




No Man’s Hair Is His Own




A Sweet Little Story of Love and (Hair) Loss




Bill Alive



 




Lily and Ferdinand only just met two and a half hours ago. But they share so much in common. Surely love, true love, a magnificent love for the ages awaits!

Except for one little problem.

She knows.

The shameful, wretched truth that every man tries to hide…

A possibly touching, and definitely ridiculous, love story that explores how far some of us will go to protect our yearning hearts.



No Man’s Hair Is His Own



“But I thought this wasn’t a date, Ferdinand,” Lily said.

“It’s not,” he said, and lay a dozen roses down on the menu. I knew they weren’t subtle, he thought. Blood slammed into his cheeks.

She giggled, and her bountiful blond hair cascaded around her perfect elven face. Then she burst into tears.

“I’m sorry!” Ferdinand said. “I didn’t mean to rush things. I still have the receipt.”

“You’re not rushing,” she said, sniffling. “Hey, it’s already been…” She checked her watch. “…two and half hours since we bumped into each other at the library and saw we were both getting Great Expectations and Remove That Hangnail Yourself. We have so much in common, Ferdinand. It wasn’t rushing to meet for dinner. But I see where we’re heading.”

“No—”

“Any other woman, and you’d be fine. But Ferdinand, I know.” She reached across the table and touched the brown hair hanging at his shoulder, then shivered and drew back. “I know all about it.”

“About what?”

She breathed deeply. “Your… wig.”

“I don’t have a wig!”

Her glistening blue eyes flashed. “Don’t lie! I’m no fool! My mother taught me the horrible truth.” She lowered her eyes. “No man’s hair is his own.”

Gradually, Ferdinand realized his mouth had dropped open. He shut it.

“Please don’t pretend ignorance,” she said. “I’ve known since I was a child. There was only one man in the house with mother and my aunts, but Uncle Gus was enough. While he sat marinating in TV football, they would crowd behind him and slowly lift his threadbare wig. They’d titter at his horrid, cracking scalp and the sunburn line on his neck.” She shuddered. “They warned me that someday a man would try to be clever, Ferdinand, to pretend to genuine tresses. You’re very nice, and I don’t want to see that happen.”

She rose.

“Lily, wait!” said Ferdinand. “I’m sorry about your Uncle Gus, but there’s been a mistake. My hair’s real. Pull it if you like.”

Lily hesitated, then gave his mane a firm tug.

Tears sprang to Ferdinand’s eyes, partly of exultation. “See?” he said.

She sighed. “It is attractive. Especially the curls at your ear. But I know about glue.”

“Lily, this is positively silly! You can’t think every man on the planet is wearing a wig?”

Lily only nodded.

Then fingers snapped in Ferdinand’s face. “Order?” demanded the waiter.

Ferdinand gestured to the waiter’s rich, jet black pompadour. “So you think he has a wig?”

“Yes,” said Lily.

The waiter’s eyes bulged. “How dare you even suggest—”

“See? It’s ridiculous,” said Ferdinand. Laughing, he gave the pompadour a playful tug. It came away in his hand.

Lily screamed, the waiter babbled, and Ferdinand squinted at the gleaming bald pate. Frightened, a girl in a highchair howled. Lily glided over and kissed her. The child cooed. Lily smiled, took a napkin, and with a few deft moves twisted it into a paper princess, which the child gleefully accepted.

“Wow,” Ferdinand murmured. His hand flew to his heart.

“I’m going, Ferdinand,” said Lily, and she went.

“Wait!” He leapt up and seized the roses with a wide gesture that ended, inadvertently, in the waiter’s face. “How will I find you?”

“406 Bona Dea Boulevard,” she said, “(555) 470-1717, bluelily@menarebald.com. But I don’t want to see you ever again!” And she was gone.

“I think she meant it,” snapped the waiter, gingerly re-covering his scalp.

“Hey, buddy,” bellowed a bald diner. “Wrong toupée.”

“Gaak! This is yours?” said the waiter.

“I take it off when it gets sweaty.”

Ferdinand clenched his fists. “Somehow,” he muttered, “I’ll find her.”






*    *    *







“402… 404… 406!” Ferdinand said. He sighed and drew a large heart on his map, then slipped it into his bulging backpack. “One day’s already been too long,” he murmured.

The house was tall, old, and managed somehow to be sinister in the brilliant magenta sunset. Perhaps it was the peaked roof, perhaps the abundance of small, squinty windows, perhaps the glistening new coat of black paint. A single, huge oak swayed in the immaculately trimmed yard. Though autumn had hardly begun, its branches were completely bare. Bald.

Ferdinand knocked. The door opened. Out wafted the sharp scent of the potpourri aisle at a craft store.

“Ferdinand!” said Lily.

“Lily—” said Ferdinand.

“Shh!” she said. “Mother will hear!”

“Who’s there?” an older woman snapped. Behind Lily, up the stairs of the split foyer, stood a short, buzz cut lady wearing an orange bell-bottomed leisure suit and a saxophone. Several large buttons clattered on her suit jacket, but most seemed to sport the same slogan: Men Are Bald.

Her eyes narrowed. “So, it’s you.”

“Hi. I’m Ferdinand Glückenmeier.”

“Lily told me. I’m Marge and mad as hell.”

“Mother!” said Lily.

“You’re lucky Aunt Persimmon and the others are out at the Cricket Vivisection Exhibit,” said Marge. “I’m the only one who can see a toupée without puking. Who said you could barge in here?”

“No one,” said Ferdinand. “That’s why I’m still outside.”

Marge grunted, flung the sax over her shoulder, and hopped down the stairs. “It’s a wig. Don’t try to deny it.”

“Ma’am, I beg to differ.” Ferdinand knelt, thudded his backpack onto the porch, and zipped it open. “I found some interesting books at the library. History. Biology.” He spread huge, weathered hardcovers open across the porch and flipped through glossy photos. “Hair Through the Ages. The Thrilling Story of Hair. The Barber of Seville. As you can see, men have had hair for a long time.”

Lily’s eyes shone and she smiled giddily, but Marge snorted. “Lies. Male publishers. An obvious conspiracy. In fact—” She swooped and seized a book. “For many centuries, men gave up pretending. See?” She displayed a picture of a 19th century barrister, his gigantic white wig cascading in curls down his shoulders, and she whooped with laughter.

Lily wilted.

“That’s an exception—” Ferdinand stammered.

“Shut up,” Marge snapped. “If you had a defective Y chromosome and were capable of telling the truth, you’d be willing to prove your claim.”

Ferdinand stood. “I am.”

Marge pointed over his shoulder. “If your mane was real, you could tie it to that branch and hang for five minutes.”

Ferdinand turned and blanched. The branch was fifty feet up. Then he heard Lily stifle a gasp, and he turned back to Marge.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“Tomorrow. High noon,” Marge said, and slammed the door.






*    *    *







When Ferdinand finished the long walk home, his apartmentmate Grift was, as usual, embedded in the couch, keeping vigil before his four-foot wide plasma TV.

“Women are such a waste of time,” was his comment on Ferdinand’s evening. Leisurely he twiddled the control and slashed a few invading Goop Dwarves. “I had a girlfriend once. Man.” Solemnly, he burped. “I’m still trying to catch up on Final Invasion Apocalypse Market Collapse. See? I’m only on level 83.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Ferdinand.

Grift nodded. “Thanks for the empathy. Women are just total trouble. And obsolete. Check out my digital lady. Warrior-princess-executive Ianona.”

Suddenly, a face filled the screen. Ferdinand flinched at the foot-wide eyeballs.

“Oh, Grift,” the television cried, “Let’s open the Sour Cream and Pickle Chips next, you beast!”

Grift grinned and grabbed the bag of chips. “See? Customized.”

“I’m going to sleep,” said Ferdinand, and he did.

The next morning, he sprang out of bed and raced to brush his teeth. He gave the mirror his usual charming smile. Then he screamed.

“Easy!” called Grift. “I can’t hear Ianona!”

Ferdinand rushed out and jumped in front of the television. Grift gasped and lifted his bloodshot eyes. “What?”

“You shaved my head!” Ferdinand howled.

“Whoa, dude,” Grift said, shifting the play area to occupy only the unblocked portions of the wide screen. “What do you think I am? I wouldn’t let my buddy break his neck for a non-upgradeable woman. That’s true friendship, dude.”

“I’ll strangle you! Or better yet—” Ferdinand seized a conveniently proximate hammer and raised it over the screen. Grift yelped in horror.

Three sharp knocks sounded on the door. “Hello? Ferdinand Glückenmeier?” said an older woman’s voice. “I do hope it’s you. There was only one Glückenmeier in the phone book.”

Ferdinand ripped the TV plug from the wall and, ignoring Grift’s wails of dismay, went and opened the door. His short visitor wore an avocado green bell-bottomed leisure suit (but no jacket) and an atrocious flowered hat. She chattered as the door opened. “I’m Lily’s Aunt Persimmon, and I just wanted to drop by and encourage you not to mind Marge, she has such silly ideas and we’re all rooting for you and OH MY CARY GRANT!” she screamed, having finally looked up. “You’re BALD!

“I’m not! I wasn’t!” said Ferdinand. “My idiot apartmentmate shaved my head!”

Persimmon covered her mouth with both hands. “How wonderfully awful! Oh, my. Oh, my. And we had such high hopes!”

“Can I take a rain check?” Ferdinand begged. “It’ll grow back.”

“That will never do. Strike while the iron’s hot.” Persimmon paced the hallway, biting her nails. Then she slapped her thigh. “I’ve got it! But we’ve not a moment to spare!”

“Help!” Grift gurgled. “Ianona’s gone!”






*    *    *







The wiry old man’s white skin crinkled strangely when he smiled, and, like all his little shop, he smelled of flat root beer and dying houseplants. He set the black box on the wooden counter and opened it with sepulchral glee.

“A wig,” Ferdinand said.

“Not just any wig,” Persimmon said, whipping it up and adjusting it onto Ferdinand’s pate. “These long braids are reinforced with nearly invisible wires that run out through the top and hook to this halter you wear under your pants. You can hang as long as you like, and no one’ll be the wiser!”

“I don’t like it,” said Ferdinand. “It’s a lie. All her life, Lily’s been stuffed with lies, and this will be the worst of all.”

“It’s the only way,” said Persimmon. “If you show up bald, you’ll cement her irrational terrors for life. This wig is quite as good as your old hair. And quite becoming too.” She gave a girlish giggle. “Oh, what a foolish, sentimental old woman I am.”

“You’re making me uneasy,” said Ferdinand uneasily.

“Nonsense!” Persimmon snapped. “Your secret is safe with me. Coming?

Ferdinand sighed and pulled out his checkbook.






*    *    *







When they pulled up to the old house in Persimmon’s snorting little old car, a battalion of buzz cut aunts awaited them, clad in leisure suits in all the colors of a retro reunion, from dusty rose and harvest gold to lime green and electric blue. There was also a fat, bald man who sat in a creaking white lawn chair with a little television blaring on his lap. And Lily was there.

“Ferdinand, you don’t have to do this—” Lily cried.

“You’re worth the risk,” said Ferdinand.

“Oh, Ferdinand,” said Lily.

“Cut the mushy stuff,” Marge snapped, amid the general unrest and jingling sport coats of the grumbling aunts
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