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NONFICTION

I  spend most of my childhood in the cool shadow of clipped hedges, under the attractive awnings of the identical 
front porches of suburbia. My neighbourhood is a world of sameness, uniform in its every street with the exception of 
the occasional daring pop of colour on a front door, or the addition of a red maple or palm to give the illusion of dif-

ference. Wandering down each block, I come across the bright red for sale by owner signs, starkly contrasted against 
the lush green grass, to advertise the distantly exploitative smiles of airbrushed realtors. Even the smallest sprinklings of 
nature here are strangled, trimmed down from their natural growth into clean-cut lines designed for decoration. With-
out exception, every street and cul-de-sac of Parkwood smells of fresh laundry and every lawn is exquisitely maintained.

am not, however, Parisian, nor am I yet disposed to resent 
such a fact. To my twelve-year-old wits, hair growth and 
its subsequent removal are nothing less than a rite of pas-
sage—a sacrament reserved only for those who have flour-
ished into a state of worthiness. I want desperately to be a 
grown-up, eager to shuck off the restrictions and patron-
ization that suppress the whimsy of childhood. I drag the 
razor up the soft, downy hair on my shin—and feel it scrape 

I am twelve years old when I shave my legs for the first 
time. I’m soaking in a hot bubble bath, the view of Paris 
spread out before me like an aged scroll of pastel sketches 
on parchment paper. This city wears glum weather like a 
fashion statement: moody and gorgeous and dusted with 
misty rooftops that fade into the horizon. Here, the women 
wear their body hair proudly. There is elegance in the 
growth, sensual as a slender cigarette between the lips. I 
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through the layers of my skin like tissue. The blood is bright 
red and thinner than I expect it to be. When I sink my leg 
back down into the hot bath, it stings all through me and 
I wince. 

The next day, outside the Champs-Élysées, a restaurant 
owner calls out to me. 

“You will work for me when you are eighteen, no?” 
My parents laugh, so I do too. Eighteen seems like a 

lifetime away. 

Long before the first “superfluous” hair had ever ap-
peared on my body, I knew to label it as such. By the time 
I had reached a state of physical maturation, I had long 
been exposed to the type of pervasive commentary that 
insists a woman’s body is unacceptable when unaltered. 
Although humans have been removing hair from their 
bodies since as early as 30,000 B.C., it wasn’t until 1915 
that female body hair was targeted as a zone of commod-
ification in the Western advertising industry. Largely due 
to the changing clothing styles that made a woman’s legs 
and underarms visible to the public, this surge of new trends 
brought with it an opportunity: a shift in the psyche that Ph
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This type of representation is not only condescending 
toward the consumer, but also implies the ongoing tie 
of femininity with domesticity, dismissing the woman 
to the point where she is no longer an occupant of the 
house, but has become the house itself—a property to 
be inevitably inhabited by a superior external force. It’s 
no wonder that women are made to feel disgusted with 
their “disobedient” body hair; the advertising makes sure 
of it. Shaving commercials nowadays insist upon models 
gliding razors over already clean-shaven legs and under-
arms, subliminally conveying the idea that female body 
hair is so repulsive that it cannot even be seen as a before 
image. This market of femininity seeks to make us feel 
separate from ourselves, to feel that our bodies deviate 
from a norm that causes us to hide rather than to discuss. 
It acts as a method of containment, of disciplining the 
female body to be small and easily suppressed. In her 
essay “Freedom and Bodies,” Johanna Oksala discusses 
Foucault’s idea that the normative feminine practices of 
bodily alteration “train the female body in docility and 
obedience to cultural demands, while at the same time 
they are paradoxically experienced in terms of ‘power’ 
and ‘control’ by the women themselves.” By conforming 
to a standardized norm of visual identity, women entan-
gle their relationships to their bodies with the products 
and services they consume. Of course, this insidious 
influence of the advertising industry cannot be attained 

told women not only how to alter their clothes to suit the 
body, but how to alter their bodies to suit the clothes. Thus 
began “The Great Underarm Campaign.” 

During the 1920s, magazines were inundated with 
graphic advertisements instructing women to maintain a 
state of hairlessness in order to be confident, sexually de-
sirable, and (most importantly) accepted in society. Even 
today, brands like Wilkinson Sword push the hairless agenda 
in problematic videos like “Mow the Lawn” and “Tidying 
up Downstairs,” in which the female subjects are unsubtly 
compared to suburban properties that must be maintained. 
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That night, the countertop is covered in tools: shaving 
foam, razors, and the scissors I used to make snowflakes 
with not so long ago. As I inventory my supplies and try 
to swallow my heart from the back of my throat, I’m re-
minded of the way my mother had cut my hair when I was 
a child. In the summers, we’d journey out from the neatly 
trimmed and cleanly landscaped properties of our residen-
tial domain to the unrestrained outgrowths of the wilder-
ness. Horne Lake was a glossy stretch of serenity spread 
out under the glaring summer sun. We were on the back 
porch of nowhere, far from the glowering gaze of suburbia, 
in the liminal space where city gives way to sky. My mother 
had stood behind me with a pair of dull kitchen scissors 
while I sat on a squeaky plastic deck chair, my socked feet 
perched on tiptoes over the splintered wooden boards below. 
Carefully, she had swaddled my neck with a towel so I 
wouldn’t feel the itch of severed hair on my skin. 

“Are you ready?” she had asked, her soft hand gripping 
my ponytail as if measuring a portion of pasta. I nodded, 
and the sound of it flushed through my bones like an-
ti-freeze: the grating, metallic dissonance of blunt steel 
shearing through my hair, and then silence.

I was free there: free to feel the breeze on my scalp and 
the lightness of being unburdened by matted clumps of tangled 
curls on my head, free from the judging glares of my peers as 
they sneered at me and told me I “looked like a boy.” Out 
there, I didn’t mind so much. It was a tranquilizing relief to 
no longer dread the feeling of an unforgiving hairbrush  

with mere persuasion; it has to be done with coercion, 
through the means of shame and fear. It must establish the 
consumer as subordinate and dependent, yet simultane-
ously in a position of control over the problem that is her 
body. Part of the genius of the hair-removal industry is 
that it’s ongoing: unless you have the finances and desire 
for more permanent procedures, the “problem” will reliably 
continue to grow back, until the consumer becomes so 
accustomed to the product that she neglects to imagine a 
life without it.

I’m fifteen years old, dressing in my gym things over a 
toilet with no seat cover. I’m claustrophobic, but nonethe-
less confined to a cubicle because my friend says the pouches 
of fat over her ribs are ugly and I don’t want her to see that 
mine are worse. I squirm into a different bra and a loose 
T-shirt, trying to remember what white noise sounds like. 
The girls that don’t hide their bodies are talking about 
something I don’t understand. 

“Oh, really? I just shave it all off. It’s cleaner that way,” 
one says. The tiled walls bounce her voice around the locker 
room in an all-too-familiar dissonance. I can’t move at all. 

More voices join the dialogue: 
“My boyfriend would kill me if I didn’t.”
“I get really bad razor burn, so I wax instead.” 
There are so many voices that I forget about my own. 

I wait until the other girls have left so I don’t have to answer 
their question. The cubicle door pushes me worlds away. 
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and then the drain, and I can’t believe this is supposed 
to look or feel better. This “rite of passage” is nothing 
like the other blood that comes from between my legs. 
The blood that seeps from me now is somehow seen as 
cleaner, bright red, and sacred in its ritual of self- 
infliction, as if it wasn’t all just blood and bleeding in 
the end. By the time I talk myself out of it, I’ve already 
done it. I try to clean it all up, but I’m scared I’ll leave a 
trace. We’re supposed to pretend it never grew at all, 
right? Hours later, I fall asleep in shadows. My pajamas 
fit differently. It’s supposed to be smooth but it catches, 
as if my skin is made of splinters and I’ve just lifted them 
all. I feel disgusted with myself, ashamed of mutilating 
the body that has only ever functioned to keep me safe 
and alive. My body is a home I never learned to take care 
of. My relationship with myself becomes a severed one: 
fractured, incomplete, and sheared away. Itchy. 

I know it’s only going to hurt more growing back.

I’m sixteen years old, fundraising for the Canadian 
Cancer society. My requests for sponsorship are invari-
ably met with an automated reply.

“I’ll pay you not to shave your head.”

Nadine Adjaka puts it best: “Hair removal, at its core, 
is a form of gendered social control.” The pressure on 
women to contribute to the market of femininity comes 
from the negative space around it—the toxic environment 
in which gender is polarized, heterosexuality is compul-
sory, and any other state of being is seen as deviant from 
“the norm.” Ellen Friedrichs, on the topic of gender 
regulation, writes “while all women get policed on this 
issue, for transwomen, the presence of body hair can not 
only be fraught, but also dangerous, since its detection 
can be used as ‘proof’ that a transwoman is somehow 

tearing at my scalp every night. But I knew I had to return, 
and what good would it do me to look like a boy if I never 
got the privilege of being treated like one? 

I take inventory one last time, the locked bathroom door 
glaring in my peripheral vision. I feel sick to my stomach 
as I run through the procedure in my head again. With 
scissors in one hand, I shakily weave the fingers of my other 
hand into the curls between my legs, grasping the hairs 
there so I can cut them short 
enough to use a razor. As the 
scissors slice through me, I 
remember the metallic shearing 
sound—but this is different. 
My mom can’t help me here.

I must not be as good at this 
as the other girls because when 
I shave, the blade carves 
through my skin and I’m bleed-
ing again, pressing a hot wash-
cloth to the wound to soothe 
the pain, but it doesn’t stop the 
crying. I watch my blood glide 
in red tendrils down my thighs 
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the shame we are made to feel for being that way that  
harms us.

I see now that the difference between housing and bodies 
is eternity. We have one body to inhabit in this life—and 
we make the house rules. Maybe that means finally adding 
the basement addition or garden sunroom you always 
wanted, or demolishing the garden shed to make room for 
something else. Maybe it’s time to paint the walls or plant 
some new trees to keep out the peering eyes of the neigh-
bours. Maybe you don’t need curtains, because if the on-
lookers see you naked, it’s their fault for looking. The point 
is, our bodies are the homes we inherit from birth, and how 
we choose to live inside them is nobody’s business but our 
own.  

Nowadays I am more suited to a permanent tenancy, 
because I realize I’m no longer selling. I recognize myself 
as the sole owner of this body I call home, paying no fees 
to a realtor who invites unwanted guests upon my con-
science. I keep my property as I want to: clean and healthy 
and wild and tamed and perfect. Staring into the mirror of 
my eyes, the windows unyielding of what secret passages 
and laundry chutes and hidden cupboards lay inside, I 
realize that the only buyer that matters—the only person 
who needs to be sold on the condition and size and shape 
and colour of this bodily home—is me.

less-than.” Blogger Victoria Barron discusses this issue on 
her website, Passing and Failing in Paradise, writing: “My 
beard shadow and my voice…tend to get me clocked 
[identified as trans] by people who do not know me,”  
she says. “This is sometimes frightening. People I do not 
know tend to be polite or awesome…but sometimes, 
strangers see my very existence as a crime against  
their own understanding of the way the world as they know 
it is supposed to work.” The female body, in this way, is 
expected to conform to a visual uniformity, with sheared 
hedges and mown lawns, while the male body is a mobile, 
uninhibited wilderness, with free access and none of  
the taboos of actual hair being shown in hair removal ads. 
Of course men are also subject to the sway of media strat-
agems with manscaping rituals becoming ever more 
popular—but the difference is that the men are permitted 
to flourish without scrutiny, while women are always 
observed.

I’m nineteen years old when the viewings start. I’m 
officially “on the market,” as they say. My realtor whispers 
hints in my ear, through the TV, on the billboards and 
the razor-sharp magazine clippings. Make sure it looks like 
it’s a low-maintenance property. Leave no trace of the 
work you’ve done; make it seem natural, or else they’ll 
know it requires labour and lose interest. My home has 
housed guests by this point, but nobody ever takes off their 
shoes, and they never stay long. I wonder if it’s the up-
holstery. Perhaps if I paint the exterior and paper the walls 
in Victoria’s Secret, I’ll be able to attract more long-term 
buyers—ones who actually want to put in an offer instead 
of eating the cookies at the open house and not even taking 
a business card. I consider openly advertising more of my 
features, but I don’t feel qualified for that sort of thing. 
Maybe it’s my realtor. Maybe I’ve been reading the wrong 
magazines.

“Hey, Red,” a man without an appointment yells from 
across the street. “Does the carpet match the drapes?”

I return to my childhood suburb with the knowledge  
that I’d never left. Even in adulthood, my life has remained 
contained within the hedgerows, sheared down like the  
rest of the sheep. I have continued to diminish myself in 
order to fit within the confines of that standardized,  
cookie-cutter complex of suburban uniformity. And I don’t 
blame myself for it, nor do I think any less of the denizens 
of suburbia who remain content in that conformity,  
and take pride in the masterful styling of their own  
individual properties. Just the same as with any subject of 
body image—whether it be size or shape or colour or age—
it is never the state of the body itself that’s the issue, but 


