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THE BARBERS MAP
Designing a NW7 and a new life

Prologue
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If you’re holding this book, there’s a fair chance you’ve done it too.

You know what I mean.

That extra second in the bathroom mirror.

That “innocent” glance at another man’s hairline on the train.

That strange, electric pull when you see a shaved crown, a heavy fringe, a deep horseshoe in a crowd and your stomach drops for no logical reason.

Maybe you’ve brushed your fingers through your own hair and thought:

This doesn’t feel like me.

Maybe you’ve shaved it all off at two in the morning and then panicked.

Maybe you’ve grown it long again to calm everyone else, and felt like you were putting on a wig for them.

And maybe, on top of it all, you’ve quietly wondered:

“What is wrong with me that this turns me on?”

“Why do I think about baldness like this?”

“Why does something as stupid as a fringe keep me awake at night?”

If that’s you:

This book is for you.

My name is Stefan, though most people in this world know me as Steve, or Austrianbarber.

I’ve been cutting hair since 1990.

Three decades of men in my chair.

Three decades of clippers, scissors, stories.

Three decades of hair on the floor and secrets hanging in the air between the mirror and the cape.

And this much I can tell you, hand on my own shiny crown:

You are not wrong.

You are not broken.

You are not a pervert.

You are simply wired in a way that most people never talk about.

Hair.

Loss.

Baldness.

Body hair.

Fetish.

All those things get knotted together in some of us. For some men it’s just aesthetics. For others, it’s identity. For some, it’s pure sexuality. For many, it’s all three at once, plus a bit of fear and shame and old family voices in the back of the skull.

This book is born out of that tangle.

The story you’re about to read – about Julien, Paris, Vienna, epilation, horseshoes, leather, and a man slowly becoming the version of himself he always saw in his head – is fiction.

But it is fiction with deep roots in real people, real encounters, real messages that blinked onto my screen late at night from men who could barely type the words they needed to say.

Julien is not one man.

He’s many.

Pieces of dozens of guys I’ve met online.

Fragments of customers who sat in my chair and blushed when I asked,

“So, how short are we really talking?”

He is also, in more ways than I’d sometimes like to admit, me.

The background story of Stefan-becoming-Steve that runs underneath this book is, for the most part, autobiographical. I’ve taken some liberties, of course – compressed time, protected identities, smoothed out timelines – but the bones are real.

The kid in the village, fascinated by hair before he even knew why.

The first secret haircuts, the first boys, the first stolen glances at men with thinning crowns and heavy moustaches.

The religious guilt. The closet. The lies.

The slow, painful coming-out.

The ancient internet cafés, early Buzzboard days, grainy JPEGs of bald men loading line by line. The Yahoo groups. The niche forums. The message boards where, for the first time, you could write, “I think I might like balding men,” and get an answer that wasn’t laughter.

The move to Vienna.

The long days in the barbershop.

The late nights online, in chats and DMs, reading words like:

“I’m 25 with too much hair, and all I want is to look like I’m 50 and losing it.”

Or:

“I cannot stop thinking about a horseshoe fringe and I feel sick and excited at the same time.”

Or the one that still echoes:

“I want you to epilate me into NW7. I know that sounds crazy. Please tell me if I’m crazy.”

Spoiler: he wasn’t. And we didn’t.

Those confessions, tears, fantasies, questions – they’re the soil this story grew in.

If you recognise parts of yourself in Julien, it’s not an accident.

He isn’t deliberately “you,” whoever you are. But he’s built from patterns I’ve seen over and over:

The man with a full head of hair who secretly wishes he were balding.

The guy whose browser history is full of “horseshoe fringe” and “NW7” and “bald daddy,” and who closes the tabs with shaking hands.

The one who finally writes to a stranger online – often to me – saying:

“This is weird. I know it’s weird. Why do I want this?”

I’ve read that message in French, English, German, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian.

The grammar changes. The shame doesn’t.

So I wanted to write a story that might do something different with that shame.

Not to glorify everything.

Not to tell you “every fetish is perfect, do whatever you want, consequences don’t exist.”

No.

Hair is not a game.

Bodies are not props.

Pain is not a toy if your heart is breaking.

What I wanted to show is this:

Fetish has many faces.

Hair fetish has many faces.

Not all of them are ugly.

Not all of them destroy you.

Sometimes, if you move carefully, honestly, and with the right people around you, a fetish can become a language:

A way to talk about control, surrender, age, masculinity, vulnerability, power, and tenderness.

A way to reclaim what used to terrify you.

The relationship between Stefan and Steve – between the closeted village kid and the out, balding, leather-wearing, epilating barber in Vienna – is the backbone of this book.

Most of that is me.

I really am a barber in Vienna.

I really have been cutting hair for over thirty years.

I really did turn my own head into a deliberate Norwood 7 horseshoe.

I really am active in the fetish community and in queer spaces that respect all kinds of kink, including ours.

And I did not get here alone.

I owe more than I can say to Paul from Boston.

He is mentioned by name in this book for a reason.

Long before he ever touched a hair on my head, he touched my mind — gently, patiently, firmly when needed.

He was (and still is) my mentor, years ahead of me in life, leather, baldness, and self-acceptance. He saw through my carefully built “straight” façade long before I had the courage to admit who I was.

He never forced.

He never mocked.

He never rushed.

He simply held a mirror and said,

“You don’t have to be scared of what you are.”

Some of the most patient, wise lines in this book come from him, passed through my own life and filtered into fiction.

Paul, if you ever read this:

You’re in these pages more than you know.

Thank you.

I also owe this book – and my life as Austrianbarber – to thousands of men whose names I will never write, but who live on my skin and in my memory.

To the guys in my chair since 1990, who trusted a young barber with their hair and, over the years, with their secrets.

To the ones who came in for a “#2 on top, #1 on sides” and ended up telling me about their boyfriends.

To the ones who couldn’t meet my eyes when they said, “Maybe... shorter.”

To the ones who stared at my own fringe and swallowed hard and then, very quietly, said,

“I want something like yours.”

You taught me that a haircut is never just a haircut.

It’s grief, and courage, and lust, and control, and loss, and renewal, all happening under fluorescent lights in a twenty-five-minute slot.

To the five million+ clicks on my YouTube channel: every view, every comment like “I don’t know why I watch these, I don’t even need a haircut,”

— I know why you’re watching.

You don’t have to explain it to me.

To the thousands of followers on social media, who liked, scrolled, DM’d, and sometimes poured their hearts out between pictures of bald heads and moustaches:

The ones who came out in my inbox.

The ones who confessed fetish feelings for the first time in their lives.

The ones who raged at themselves.

The ones who wept.

The ones who ghosted me when it got too real.

The ones who chickened out at the last minute and never made it to Vienna.

You all mattered.

Even the ones who only watched and never wrote.

Just seeing that you were there told me I wasn’t shouting into a void.

And to the ones who did come:

The man who trembled in my chair and said, “I’ve wanted this since I was 14.”

The married father who whispered, “I will tell my wife it’s falling out by itself.”

The guy who walked out with tears drying on his cheeks and a new bald crown shining, and texted me three weeks later: “I’ve never felt more like myself.”

You’re all in here.

Not literally. I’ve changed details, combined stories, protected privacy.

But your feelings are here.

Your words.

Your fears, your courage.

You are part of Julien.

Part of Steve.

Part of every man in these pages.

You are part of my journey.

So what is this book trying to do?

It’s not a manual.

It’s not an instruction sheet that says, “Step 1: Buzz. Step 2: Wax. Step 3: Become leather daddy, congratulations.”

It is a story.

A story about:

Desire that refuses to be ignored.

Shame that slowly loosens its grip.

Hair that becomes a mirror for everything we’ve never been allowed to say out loud.

A French guy from Paris learning that “bald” isn’t the end of something, but the beginning.

An Austrian barber discovering that he is more than just a man with clippers – he’s a witness, a guide, a sometimes-annoying voice of reason.

Maybe you read it as pure fiction.

Maybe you read it with your hand in your own hair, tracing imaginary hairlines.

Maybe you read it as a way to understand your partner, your boyfriend, your husband – the one who lights up when you come home from the barber with the back just a little shorter.

However you come to it, my hope is simple:

That, somewhere in these pages, you feel a little less alone.

That you see a fetish presented not as a punchline, not as a pathology, but as one more way human beings try to make sense of power, aging, vulnerability, and beauty.

That if you’ve ever thought,

“I must be sick to like this,”

you might, for a moment, try on instead:

“I am different. And I can choose what I do with that difference.”

You are allowed to modify yourself.

Your hair. Your beard. Your body hair. Your style.

You’re allowed to grow a big moustache that your family “doesn’t get.”

You’re allowed to keep your curls and love them.

You’re allowed to shave everything smooth and enjoy the feel of the pillow on your bare scalp.

You’re allowed to wax your chest or let it turn into a forest.

You’re allowed to try something and decide later it’s not you.

You’re allowed to not try something and keep it only in fantasy.

The important thing is this:

You are not wrong for wanting.

You are responsible for what you do with that wanting.

And you do not have to navigate that alone.

There are men like Julien.

There are men like me.

There are men like Paul.

There are men all over the world whose hearts beat a little faster at the same strange, beautiful things as yours.

Some of us are in barber chairs.

Some of us are behind them.

Some of us are hiding in plain sight in offices, supermarkets, subway cars.

If this book helps you feel even a tiny crack in the wall of shame, if it gives you one new sentence like,

“I’m not broken – I’m just built differently,”

then every hour spent writing it was worth it.

To Paul from Boston – for your patience, your sarcasm, your stubborn belief that I was never as broken as I thought.

To the thousands of guys who trusted me with their hair – and, more importantly, with their stories – since 1990.

To everyone who ever clicked on a YouTube video of mine, watched a head being shaved, and thought, I don’t even know why this hits me so hard – you’re in here too.

To the men who cried in my chair.

To the ones who got angry.

To the ones who regretted and wrote to me about it.

To the ones who ghosted me the moment it got real.

To the ones who flew halfway across the world and the ones who never made it out their front door.

You all shaped this.

You all shaped me.

And in some way, whether you like it or not, you helped shape this book.

Thank you.

Now, if you’re ready, turn the page.

Meet Julien.

Meet the boy with too much hair and too many feelings.

Meet the barber who reminds him he doesn’t have to be afraid of what he is.

Maybe, somewhere along the way, you might just meet yourself too.

Yours,

Austrianbarber Steve

Vienna
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The Man in the Harness
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They noticed him first by his head.

The bar was already thick with a Saturday-night softness – low red lights, cigarette haze curling near the ceiling, bass pulsing through leather and bone. Men leaned at the counter, at each other, into shadows. Somewhere a harness creaked as two bodies shifted against one another. Laughter broke and dissolved into the hum.

And then he came back from the smoking room.

The man near the end of the counter – mid-twenties, shaved sides, careful beard, a new leather jacket that still squeaked when he moved – saw him before he even understood what he was looking at.

It was the crown. Pale, clean, perfectly bare, catching the wash of light from the neon sign above the bar. No buzz, no shadow. Just skin with a faint soft shine, as if someone had polished it by hand. Around it, hugging the skull, a dark, dense fringe of hair, clipped and disciplined into that unmistakable, brutal shape: the horseshoe.

It dipped low at the back, swooped up over the ears, and met the heavy sideburns like a frame around absence. From the front, you saw only the suggestion of it: a thick band at the sides, disappearing back, making the baldness on top look deeper, more deliberate. From behind, you saw everything – the low dip, the way the ring hugged the occipital bone, the clean line of skin above the collar.

The younger man forgot, for a second, to breathe.

He’d seen bald guys before, obviously. He’d stared, discreetly, at the bus drivers and security guards of his teenage years. He’d watched videos late at night of men buzzing themselves smooth; he’d scrolled through anonymous profiles of shaved doms with shiny scalps. But this was not that.

This was not a compromise, or a retreat.

This was... a design.

The horseshoe fringe. The real thing. Norwood 7, if you wanted to be clinical. But there was nothing clinical about the way the younger man’s stomach twisted when the stranger moved closer and the whole composition came into view.

The head sat on a body that matched it perfectly – as if someone had drawn him with careful, deliberate strokes. Broad shoulders under a black leather harness, the straps tight enough to make his chest look even fuller. The harness disappeared under a simple black T-shirt, the cotton clinging to muscle and the soft weight of a chest that had seen years of lifting and years of good food. A thick, dark moustache sat dominant over his upper lip, heavy and groomed, curling just enough at the ends to suggest a Tom of Finland page come to life.

He wore faded black jeans, not skin-tight, but hugging the thigh and loosening at the knee, tucked into boots that looked like they’d actually been worn to work before they ended up in a fetish bar. When he walked, the jeans pulled slightly over his thighs, the leather at his chest creaked, and the fringe around his bald crown caught the light like an exclamation mark.

The younger man took a sip of his drink and almost missed his mouth.

“Careful,” the bartender said, amused. “He does that to people.”

The younger man wiped his chin with the back of his hand, cheeks heating. “Who?”

The bartender tipped his chin discreetly toward the stranger, who had just reached the far corner of the bar and leaned in to say something to another man – older, broader, also bald on top with a tighter, shorter fringe.

“Julien,” the bartender said. “Regular. Don’t worry, everyone stares the first time.”

Julien.

The name didn’t fit the cartoon in the younger man’s head. It was too soft, too clean, too French in that delicate way. The man it belonged to looked like he should be called something harder, foreign. Something you had to chew on.

As if feeling the attention, Julien turned his head slightly, laughing at something his companion said. The younger man saw his profile then: a strong nose, high cheekbones, lines at the corner of his eyes that deepened when he smiled. The moustache moved with his mouth, half hiding the curve of his lips when they opened.

There was no trace of self-consciousness in the way he carried the baldness. No quick, embarrassed hand smoothing the fringe, no glance upwards as if to check what was missing. If anything, his head was the first thing he offered, shoulders squared, crown shameless under the light.

The younger man’s gaze dropped, uninvited, to the fringe itself. The hair there was thick – thicker, probably, than his own had ever been – clipped to a #1 or #2, dense and dark against his skin. He imagined running his fingers across it, feeling the roughness give way abruptly to smooth, bare scalp. He imagined what it would be like to kneel in front of a man like that and—

He took another gulp of his drink to shut his mind up.

The bartender watched him, still amused, polishing a glass with a rag as if he’d seen this exact scene a hundred times.

“You like the bald ones, hein?” he said.

The younger man shrugged, trying for casual and failing. “Maybe.”

“Then you’re in the right place.” The bartender leaned in a little. “He didn’t always look like that, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“Came in here years ago with dense thick untamable hair and a shadow of a beard. Still cute. But not like now. This”—he nodded toward Julien’s head—“this is... new. Well. New-ish. Self-made, too. They talk, him and the other one. The Austrian. Always about hair. Or no hair.”

The younger man glanced over again. Now that it was pointed out, he saw it: the man Julien was talking to had a similar shape to his head. A little older, beard shot with grey, his horseshoe tighter, maybe a bit higher in the back, giving him a slightly more severe air.

The Austrian, he guessed.

Julien threw his head back as he laughed, the light sliding over his bare crown, the fringe catching a red glint of neon. He rested one forearm on the bar, the veins at his wrist standing out, fingers curled loosely around a glass of something amber.

The younger man’s mouth was dry.

“How do you know it’s self-made?” he asked, voice steadier than he felt.

The bartender shrugged. “They say it. Not in those words exactly. But enough. Always talking about ‘epilation’, ‘design’, ‘projects’. Like art. Or architecture.” He grinned. “Or maybe they’re just showing off. I don’t know. But I’ve seen bald guys who are hiding. And I’ve seen bald guys who are... proud. He is not hiding anything.”

No. He wasn’t.

As the younger man watched, Julien’s hand left his own glass and – almost casually – rose to the side of his head. He scratched lightly at the border between fringe and bare skin, fingers catching in the hair for a second before tracing the arc back and down. It was a simple, absent-minded movement; people did it all the time without thinking. But on that head, with that shape, it looked like a signature.

Heat pooled low in the younger man’s belly.

He looked away, embarrassed by his own reaction, and pretended to be fascinated by the condensation dripping down his glass.

By the time he dared glance back, Julien was no longer at the bar.

He was closer.

The younger man realised too late that the path from the corner to the toilets ran right behind him. He felt the movement before he saw it – a warm wave of scent, leather and sweat and something darker, maybe cigar smoke – and then that head, that impossible crown and fringe, passed within an arm’s length of his own.

Julien’s presence hit like a physical thing. Not just his body – though that alone was enough, the way the harness squared his shoulders, the jeans framed his thighs – but something more diffuse. A kind of gravity.

The younger man’s eyes, traitorous, dropped again to the ring of hair. Up close, he could see the tiny variations in texture – the way it was slightly flatter at the back where it dipped low, the sharper line above the ear where a barber’s hand had drawn the border with loving discipline. He saw the faint blue shadow where once, perhaps, hair had grown thicker across the crown, now replaced by the glossy bareness of skin that had been waxed, shaved, maybe more.

Julien’s gaze slid over him, just a glance, brown eyes warm but not lingering, mouth curving under the moustache in a polite half-smile. Then he was past, the air rushing back into the space he’d left.

The younger man realised he was holding his breath.

He let it out slowly and laughed at himself, soft and soundless.

“First time?” the bartender asked.

The younger man nodded. “Yeah.”

“Don’t worry. You won’t forget it.”

Later, much later, when the night had stretched and blurred and the crowd had thickened into something almost physical, the younger man would see Julien again. This time, not in passing.

He’d find himself pushed against the same section of bar, his drink empty, his body restless, when a voice with a low, worn rasp wrapped around his ear in accented French.

“Tu veux encore quelque chose à boire?”

He turned and there he was – closer now, head level, those eyes looking straight at him, amused and steady. The moustache up close made his mouth look heavier, more deliberate. The fringe cast the bare crown into deeper relief.

The younger man’s throat went dry. “Euh... maybe a bier?”

“A beer,” Julien repeated, the English sliding out more naturally. “Okay.” He gestured to the bartender. “Une blonde pour le petit, s’il te plaît.”

The little one. The words should have annoyed him. They didn’t. They curled somewhere low instead, joining everything else he’d been feeling since he first saw that head.

“So,” Julien said, turning back to him while they waited. “First time here, hm?”

“How do you know?” the younger man asked, trying for playful and ending up sounding a little breathless.

Julien’s mouth twitched. “Because you look like you’re trying not to stare and failing. Don’t worry. It’s flattering. I prefer that to pretending I’m invisible.”

The younger man flushed. “I wasn’t—”

Julien raised one eyebrow, just enough to say come on without the words. Under the neon, the skin on his crown shone faintly, a single bead of condensation having fallen from an air duct and dried there earlier without him noticing, leaving a wet trace.

“Okay, maybe I was,” the younger man admitted, laughing now despite himself. “Sorry. It’s just...”

He trailed off, unsure how to finish that sentence without confessing more than he was ready for.

“Just,” Julien echoed, nodding as if he’d heard the rest anyway. The bartender set their drinks down; he paid for both with a small nod of thanks. “It’s okay. I know what I look like.”

The younger man’s gaze flicked, helplessly, to the fringe again. “You look...” He searched for a word that wouldn’t sound ridiculous. Hot felt too blunt, too teenage. Intimidating was closer, but not complete.

“Old?” Julien suggested, a hint of challenge in his tone.

“Fuck, no,” the younger man said, surprised by how strongly he meant it. “You look... like you meant to look like that.”

Julien’s expression changed.

The teasing softened, just a fraction. Something like recognition slid in behind his eyes.

“Yes,” he said quietly, leaning an elbow on the bar so they were closer, his voice dropping slightly under the hum of conversation. “That, at least, is true.”

They drank in companionable silence for a moment. Up close, the younger man could see tiny white lines near Julien’s ears where the hair ended – the record of countless clipper passes, countless razor strokes, and many waxing sessions. He wondered how long it had taken to get it that precise.

“Did you always...” he began, then stopped, embarrassed.

Julien smirked. “Always what?”

The younger man cleared his throat. “Look like that.”

“Non.” The answer came without hesitation. “Not always. Not even most of my life.” He lifted a hand, tracing the arc of his own fringe with the tips of his fingers, almost absent-mindedly. “This,” he said, “took work.”

“Work?”

“Time. Trips. Pain.” The last word was delivered almost casually, but the younger man felt it like a hook. “A little obsession. And a very patient barber.”

“In Paris?”

Julien shook his head, the fringe shifting a millimetre. “Vienna.”

The younger man smiled, half-joking. “You flew to Vienna to lose your hair?”

Julien’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “I flew to Vienna to become myself.”

The words hit him harder than any boast could have.

He’d expected bravado. A joke about age, about genetics. Some throwaway line about “embracing baldness.”

Not... that.

Curiosity itched at him now, stronger than shyness.

“How did you know this was you?” he asked. “Not just... I don’t know. Something you liked looking at.”

Julien sipped his drink. For a moment, he seemed to go somewhere else, his gaze defocusing, as if he were watching something the younger man couldn’t see.

“How do you know you’re attracted to men and not just... like their clothes?” he said finally, with a small shrug. “It’s not one thing. It’s years. Little moments. You look at something long enough and you realize it’s not outside of you anymore. It’s in you.”

The younger man swallowed. That felt uncomfortably close to something he’d never articulated.

“First time I saw a head like this,” Julien went on, tapping his crown lightly, “I was probably twelve. In a barbershop. Old guy, real horseshoe, low in the back, thick fringe. I couldn’t stop staring. I felt...” He searched for a word, almost smiling at his own difficulty. “...strange. Like someone had opened a door in my chest.”

He chuckled, the sound low. “Later came the drawings. The Tom of Finland books. All the cliché. Leather, moustaches, bald doms with big bellies and bigger boots.” He gestured around them. “You can see the result.”

The younger man’s eyes flicked down Julien’s body briefly – the harness, the swell of his chest, the moustache catching a bit of foam as he drank – and then back up again, heat rising in his cheeks.

“So you just... decided to shave?” he asked, though he already suspected from the bartender’s earlier hint that it hadn’t been that simple.

Julien smiled, slow and knowing. “If it were just shaving, I wouldn’t be so interesting, mon gars.”

There it was again – that faint edge in his voice, half-teasing, half-confessional.

The younger man leaned in without meaning to. “So what did you do?”

Julien studied him for a moment. The younger man had that new-leather look: his jacket still stiff, his harness too clean, his eyes just a little too wide for someone who had been here often. There was a kind of sweetness there that tugged at something tender in Julien, a memory of his own first nights in places like this, stomach knotted with hunger and shame.

He could deflect. Tell a simplified story: a job gone wrong, a bad barber, a midlife crisis buzz. It would be easier. Safer.

Instead, perhaps because the lights were low, or the beer was good, or the other man’s gaze was honest in a way he recognised, he chose the truth.

“At first I did like everyone,” he said. “Buzzcuts. Skinheads. Shaved on weekends when I was horny and grew it back for work on Monday.” He rolled his eyes at himself. “By thirty-seven I’d done that dance too many times. My hair always came back. Thick. Obedient. Like it was mocking me.”

The younger man thought of his own bathroom experiments, the clippers bought with more secrecy than condoms, the way his scalp felt under his hand when he’d shaved it once in a fever of curiosity – and how fast, how annoyingly fast, the stubble had returned.

“What changed?” he asked.

Julien’s thumb rubbed idly along the side of his glass. “I met someone who was willing to take me seriously.”

“You mean the barber. In Vienna.”

Julien smiled. “I mean Steve.”

The name landed between them with unexpected warmth. There was affection in the way he said it, a weight you reserved for friends who had seen you ugly and stayed.

“He’s a barber,” Julien continued. “Also a maniac. In the best way. He had already started... how do you say... designing his own baldness. Epilation, lasers. He was pushing his hairline back not because he had to, but because he wanted the shape. The true horseshoe. The low dip. He understood when I said I didn’t want to look ‘still young’ with a shaved head.” His fingers rose again, tracing the circle of their own accord. “I wanted this. The old man pattern on a younger face.”

The younger man’s pulse kicked.

“And you let him... do that to you?” he asked softly.

Julien’s eyes met his, dark and steady. “I asked him to,” he said. “Every step.”

There was no bravado in it. No martyrdom. Just a quiet insistence.

“What did he use?” the younger man heard himself ask, almost whispering now. “Razor? Laser?”

Julien’s mouth curved, and for the first time since they’d started talking, there was something unmistakably erotic in the way the fringe daddy looked at him – a slow, assessing sweep that seemed to see more than the surface.

“Wax,” he said. “Tweezers. An epilator machine that sounds like a little chainsaw from hell.”

The younger man winced instinctively, his scalp tingling in sympathetic fear. “That must have hurt like—”

“It did.” Julien didn’t let him finish. “It hurts. Every time. Even now, when there is not much left to rip out. It’s... very honest pain. You feel every hair that leaves. You feel your old self leaving with it.”

He said it calmly, but the younger man saw the way his hand tightened slightly on the glass as he spoke, the faint flare of something in his pupils that wasn’t entirely memory.

“Why would you do that?” he breathed, genuinely baffled and fascinated.

Julien tilted his head, the bare crown catching the light again. When he spoke, his voice was quieter, almost intimate despite the noise of the bar around them.

“Because there is a difference between losing something,” he said, “and giving it away.”

The words settled in the younger man’s chest like a stone dropped in deep water.

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t, for a moment. He stood there with his beer in his hand and his mind suddenly full of images that were not his own and yet felt dangerously close – of sitting in a barber’s chair, cape tight around his neck, another man’s hand on his head, the first rip of wax on his crown, the first tuft of hair that would never grow back the same way.

Julien saw the flicker in his face and softened, leaning back a little, giving him room.

“Don’t worry,” he said lightly, letting the intensity drain from his tone. “It’s not for everyone. Most people are happier just shaving. Or hoping nature will do the job for them. It took me... years to admit I wanted to go further.”

“How old were you?” the younger man asked, grateful for the more practical question to cling to.

Julien laughed, a self-deprecating huff. “Thirty-seven when I decided. Thirty-eight when I started flying. Almost forty when the crown finally gave up and stayed skin.” He shrugged. “Now I’m... older than you. Old enough that the daddy thing makes sense.”

He lifted his glass in a small mock toast. “To late blooming,” he said.

The younger man clinked his own glass against it, the sound small and clear.

“To... knowing what you want,” he offered.

Julien’s smile warmed. “Better,” he said.

He drank, then set his glass down, the leather of his harness creaking softly as he shifted. For the first time, the younger man noticed a small, simple silver ring through the fabric of his T-shirt at his left nipple, the outline just visible when the cotton pulled. Another decision. Another choice made visible. He imagined, briefly, the moment of the needle, the pain, the way healing had made the skin his in a new way.

Choices. All over his body.

“I didn’t start like this,” Julien said again, softer, more to himself. “I started as a boy with too much hair and too many fantasies on Rue des Martyrs.” He smiled at his own memory. “In those days, if someone had told me I would stand in a bar like this, with my head like this, and feel more at home than I ever did with a full head of hair...”

He trailed off, shaking his head.

“What would you have done?” the younger man asked.

“I would have said they were confusing me with someone braver,” Julien replied.

Their eyes met. There was a long beat of silence in which the noise of the bar seemed to fade, or at least move further away.

“You seem brave now,” the younger man said.

Julien snorted softly. “No. I’m just done being afraid of the wrong things.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mm.” He glanced around, saw the familiar faces, the men wrapped in their own orbits of desire and performance and fear and courage. He saw Steve at the other end of the bar, watching him with a small, knowing smile, one hand absently stroking his own shorter fringe.

He turned back.

“I spent years being afraid of wanting this,” he said, tapping his head again. “Afraid of wanting to be the man in the drawings, the man in the bus driver’s seat, the bald daddy that people stare at. Afraid it was ridiculous, narcissistic, fetishistic.” His moustache lifted with his smile. “And maybe it is all of those things. But it is also... mine.”

He paused.

“Now, I try to reserve my fear for more important things. Health. People I love. The rise of fascism.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “My hairline? That I can control.”

The younger man laughed despite himself. The sound carried some of his tension away.

“So you don’t regret it,” he said.

Julien looked at him for a long moment, the question settling between them.

There were things he could have said – clever, wry things. Little lies that would have made the story neat and digestible.

He chose, again, the harder truth.

“I regret not doing it sooner,” he said simply.

Something in the younger man’s chest seized and then slowly relaxed, like a muscle that had been clenched for years without him noticing.

He looked at Julien’s head one more time – really looked at it. The clean, uncompromising bald dome. The thick dark ring framing it. The low dip in the back he’d caught a glimpse of when Julien had turned. The way the moustache anchored his face, the way the leather harness drew a line from his chest to his throat, to his jaw, to his bare crown.

For the first time, he allowed himself to imagine, without immediately flinching away, that he could make choices like that too. Maybe not the same ones. Maybe not as far. But choices that carved his desire into his body so clearly he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t there.

Julien picked up his glass again, draining the last of his drink. Over the younger man’s shoulder, Steve lifted his own in a small salute, the fringe on his older head stark under the lights. Julien answered it with the tiniest nod.

“Come,” he said, nudging the younger man’s arm with his knuckles. “I’ll introduce you to the man who ruined my hair. You can ask him all your theoretical questions. He loves those.”

The younger man laughed, nerves buzzing under his skin, and let himself be guided through the crowd. He could feel Julien’s presence beside him, the heat of his body, the occasional brush of the thick forearm against his own. Once, as they squeezed past a group at the corner, Julien’s hand settled briefly, firmly, on the back of his neck to steer him.

The touch was light. Completely appropriate. It still sent a shiver down his spine.

As they approached Steve, the Austrian’s gaze flicked from Julien’s head to the younger man’s, taking in the full, careful fade and the way his hand hovered unconsciously near his own hairline.

He smiled, and it was the same smile he’d given Julien years before, in a Discord window late at night – patient, dangerous.

“New project?” he asked Julien in English, amused.

Julien shook his head. “Curious audience,” he replied. “For now.”

Steve chuckled, extending a hand to the younger man. “For now is good,” he said. “For now is where everything starts.”

His grip was firm, warm. The younger man held on a fraction of a second longer than necessary.

Julien watched them, feeling the strange, quiet satisfaction of witnessing a pattern he knew by heart begin again. Somewhere deep in his mind, a small reel of images spun by: a cramped Paris apartment, a plane cabin at dusk, a barber chair in Vienna waiting like a confession booth.

He lifted his fingers once more to the line where fringe met emptiness, feeling the familiar rough-to-smooth shift that meant he had arrived exactly where he’d wanted to be.

He couldn’t have known, back on Rue des Martyrs all those years ago, how many small choices it would take to get here – late-night messages, plane tickets booked with shaky hands, strip after strip of wax, the whine of the epilator, the sting of tweezers one hair at a time. He couldn’t have imagined the first time he’d walked out of Steve’s shop with his crown truly bare, the winter air on his tender scalp, the way Vienna had looked different from under a fringe of hair that suddenly felt heavier with meaning than all the hair he’d lost.

Now, in the red half-dark of the bar, another young man stood in front of him, eyes wide, throat working around questions he hadn’t yet found the courage to ask.

Julien’s mouth curled under his moustache.

“Careful,” he said lightly, half to the boy, half to himself, “this of all things is contagious.”

The younger man smiled, not understanding fully but feeling something in the words.

“What is?” he asked.

“Deciding,” Julien said.

He clinked his empty glass against the fresh one Steve handed him, the gesture small and final.

Outside, somewhere above the city, planes were tracing invisible lines from one capital to another, as they had been for years. In here, under neon and leather and the faint smell of sweat and beer, a different kind of map glowed quietly between three men – past, present, and possible.

Julien lifted his drink to his lips, the cool glass touching his moustache, and watched the younger man watching him.

He remembered another winter, another first time, another question typed with shaking hands into a screen: How far would you really take me?

He smiled into his beer.

This, he thought, would be the story.

How a boy with too much hair had once booked a cheap flight to Vienna and, over a year of wax, knives, and patience, turned himself into the man under this red light – the man with the designed baldness, the heavy moustache, the harness, the hand on some other boy’s neck.

How that year – his balding year – had given him back to himself.

He swallowed, feeling the beer burn a slow path down.

“Tell him,” Steve said at his side, nudging him with his shoulder. “Tell him how it started.”

Julien turned to the younger man fully then, the noise of the bar thinning around the three of them.

“On a Monday,” he said. “In a small apartment on Rue des Martyrs, with too-bright bathroom lights and a reflection I couldn’t stand anymore.”

He watched the boy’s face, the flicker of recognition in his eyes.

“And a message,” he added, the ghost of an username and a green dot flickering in the back of his mind. “To a stranger on the internet who, unfortunately for my hair, took me very seriously.”

The younger man smiled, leaning in despite himself.

“Start there,” he said.

And so he did.
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The First Horseshoe
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Julien’s first memory of a barbershop is mostly smell.

Later, when he’s older and cities change and mirrors change and his own head changes in ways he once only imagined, he’ll still be able to close his eyes and pull that scent up from somewhere deep: talc and cheap aftershave, wet hair and hot dust from the clippers, a faint ghost of cigarettes that no one is supposed to smoke inside anymore but somehow always lingers in old places.

He is twelve, maybe nearly thirteen, and the shop is on a side street off the main boulevard in Montreuil, squeezed between a laundromat and a Tunisian bakery. From the outside it looks smaller than it feels on the inside. The glass is covered with sun-faded pictures of men’s cuts from another decade—thick mullets, tight sideburns, moustaches that look like costume pieces. Someone has taped a football poster over the worst of them, as if the players’ angular haircuts can drag the place into the present.

Inside, everything is slightly sticky. The floor tiles, once white, are a complicated beige from years of shoe soles and fallen hair. The big mirrors behind the two chairs have a permanent fog around the edges, the silver backing eaten away. There’s a plastic plant in the corner trying its best to be green. In the waiting area, three cracked vinyl chairs sit under a rack of magazines: car catalogues, sports weeklies, an old Playboy no one ever touches in front of anyone else.

It is a Saturday morning, grey and flat. The bell over the door gives a half-hearted jingle when they step in.

“Bonjour, Joao,” calls the barber without turning around. His name is Luc, but everyone calls him Lucho; no one is sure why. He stands behind a man in the chair, buzzing the back of his neck, clippers humming. “You’re early. Your boy couldn’t wait to get rid of all that hair?”

Julien’s father snorts, manoeuvring his way into the room. He is broad in the shoulders but stoops a little, the way men who drive buses for too long begin to fold in on themselves.

“It’s his mother,” he says. His accent pulls the vowels wider, Portuguese softening the French. “She said if I don’t bring him, she’ll do it with the kitchen scissors.”

Lucho laughs, a quick bark, and finally looks up.

“Ah, non, we cannot allow that,” he says, winking at Julien in the mirror. “Come, petit, sit. Five minutes.”

Julien nods, shy with strangers the way he never is with friends at school. He sits in one of the vinyl chairs, his legs not quite long enough to plant both feet on the floor without stretching. The seat wheezes under his weight.

His father drops down beside him with a grunt. The vinyl protests again.

Julien breathes in and feels his face relax in spite of himself. He likes it here. He likes the noise of clippers and the hiss of spray bottles, the low rumble of men’s voices talking over one another about things he only half understands: taxes, football, some politician whose name he recognises but doesn’t care about.

Mostly, though, he likes the mirror.

Not because he is vain—he doesn’t think he is; he’s too young to know—but because from this angle, sitting in the waiting area, he can see everything without having to look directly at anyone. The mirror shows him the man in the chair, the barber’s hands, his own face in the background like a ghost.

He glances at his reflection now. Dark hair falls into his eyes again, longer than he’d let it get before. His mother had tutted at it last night, pushing it back from his forehead with a familiar sigh.

“Tu as tellement de beaux cheveux,” she’d said, as she always did. You have such beautiful hair. “You should take care of them.”

She always said “them,” plural, as if his hair were his children.

Across from him, his father’s reflection grins.

“Don’t worry,” Joao had said, squeezing his shoulder. “We’ll save them from your mother.”

Now, in the barbershop, his father leans back, stretching his legs out. Julien lets his gaze drift up to the man currently getting his haircut.

He is maybe forty, maybe younger; it is hard to tell with men. His hair is short on the sides, long on top, combed back in a style that looks like it came from the pictures in the window. There is a small bald spot at the crown, like someone rubbed the colour off an egg. Luc is working around it with careful movements, clippering the back shorter, leaving the top long enough to flop over it later.

Julien’s eyes linger on the bare patch. It has fascinated him since he was little, this idea that hair could just give up on one part of the head and not the others. It’s like a world map where one country has faded away, leaving only the border.

He knows, vaguely, that his father has something like that too.

When Joao sits in front of the TV at night, hair damp from the shower, head tipped back against the tired sofa, Julien can see the way the hair thins on his crown. From the front, his father still looks the same as in the old photos: dark, thick hair swept back, a little longer than most French men his age. From behind, though, there is a pale oval that seems to be getting wider each year.

Once, at ten, he had asked his mother if Papa was sick.

She had laughed, then stopped when she saw his face. “Non, mon coeur,” she’d said, softening. “He’s not sick. It’s just... la calvitie. Baldness. Like a family tradition.” She’d kissed the top of Julien’s head, sinking her fingers into his hair. “You might get it too when you’re older. But with all this? It will take a long time.”

He had gone to bed that night feeling something he couldn’t name then. Now, older, he might have called it a twist of fear and excitement mixed together. The idea that his own head could one day look like his father’s—like that man at the bus stop with the shiny skull and fierce fringe—had sent a strange shiver through him.

He’d lain there in the dark, fingers pressed flat against his scalp, trying to imagine it. The softness gone from the top, replaced by smoothness. The hair that remained clinging to the sides, stubborn, framing emptiness.

It had made his chest feel tight. Not in a bad way. Just... tight.

Now, watching the man in the chair, he feels a small echo of that.

The clippers switch off. Luc dusts the man’s neck with a brush, little white puffs of talc rising like smoke. He spins the chair around so the client can see himself properly.

“Alors?” he says. “Better? I lowered it a bit at the back; the spot is not so visible now.”

The man leans forward, squinting at the mirror. He turns his head right, left, craning to see the back.

“Hmm,” he says, noncommittal. “My wife says I’m going bald.”

“You are,” Luc says cheerfully. “But we fight it as long as we can, hein? Next time we’ll go shorter on top. Make it all even.”

The man groans. “Short on top, I’ll look like my father.”

Luc pats his shoulder. “One day we all look like our fathers.”

There is a ripple of laughter in the shop. Julien glances at his own father, who is smiling, but in his eyes there is a flicker of something tighter. He touches the side of his head unconsciously, fingers grazing the area above his ear where the hair is thinning a little.

“Next!” Luc calls, and the man in the chair stands, brushing stray hairs off his trousers. He pays, leaves a coin in the tip jar, and leaves with a last grumble about his wife.

Julien’s father claps a hand on his knee.

“Allez,” he says. “Your turn, mon champion.”

Julien’s stomach dips, but not from fear. He likes haircuts. He likes the feeling of someone else’s hands in his hair, the weight of the cape, the slight vulnerability of not being able to move much.

He stands, moves toward the chair.

Before he can sit down, the bell over the door rings again.

A gust of colder air slips into the room. With it comes the sound of a different step—heavier, slower, heels landing hard on tile.

Julien turns his head automatically toward the noise.

The man who comes in is not especially tall. He is thick, though, in that way older men sometimes are—chest wide, belly round under a shirt that strains a little at the buttons. His hands are big, veined, fingers like sausages. A worn brown leather jacket hangs open over a checked shirt. His trousers are dark, his boots scuffed.

But it isn’t any of that that Julien sees first.

It’s his head.

At twelve, he doesn’t have words like “Norwood” or “horseshoe fringe.” He doesn’t know that there are charts on the internet one day that will put labels to the thing he is looking at.

All he knows is that the man’s head is the most... interesting he has ever seen.

From the front, the man is almost completely bald. His forehead rises up and up and up, smooth and shiny, catching the weak shop light in a soft gleam. There is no vague fuzz, no apologetic stubble. Just skin, pale against the darker tone of his face.

But on the sides—on the sides and around the back—there is hair. Lots of it.

Thick, dark, uncompromising, it wraps around his head like a frame. It starts just above the tops of his ears, swoops back, and dips low, very low, at the back, almost hugging the line where skull meets neck, before rising again. The hair is cut short, but not shaved; maybe a #2 or #3 if Julien knew such things. It looks dense, stubborn. The contrast between the bare crown and the rim of hair is so sharp it’s almost aggressive.

The man’s fringe from the front is just a hint, a thick line at the temple disappearing back. But when he turns his head slightly to close the door behind him, the full shape reveals itself.

A ring. A horseshoe. A halo flipped upside down.

Something in Julien’s chest stutters.

“Salut, Marcel,” Lucho calls, grinning. “Comme d’habitude?”

“Comme d’habitude,” the man says, his voice a deep rumble that seems to come from lower than his throat. “If you start giving me more hair, my wife will think you’re a magician.”

There’s another round of laughter. Marcel takes off his jacket, revealing forearms flecked with dark hair, and hangs it on the hook by the door. He doesn’t seem in any hurry. He moves with the unselfconscious ease of a man very used to his own body, to taking up space.

Julien’s eyes stay glued to his head.

He feels... odd.

Warm, suddenly, despite the draft from outside. His palms are damp. There is a sensation low in his belly, not yet the sharp kick of arousal he will know later, but something adjacent to it—an awareness, a pulling.

He drags his gaze away, ashamed of staring.

Lucho gestures toward the second chair. “Sit, petit,” he tells Julien. “We’ll get you done before I ruin Marcel’s fringe.”

Julien climbs up into the chair, the vinyl squeaking. The seat is still warm from the last client. The barber flips a cape over him, the fabric smelling faintly of detergent and hair. It settles around his shoulders, making his body suddenly feel smaller, his head more exposed.

In the mirror, he sees his own face now front and center. Behind him, a slice of his father. To the side, Marcel, settling onto one of the waiting chairs with a sigh, his bald crown catching the light again.

“Same as usual?” Lucho asks, comb already sinking into Julien’s hair, lifting it.

Julien nods. “Short on the sides, not too short on top,” his father says for him, as he always does. “My wife will kill me if you touch the fringe.”

Lucho clicks his tongue. “Les mamans and their fringes,” he mutters, but his hand is gentle enough. He takes the clippers off the hook, checks the guard with a snap, and switches them on.

The buzz fills the small room, familiar and soothing. He starts at the side, running the clippers up from Julien’s sideburn toward the temple, leaving a neat, clean line. Hairs tumble down, black against the white cape.

Julien watches them fall like snow that has forgotten how to be cold.

The sensation on his scalp is pleasant—vibration and slight pressure, the cool air that follows where hair once was. But today, something else pulls at his attention.

Marcel.

He can see him in the mirror now, sitting off to the side, flipping through a sports magazine without really looking at the pages. His legs are spread, knees apart, one ankle resting lightly over the other. His boots tap a silent rhythm on the tile. His jaw works slowly as he chews gum. From this angle, the horseshoe is a thick, dark band around his head, the dip in the back more pronounced.

Julien’s eyes keep drifting there, as if magnetised.

He watches, mesmerised, as Marcel lifts a hand to scratch the back of his head. The fingers drop automatically to the edge of the fringe, nails grazing the join where hair meets bare skin. He scratches there, slow, motions practiced, like someone smoothing a favourite spot on a worn leather armchair.

When his hand moves upward, into the bald crown, his fingers glide over skin instead of hair. They squeak a little, the way skin does when it is clean and dry.

Julien feels that movement in his own body.

“Hold still, petit,” Lucho murmurs, steadying his head with a palm on his crown. “You want me to carve you like a pumpkin?”

“Sorry,” Julien says, flushing, and forces his gaze back to himself.

Seconds stretch. The clippers travel up and down, changing sides, then the back. Lucho switches to scissors for the top, snipping carefully, comb separating sections. Hair falls in small, precise clumps now.

“Your hair grows fast,” the barber says. “You were just here, no?”

“Six weeks,” Joao says. “If I let him go longer, he can’t see where he’s going.”

Julien smiles faintly. It is true; his fringe falls into his eyes when he reads, when he runs. He has never minded. He likes hiding behind it sometimes.

As Lucho lifts a section at the front to trim, Julien catches sight of Marcel in the mirror again.

The older man is watching the cut with lazy interest, magazine forgotten. There is something like nostalgia in his expression, or maybe it is amusement at how much fuss is being made over hair that will, perhaps, not always be there.

Their eyes meet in the mirror for a second.

Julien looks away quickly, but it is too late; Marcel has seen.

He smiles, just a little.

“You like the barber, petit?” he rumbles. His tone is teasing, not unkind.

Julien’s ears burn. “No—I mean, yes— I mean, I just—”

“He likes his hair,” his father says on his behalf, rescuing him. “His mother made him look at it too much in the mirror. She tells him he’s handsome every day. It makes him weird.”

Lucho snorts. “Better that than the opposite,” he says. He snips a final piece, combs everything into place, and steps back. “Voilà. What do you think?”

Julien looks at his reflection.

The sides are clean, the top still full but lighter, the fringe not yet the blunt shield his mother likes, but shorter, softer. His head feels cooler, his neck more exposed. He tilts his head, examining the way the hair sits.

“I like it,” he says, surprising himself with how true it is.

“Bien.” Lucho dusts his neck with the talc brush, then unfastens the cape and whisks it away. Hair scatters onto the floor, joining the multicoloured drift already there.

He slides off the chair. His father squeezes his shoulder as he passes.

“Moi, maintenant,” Joao says, taking his place with a familiarity that speaks of years. “And this one, you can shave me like a pumpkin. Maybe if you go low enough, my lady will think I’m someone else.”

“Impossible,” Lucho says. “No one else complains like you.”

Julien steps aside, out of the way, and sinks into the newly vacated waiting chair. The vinyl is still warm, he can feel it through his jeans.

He watches as his father’s hair is combed, lifted, examined. The thinning crown is more visible under Lucho’s bright overhead lamp. From this angle, it is not yet a full bald spot, just a meadow with too few blades.

“You’re losing the battle, my friend,” Lucho says, not unkindly, running the comb over it.

“I never fought it,” Joao says with a shrug. “If it wants to go, let it go. Less shampoo, hein?”

Lucho shakes his head. “Your boy will hate you when he’s twenty-five and has nothing left.”

“He will wear a hat,” Joao says. “Or he will be sexy with no hair. The young people like that now, non?”

Marcel grunts his agreement from the side. “Better bald than pretending,” he says. “My father held on to three hairs for ten years. Looked like a broom after a war.”

They all laugh. Julien, listening, feels something inside him tighten again.

He imagines himself at twenty-five. The idea is abstract; twenty-five is impossibly old. But he imagines it anyway: himself with his father’s eyes, his mother’s nose, and the top of his head smooth like Marcel’s, ringed with defiant hair on the sides.

His fingers itch to touch his own crown, to check if anything is happening yet. He balls his hands into fists in his lap instead.

Lucho works quickly on his father, clippers singing, scissors flashing. Hair falls in salt-and-pepper clumps, heavier now, some strands catching the light with the first hint of white. When he is done, Joao looks tidier, the thinning crown disguised with clever blending. From the front, nothing much has changed. From the back, the pale oval is just a little larger.

“Merci, mon ami,” Joao says, standing and dusting himself off. He pays in cash, leaving a coin on the counter that Lucho sweeps into the jar.

“Next month, same time?” the barber asks.

“If my boss lets me sleep,” Joao says. “Come, Julien.”

They are almost at the door when Lucho’s voice stops them.

“Marcel? Ready?”

Marcel stands with a small groan, joints complaining. He shrugs out of his jacket again and moves toward the chair.

“Always,” he says.

Julien should follow his father. It is understood that once their cuts are done, they leave. The bakery next door has warm brioches waiting. His mother will be expecting them back.

But his feet and his head seem to operate on slightly different clocks.

“Go on,” Joao says, already halfway out into the chilly corridor. “I’ll be right there. Say merci.”

“Merci, Lucho,” Julien calls, but his eyes are on Marcel.

He lingers by the counter, pretending to examine a jar of combs clouded with Barbicide. In the mirror, he has a perfect view of the older man settling into the seat soaks up the same ritual he just went through, with small variations.

Lucho drapes the cape over him, fastens it. It looks comically small, like a bib on a bear.

“Same as always,” Lucho says, though it’s not really a question.

“Same,” Marcel confirms. “Do not make me fashionable.”

“Never,” Lucho says solemnly. “I keep your honour.”

They both chuckle.

Then the barber does something Julien has not seen him do with anyone else.

He places his hand on the top of Marcel’s bald crown, gives it a small, affectionate rub, and pushes the head forward.

Julien’s breath catches.

With Marcel’s head tilted down, the full glory of the horseshoe reveals itself. The ring of hair is thickest at the back, hugging the curve of his skull in a dark, dense band. The dip is low, lower than Julien thought possible. The skin above it is completely bare, a smooth stretch like the palm of a hand.

Lucho takes the clippers with no guard this time, the metal teeth flashing.

He starts at the border where hair meets skin, right at the centre of the low dip. With practiced strokes, he runs the clippers along the line, tightening it, cleaning stray hairs that have dared to climb too high. The sound is sharper now: a harsh buzz, a slightly higher note as metal meets shorter hair.

Tufts fall, but not many. This is maintenance, not transformation. Someone has carved this shape into Marcel’s head a long time ago. Now it is just being honoured.

Julien cannot move.

He feels rooted to the worn tile, the smell of talc and hair and electricity thick around him. His own scalp tingles in sympathy.

Lucho works methodically, following the arc of the fringe. Behind Marcel’s ears, he lifts them gently and draws the line there even cleaner, exposing more of the tender skin beneath. He moves to the sides, blending the hair down into a shorter fade near the sideburns, always keeping the upper edge sharp as if with a ruler.

“Leave the fringe a bit heavier,” Marcel says at one point. “My wife says I look too monk when it’s too short.”

“Your wife likes suffering,” Lucho says, but he obeys. He only lightly passes the clippers over the side fringe, leaving it thick, weighty. From the front, Julien can see just the hint of it now, a substantial line at the temple framing the baldness above like brackets around a secret.

As the clippers move, Marcel’s face relaxes. His eyes drift half-closed. There is a trust there Julien recognises instinctively, though he has never seen it on an adult’s face before—a surrender.

When Lucho is done with the clippers, he switches to a different tool: a razor. He pumps foam from a can into his hand, spreads it in a thin line above the fringe, onto the bare skin that has the audacity to grow tiny, colourless hairs. Then, with the razor, he scrapes them away, leaving the border between hair and no hair even starker.

The sound is intimate, a tiny whisper of blade on skin.

Julien’s throat is dry.

He imagines, suddenly, what it would feel like to sit where Marcel sits. To feel a hand on his head, pushing it down. To hear the clippers approach not just a neck or side, but the very top, the hair sliding away in heavy, final clumps.

He sees, in his mind, his own reflection with that ring, that low dip.

The image hits him so hard he has to grip the counter.

“Julien?” his father calls from the doorway, voice muffled by distance. “Tu viens ou quoi?”

He startles. His heart is pounding in his ears.

“In a second,” he calls back, not taking his eyes off Marcel.

Lucho wipes away the last of the foam with a hot towel, then dusts talc along the clean line. He removes the cape with a flourish and brushes stray hairs off the man’s shoulders.

Marcel sits for a moment, staring at himself.

Julien watches him watching himself.

The older man turns his head left, then right, assessing. He reaches up, fingers skating over the freshly shaved border, then up and over the bald crown. His fingertips find nothing to catch, nothing to slow them down. He smiles, slow and satisfied.

“Parfait,” he says. “You make me uglier every time.”

“Liar,” Lucho says. “You know you like it.”

Marcel stands, joints cracking. As he reaches for his jacket, his eyes flick once more to Julien, who is still rooted to the spot by the counter.

“You see?” he says, jerking his head toward the mirror. “This is what your father meant. One day maybe you will look like this. Then you won’t need to come here so often.” He winks. “Unless you like the pampering.”

Julien’s mouth is dry. He nods without knowing why.

“I...” he starts, then stops.

He wants to say: I think it looks good. He wants to say: I can’t stop looking. He wants to say: I hope I look like that one day.

He says nothing.

His father appears at his shoulder, hand descending to the back of his neck. “Allez, on y va,” he says, steering him toward the door. “We leave Lucho to his art.”

They step out into the colder air. The bell jingles behind them, the sound small and bright.

The sunlight on the street feels thinner after the warmth of the shop. Next door, the bakery door swings open and a wave of warm, yeasty air hits them, thick with sugar.

“Two brioches au sucre,” his father says, pushing him toward the counter. “Go, before they sell the good ones.”

As they walk home, Julien chews his brioche in small bites, more out of habit than hunger. His mind is still in the barbershop, in the buzzing, in the scrape of the razor, in the way Marcel’s fingers slid over his bald crown.

“Why did that man shave like that?” he blurts, halfway down the street, the question too big to hold.

“What man?” his father asks around a mouthful of pastry.

“The one with...” Julien lifts a hand, hovering it over his own head, and draws an invisible ring. “All bald on top. Only hair on the sides. Like... like a donut.”

His father laughs, crumbs flying.

“Ah, Marcel,” he says. “He’s been like that since I met him. Before you were born. Some men go like that. It’s in the blood. My father had the same. Some have hair in the front, gone in the back. Some keep a little island here.” He taps the front of his head. “Nature chooses.”

“Do you like it?” Julien asks, surprising himself.

“The ring?” His father shrugs. “On me, I don’t know. Ask me when I have it. On Marcel? It suits him. He looks like a strong bastard.” He grins. “Your mother would say it makes him look old. But women always say that when a man looks like a man.”

Julien turns this over in his mind.

Looks like a man.

He thinks of Marcel in the chair, of the width of his shoulders under the cape, of the way he filled the space, of the shameless curve of his belly, of the fringe like a crown of thorns around emptiness.

He thinks, without words, that this is what that phrase means to him now.

Not a beard. Not muscles. Not a deep voice.

This. A head that tells a story before the mouth opens.

When they reach their building, a narrow concrete block that smells faintly of dust and boiled vegetables, his father presses a kiss to his temple.

“Go show your mother,” he says, fishing for his keys. “Tell her I saved your fringe.”

Julien nods and runs up the stairs, two at a time.

Inside the flat, his mother is in the kitchen, back to the door, stirring something in a pot. The TV chatters in the background. The room smells of tomato and garlic.

“C’est toi?” she calls without turning.

“Oui,” he says. “Papa took me.”

She turns, eyes immediately going to his head. She sets the spoon down and comes closer, wiping her hands on a towel.

She cups his face, turning it left, then right. Her eyebrows lift in approval.

“Ça va,” she says. “It’s short, but he kept the front.” Her fingers dive into his fringe, pulling it down over his forehead, then smoothing it back. “You look handsome.”

He wants to shrug her off, to say he doesn’t care, to say it’s just hair.

Instead, his mind is full of Marcel, and his mother’s words barely land.

“Can I go to my room?” he asks.

She narrows her eyes, hearing the distraction, but nods. “Homework first. Then your jeux vidéos.”

He mumbles assent and escapes down the hallway, feeling her gaze between his shoulder blades.

His room is small, walls plastered with football posters and a few printouts of manga characters he likes. There is a single bed, a desk, a cheap wardrobe, and, on the back of the door, a full-length mirror they bought at the bazaar for ten euros.

He closes the door and stands in front of it.

The boy in the mirror looks back at him: dark eyes, straight nose, new haircut. From the front, he looks like any other kid in his class, maybe a little more serious.

He runs his hands through his hair, pushing it back, back, back, until his forehead is fully exposed. He pushes more, flattening the top, trying to see his skull underneath.

He can’t, not really. His hair is too thick. It springs back even under his palms, leaving no hint of skin.

He thinks of Marcel again.

Tentatively, he uses his hands to shape his hair into something like a fake horseshoe—flattening the top, pushing all the hair to the sides, leaving the crown as bare as he can make it by slicking everything away.

In the mirror, the effect is clumsy. The hair on top still shows, dark and insistent. The sides bulge awkwardly. But if he squints, if he lets the overhead light catch his forehead, if he imagines hard enough, he can almost see it.

The ring.

Something in his chest flutters.

He doesn’t know what to do with his hands. They hover near his head, fingers twitching.

His scalp tingles where he pressed.

He holds the makeshift horseshoe for as long as his arms allow, then lets go. His hair flops back into its usual shape, defiant and full.

He feels a surprising, irrational stab of disappointment.

He flops onto his bed and stares at the ceiling. The afternoon light crawls across the plaster. The sounds of the building—someone’s vacuum cleaner, a distant baby crying, a radio playing too loud—blur into a low hum.

He thinks of Marcel under the cape, of the trust in the way he bowed his head, of the easy way he laughed about his baldness.

He thinks of the way his father said “Looks like a man.”

He thinks of his mother’s hands in his hair, urgent, proud.

Somewhere between those images, something new starts to grow. A tiny seed of a thought he does not yet know how to water consciously.

One day.

The words appear in his mind without
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