
Dear U ncle  M ike ,

I am seventeen (a lm ost eighteen) and 
want a tattoo. M y  m om  says "no  way". 
M y  friends already are tattooed and I 
d o n ’t understand w hy i t  is bad. D o 
you  have a ta ttoo and w ou ld  you let 
you r daughter get one?

Sophie, Portland, Oregon

Dear Sophie,

Le t U ncle  M ik e  start w ith  the firs t rule: as long as you are liv in g  
under your parents’ ro o f and eating from  the ir bow l, you are obliged 
to  (whenever possible) act in  accordance w ith  the ir w ill.  They are 
your parents and you are the ir ch ild , end o f story. There is nothing 
bad, o r good, about a tattoo. L ike  everything else in  life , a tattoo jus t 
is. U n lik e  m any th ings in  life , a tattoo isn ’t easy to  forget. Y our 
m other is concerned that having a tattoo w ill  close doorways fo r you 
by pu tting  norm al people o ff. Bear in  m ind  that, in  ancient times (a ll 
years preceding your b irth ), the o n ly  people in  our cu lture who had 
tattoos were sailors and ex-convicts, none o f whom were women.
B ody art was, fo r  her and her generation, something one marveled at 
in  N ationa l Geographic; exotic  and exciting , but not something yo u ’d 
dare to  b ring  home. As you m igh t have guessed, parents have a trag ic 
desire fo r  the ir ch ild ren  to  be like  them. Had you m other decorated 
her body at your age, she’d have been shunned lik e  a leper by good 
peop’ e. W hat, in  your generation, marks you as an insider w ou ld  have 
branded her as someone not to  be taken seriously by anyone but her 
shipmates or those on her ce ll b lock. T h is  is her experience. Uncle 
M ik e  knows i t ’ s not yours and suggests tw o  paths. First, try  to 
understand you r m other’s feelings. Y ou  owe that both to  her and to  
yourself. Second, keep gently harping u n til she e ither changes her 
m ind  or you  m ove in to  a group home w ith  other doomed young 
freaks. Just a joke , dear. In  many cases, Uncle M ike  finds tattooed 
ladies both attractive and charm ing and can fin d  no correlation 
between body art, in te lligence, or sociopathic behavior. And, 
a lthough U ncle  M ike  has never been h ip  h im self, he’s always cheered 
on  those w ho were. N o, Uncle M ike  has no body art. He does, 
however, have a tattoo. A  sm all, puckish ly g rinn ing  d ev il w ith  ‘ M ik e ’ 
p rin ted  u n s k il lfu lly  beneath. He was a nineteen year o ld  sold ier in  a 
M exican  bar. There was, he recalls, liqu o r and a beautifu l woman 
invo lved . A n d  a man who pulled a sewing needle taped to  a popsicle 
s tick  ou t o f  h is pocket and sterilized the area w ith  tequila. When 
U ncle  M ik e  woke the next m orn ing  on the beach, he had a tattoo and 
a hangover. The beautifu l wom an was gone. A lthough  U ncle M ike  
seldom  dw e lls  on it ,  he’s convinced there’s a lesson there.

Dear U ncle  M ike ,

H ow  do you feel about pet names? M y  w ife  says you w ill  agree w ith  
her. O ften  I  ca ll h e r ’ honey’ o r ‘ lo v e y ’ . She says she w ou ld  prefer I 
ca ll her by her name. W e w il l  agree w ith  your thoughts. Th is is on ly 
a ve ry  sm all " r i f f "  but sometimes fix in g  the small ones makes life  
s im pler.

M a rk  and D iana, Seattle, W ashington

Dear M a rk  and Diana,

U ncle  M ik e  is a fra id  he cou ld  eventually strangle anyone w ho called 
h im  ‘ lo v e y ’ . He prefers ‘ C o w b o y ’ o r ‘ T ho r, God o f Thunder’ . The 
ru le  w ith  pet names is that they must please both pet and keeper. (Yes, 
you  should  th in k  about these term s.) Expand your horizons, at least 
to  ‘ P ook ie ’ , ‘ Sweet Cakes’ , o r ‘ She W ho M ust Be Obeyed’ . I f ,  after 
sincere and determ ined e ffo rt on your part to  re-label her, Diana s til l 
insists she’s D iana, U ncle  M ik e  recommends you lis ten  up. U n til 
then, your w ife  has U ncle M ik e ’s perm ission to refer to  you as ‘ He 
W h o  R ea lly  Should Keep in  T ou ch ’ .

Dear U ncle  M ike ,

Do you believe in  fairies?

Jennifer, Vancouver, W ashington

Dear Jennifer,

I f ,  by fa iries, you mean the ob jectifica tion  o f elemental modes o f  being 
used by the universe to  change what m ight be in to  what is, absolutely. W ho 
cou ld  not? In the fa iry  fa ith, each element (fire , air, water and earth) has an 
elemental being (salamanders, sylphs, undines and gnomes). In  quantum 
theory, there are four forces (the electromagnetic, the gravita tiona l, the weak 
and the nuclear) and, on one level, four quanta whose interactions generate 
and are generated by them: the photon, the electron, the proton and the 
neutron. (There are, o f  course, on ly  quarks and leptons, but we needn’t go 
there.) I f  no one has ever seen an electron, and they haven’ t, even w ith  the 
cleverest o f  instruments. Uncle M ike  doesn’ t feel one b it s illy  be liev ing  that 
fa iries live  in  the waterfall. Especia lly since, i f  you sit very qu ie tly , they ta lk  
to  you.

Dear U ncle  M ike ,

I ’ m  a 28 year o ld  woman, married w ithout children. I am unable to  have 
them. M y  husband and I have been married fo r ju s t over five  years. We 
found I cou ldn ’ t  have ch ild ren  tw o  years ago. Th is is a big adjustment fo r 
both o f  us. I feel com fortable speaking fo r both o f  us since the tw o  o f  us 
have ta lked about i t  at length. Com m unication has never been a problem  w ith  
us. W e love each other but a lo t o f  the fire  has died down and w e ’ re try in g  to  
decide i f  staying together is the best idea fo r either o f  us. I know he wants 
ch ildren. So do I, but I ’ m not ready to adopt a ch ild  now and I don ’ t know 
when I w i l l  be. I ’ m a fra id it  w on ’t be the same and he’ l l  have resentment and 
I ’ l l  have g u ilt. Partly i t ’ s ju s t me. M y  husband is a good man and I m arried 
h im  because I thought it  w ou ld  be good to  have children w ith  h im  and that 
he ’d be a good father. N ow  that I know I ’ m not able to  have ch ild ren  o f  my 
ow n. I ’m  w ondering i f  I  m arried the w rong man fo r the woman I am now. 
Does any o f  th is  make sense?

N .K ., Eugene, Oregon

Dear N .K .,

E very th ing  makes sense i f  you look  at it  from  a certain angle. I t ’ s the angle 
you  need to  keep in  m ind. Uncle M ike  suggests you firs t look  at whether you 
believe that not being able to  have a ch ild  im p lies you ’ re not meant to  raise 
one. W e ’ re usua lly not meant to be the th ings we decide we aren’ t. K now ing  
your genetic code has come to  the end o f the line  is certa in ly something to 
m u ll over w h ile  s itting  on the porch look ing  at the stars. I t ’ s not something a 
though tfu l person w ou ld  use to  deny themselves one o f  the more rewarding 
and educational experiences o f  life : fostering the grow th o f  another human 
being, w h ich  may no longer be on your lis t o f  priorities. A t the risk o f 
belaboring the obvious, the wom an you ’ve become is the woman you were, 
reacting to  what is. Y o u r assignment is to understand your reaction, w h ich  
w i l l  create the wom an you ’ l l  be tom orrow. G iven th is, there is no fau lt, no 
e rro r and no blame.

As regards the marriage you ’ re considering tossing in  the dumpster as you 
tro t o f f  seeking your b liss. Uncle M ike  w ill  o n ly  speak sc ien tifica lly . The 
phenomenon you m ention, the dy ing  o f  the fire , corresponds to a change in  
the b iochem istry  o f  one’ s brain. I t ’ s the delicate balance between hormones 
and neurotransm itters (whose names, thank goodness, needn’t concern us) 
w h ich  decides when the th r il l is gone. I t ’s nature’s way o f  asking i f  our 
com m itm ent was to  being in  love or to loving. Each o f  has an answer. Some 
choose to  go round again, some don ’t. Those who choose to  paddle on 
together experience, on the good days, the sort o f  friendsh ip  yo u 'd  have after 
s tok ing  the fires together fo r f i f ty  years. On the bad days, they wonder i f  
they wasted th e ir lives. I t ’ s a pretty funny business.

Dear U ncle  M ike ,

M y  boyfriend  and I are p lann ing to  be m arried in  November and 
have run in to  a roadblock in  o u r plans. W e care fu lly  budgeted but 
want ou r day to  be special. T o  remember we plan to  videotape as w e ll 
as take pictures. W e have called seven photographers and not on ly  are 
they expensive but s ix  o f  the seven say they don ’t  do weddings. Th is 
p robably is no t the k in d  o f  question you answer but, w hy don ’t 
‘ p ro fess iona l’ photographers do weddings? W hen we ask, they jus t 
say they are already too  booked during  the ho liday season.

E ric  and Sandra, N ew port, Oregon

Dear E ric  and Sandra,

Y o u r question is tw o  pronged: w hy are professional photographers 
expensive and w hy  d on ’t  they shoot weddings? L ike  any 
professional, a photographer sets h is or her fees according to  tw o  
criteria : how  good they are at what they do and how  much the market 
w i l l  bear. Y o u ’ re lucky  y o u ’ re not having your wedding plumbed. 
People h ire  professional photographers because th e y ’ve seen the ir 
ow n  snapshots, ju s t as they h ire professional musicians because 
th e y ’ve heard themselves sing and professional caterers because they 
co u ld n ’t  make a good avocado d ip  i f  the ir l ife  depended on it. 
W eddings cost more than studio  portraits fo r obvious reasons. The 
photographer must not o n ly  deal w ith  variables in  lig h tin g  and 
background but w ith  w arring  fa m ily  factions and drunken n itw its . He 
o r she m ust shoot ten o r tw enty ro lls  o f  f i lm  to  make sure the clients 
and the ir va in  and shallow  guests are pleased w ith  what they really 
lo o k  like . Some photographers take jo y  in  doing th is, others w ou ld  
sooner open a vein.
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