessel, like a cave painting, the
physical result of the spontaneous and the
deliberate. She spit into it so it would not go
down empty, and it slid through the tips of her
fingers and plummeted to the garden below.
The tattooist turned her head toward the win-
dow as the sounds of something broken echoed
through the courtyard. She locked skyward
for the source, and gave a slow, uncertain
wave when she spotted Cass.

Cass waved back before she returned to
the exhibit, taking in the woman’s builring,
her close-cropped crew cut and pale blue eyes,
She found in Tamar’s formation another
vessel that contained her hair, a tall one,
unglazed, like a thin-necked bird’s nest. She
let that drop, too, and, after it landed, tried
to find a pattern in the bone-white bits that
had scattered across the cement courtyard.

But there was none. Cass imagined at the

next rain the little shards of clay and charred
hair would find a home in the garden soil and
begonias below, and, realizing she was no
longer at home here, almost folt sorry she’d

not be around to see it happen.
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David Quentin. She found one of hers, Cassidy

Aaron Shurin

An Archeology

i i i the

fine ribs of the chairs playing the wmﬂ, the Wu}d, ftlllf w%ni. 'éhseh\:fél e
and Fhe 1 h thick, shiny leaves at night, pulling the hair of the wind, . kl :
B tl;:l}{uegmy swoilen hands — the blue drifting towa};rd yetllllow ch;twh}tsu; i netfl -

o e — grai ain, finer than dust...

E seetheS_ar_nong Fh?i Ii)ll'le?rf m:n?:;j'? I3{:‘11:1, %Ie.;r;\?gblgg asa slegve of sill?, while tllse bl(iff;lchl
in the Whlrh'ngdgiﬁ:a wind ymy fingers play at the wind... Qr ifon a Ignght _da:iy (fne_ ‘;gt
By aiﬁgﬁgllgi&o will not, dissolve... into sleep... she will dissolve... into wind... Insi
down

harbor, pitched forward to seize the incline in a gust... as if filling sails... with my ¢
the harbor, ‘
and gray hair churning...
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