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A story of Desire, Identity, and Chosen Family
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Foreword
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First of all, I want to thank Markus K. Without him, this book would never have been written. He inspired me to take the first step, he lectured the manuscript with care and honesty, and he gave me countless sparks and raw ideas that became the frame of this story. Markus, this is as much yours as it is mine.

All people in this book are fictional. But what you will find in these pages is not detached from reality. The fetish that runs like a secret current through the story — the fascination with haircuts, with fringes, with the rituals that shape and reveal us — is very much my own.

For most of my life, I carried this desire alone. I wrapped it in shame, in guilt, in fear. I thought it made me strange. I thought it made me unlovable. To finally write it down, to give it form and language, has been my way of healing. Each chapter is a step toward making peace with my past, a way to lift the weight of silence that pressed on me for so many years. Writing has given me permission to breathe.

For those who don’t know me: I write under the name Austrianbarber. I live in Vienna. I am 51 years old, and my coming out came late in life — later than I sometimes wish, though I have learned that late is still better than never. In my other stories, I write more openly about myself, about how long it took me to face what had always been true.

This book is fiction. But it is also confession. It is about men, yes, but it is also about the loneliness of carrying a secret, and the relief of finally finding words for it. It is about turning a fetish — once hidden in shadows — into something that can be lived with dignity, tenderness, even love.

If you read on, I ask only this: read with patience, with openness. Let the story move slowly, because desire and identity rarely unfold quickly. And if you find something of yourself in these pages — whether it is the fetish, or the shame, or the courage to live truthfully — then this book has done what I hoped it would.

— Austrianbarber, Vienna
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The Constant Shave
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I have sometimes thought that if my life were reduced to a single sound — a signature noise that could sum up all the years I have walked the streets of this city — it would not be the church bells on a Sunday morning, nor the ferry horns carrying across the Elbe, nor the rain hissing against the pavements in November. It would be the soft, almost secret scrape of a razor moving over skin, the measured rhythm of steel sliding across the curve of my head. That, more than anything else, has been the metronome of my days.

The habit began, as so many habits do, almost without my noticing. I was twenty-five, still figuring out who I was meant to be, trying to shape myself into something sharper than the boy I had been. It was a hot summer, the kind that makes even the shade feel heavy, and I had been wearing my hair close for years by then. One evening, after a shower, I found myself studying my reflection and wondering how it would look if I took it all the way down. There was no grand decision, no declaration. I simply fetched a razor, felt the first whisper of blade over scalp, and before I realized what I was doing, the sink was scattered with dark, curling clippings.

When I rinsed my head under the tap, I remember the shock of the cool water on skin that had never felt the air so directly. My scalp tingled, almost as if it were waking from sleep. And then I looked in the mirror and saw myself — or perhaps a version of myself I had been waiting to meet. The lines of my face seemed cleaner, my eyes more watchful, my jaw a fraction harder. I stood there longer than I needed to, towel in hand, looking at this new surface and the way it caught the light.

From that day forward, I shaved my head and face almost every morning. At first it felt like novelty, and my work mates commented about it. Sebastian at work said: "Wow, Markus this is quite a change, doing this Bruce Willis thing?" Christine said: "Damn sharp mister!" blinking with her brown eyes. Otto just raised an eyebrow: "Early midlife crisis, Markus, huh?" Nothing wild happened, and quickly it became a kind of anchor. No matter what else in my life shifted — apartments, jobs, relationships — the ritual was there, steady as the tides in the harbor. My mornings took on a choreography of their own: kettle filled and set to boil, hot water splashed over my scalp, a folded towel pressed down until the bristles softened, the steady pass of the blade with the grain, the second pass against it. Then the rinse, sharp and bracing, leaving the skin smooth and faintly pink. I would run my palm over the curve of my skull, feeling for any resistance, and each time I found none, a quiet satisfaction would bloom low in my chest.

I told myself it was about order. About beginning the day already complete, presenting a face — and head — to the world that was finished, unambiguous. It was about control, I thought, about removing anything superfluous. And maybe that was true. But even in those early years, there were moments when something else seemed to hum beneath the surface of the act.

On the S-Bahn into the city, I would sometimes notice a man with a cut sharper than mine, the hairline carved into an unapologetic line above the ear, the fade melting into skin with almost surgical precision. Or in a barbershop window, I would glimpse a barber leaning over a client, one hand steady on the crown, the other drawing the clippers in long, deliberate strokes, the comb flicking hair away in short arcs. I told myself I admired the craft — and I did — but there was a flicker there, too quick to dwell on, a tightening in my stomach that I brushed aside.

I dated women then, took them to dinner in the Speicherstadt, drank wine in small bars off Lange Reihe, walked them home along the canals. I liked their company, their laughter, the warmth of their hands in mine. But every so often, a look would linger in my mind longer than it should — not from them, but from a man passing in the street, a stranger at a bus stop, someone whose haircut or beard caught my attention for reasons I could not quite name.

I told myself it was nothing more than noticing style, the way one might appreciate a well-cut suit or a fine pair of shoes. Men are allowed to look at other men, I reasoned, allowed to register the details of how they present themselves. But sometimes, late at night, as I stood in the bathroom running my hand over my smooth scalp, those faces would return to me, unbidden, along with that same low hum in my chest. I would shake it off, reach for the light, and tell myself that in the morning there would be only the blade, the water, the towel, and the clean certainty of starting over.
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First Beard Winters

[image: ]




The first time I let the beard come in was not planned, and that, I think, is why it stayed. It was November — one of those early, unrelenting Hamburg Novembers when the light seems to drain away before you have even finished your morning coffee, when the rain never quite stops but hangs in the air like a fine mist that seeps into your coat, your shoes, your bones. I had been rushing less in the mornings, waking before the alarm, standing at the kitchen window with a mug of tea and watching the streetlamps throw pale circles onto the wet pavement below. Somewhere in that quiet, between the scrape of the chair and the steam curling from my cup, I began skipping the razor on my jaw.

At first it was nothing — just a shadow along the chin, a slight texture under my fingers. But there was a certain comfort in it, the way the bristles kept the wind from cutting so sharply into my skin on the walk to the S-Bahn. I told myself it was practical. The beard was for warmth, nothing more. Yet each morning I noticed how my face was changing, how the lines seemed different in the mirror, as though the hair were sketching a new outline of who I was.

By the third week, it had grown past the awkward stage. Coarse along the jaw, softer under the chin, but filling in enough to warrant the first bottle of beard oil I had ever owned. I chose one that smelled faintly of cedar and clove, the sort of scent that lingers just enough to be noticed when you lean close. I began to run the small comb through it in the mornings after shaving my head, liking the contrast between the rough, dark fullness of the beard and the clean, bare curve above it. It was a contrast that seemed to catch other people’s eyes as well.

On the U-Bahn into the city, I would see the flickers of attention — a glance held a moment longer than politeness demands, the eyes shifting from beard to scalp, back again. Most often it was nothing, just the casual inventory people take of each other in public spaces. But now and then, there was a weight to it. A man in a navy peacoat leaning against the door, his gaze slipping down and back up as though taking in the cut of the whole frame. Another on the platform, a tradesman in a paint-spotted jacket, nodding almost imperceptibly when our eyes met before the train pulled in. These moments were small, easy to dismiss, and yet they left a trace — a faint quickening in my chest, a warmth under the ribs that stayed longer than the encounter itself.

I remember one evening more clearly than the rest. Hauptbahnhof Süd, a Friday just after work, the platforms crowded with people heading out into the damp night. I was standing near the edge, scarf loose around my neck, the oil from the morning still giving the beard a muted shine under the fluorescent lights. Across the tracks, I noticed him. He was perhaps forty, maybe a few years more, dressed in a worn leather jacket and dark jeans. His head was shaven down to a gleam, but around the sides and back was a thick, dense fringe, cropped with that exacting precision you only get from someone who knows exactly what they want. His beard was full but disciplined — edges clean, every line deliberate. 

He wasn’t looking at me directly, not at first, but there was a moment when our eyes met across the space. Just a second, maybe less, but there was something in it. Not a smile, not even an acknowledgement, but a steadiness. And in that steadiness I felt something shift — a low, steady pulse in my body, as if some part of me had recognised him before the rest of me caught up.

The train came. People shuffled forward. I lost sight of him.

Later, back in my flat, I hung up my coat and caught my own reflection in the hallway mirror. The beard was heavier now, my scalp freshly shaved, the contrast sharp enough to make me pause. Without meaning to, I imagined standing next to him, the two of us side by side in glass, his fringe dense against his bare crown, mine shorter but growing. I thought of the way the light had played on the curve of his head, the weight of his beard, and for reasons I did not care to examine too closely, my breath felt heavier in my chest.

I told myself it was just style. That I was admiring his grooming the way one man might admire another’s well-tailored coat or polished boots. And yet when I lay in bed that night, listening to the distant hum of traffic through the window, it was not his jacket I kept seeing in my mind, nor the cut of his jeans. It was the line where skin met hair, the deliberate shape of it, and the quiet confidence of a man who knows he wears exactly what he is meant to wear.

I drifted into sleep with that image still there, fixed in place like a photograph pinned to the inside of my mind, unaware — or unwilling to admit — that something deeper than style had taken root.
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The Photo That Stopped Me
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It was late spring when the photo was taken, one of those soft, bright Hamburg days that feel like a promise after the long grey months, when the wind off the Alster has lost its bite and the trees along the canals are thick with fresh leaves. I had been invited to a small gathering at a colleague’s home — not quite a party, more like a lazy Saturday afternoon with too much food and the low murmur of conversation drifting across the garden. The kind of day where you leave your coat on the rack and wander between the table and the terrace with a drink in your hand, the sun finding you at unexpected angles.

I didn’t think much of it at the time. Someone had brought a camera — not a phone, but a proper camera — and was taking candid shots as people talked and laughed, the shutter clicking quietly somewhere behind me. I have never been one for photographs. I tolerate them when I must, but I do not seek them out. My own reflection, caught in a mirror, is enough control for me; it lets me decide what I am seeing. A photograph, taken without asking, belongs to someone else’s eye.

It wasn’t until the next morning that I saw it. I was sitting at my kitchen table, half-reading the news on my phone, when a notification slid across the screen — an album from the afternoon before, shared in a group chat. I clicked without thinking, scrolling past images of familiar faces mid-laughter, hands gesturing above plates of food, glasses lifted against the sun. And then I stopped.

The picture showed me from slightly above and behind, head tilted toward someone beside me, a glass in my hand. The light was perfect — too perfect. It spilled across my head in a way that flattened shadows, and there, in the centre of the crown, was a pale oval where the hair was no longer what it had been. It was bald, the density was gone, the scalp visible next to the razored dome, that contrast between a slight shadow of regrowth and skin. The fringe around it — thicker at the sides and back — framed it like a deliberate shape.

For a moment I simply stared, the rest of the screen forgotten. There was a faint, unsteady pulse somewhere low in my stomach, a heat I had no reason to feel. I should have been unsettled, even embarrassed — the vanity in me should have bristled at the thought of anyone else noticing. But instead there was... something else. A kind of curiosity.

I zoomed in, my thumb and forefinger sliding over the glass until the crown filled the screen. The pale skin there caught the sunlight like polished stone, the fringe catching the breeze. I thought of the man at the station that winter, his bare crown framed by a thick border, and for a moment the image on my phone and the memory in my head blurred into one. I found myself wondering how it would look if I took it further — if the pale oval widened, the fringe sharpened, the skin catching the light with nothing to soften it.

It was a strange thought to linger on, and yet it lingered. All that day, through the errands and the emails and the idle conversations, I kept returning to that photo. In quiet moments I would open it again, zoom in until the pixels began to break apart, as though studying some hidden detail. Each time I did, the same faint rush rose in me, not unlike the one I had felt in the presence of certain men, though this time it was my own image that had triggered it.

That evening, standing in the bathroom with the razor in my hand, I looked at myself more closely than usual. The mirror, as always, was kinder than the camera; the crown looked fuller here, the thinning masked by the angle and the light. But I knew the truth now and knowing changed the way I saw it. I turned my head slowly from side to side, tilting it forward until the overhead light caught the same plane the sun had caught in the garden. And there it was again — that faint gleam, that hint of shape.

I felt my fingers move before I had decided to move them, tracing the curve where hair gave way to scalp, the subtle rise and fall of the skin. A breath left me, quiet but heavier than it should have been. Somewhere deep down, I recognised the sensation — not in its specifics, but in its charge — and it unsettled me just enough to make me set the razor down, palm resting against the edge of the sink.

I told myself it was only age, only the natural course of things. But as I turned away from the mirror, the image of that pale oval, framed and exposed, followed me down the hall. And in the dark later, lying in bed with the window cracked to the night air, I realised I was no longer certain if I wanted it to stay the same... or to grow.
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Bavarian Beginnings
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The first years of my life unfolded in a small Bavarian town that could be crossed from one end to the other in the time it took to drink a cup of coffee. The streets curled gently between clusters of painted houses with pitched roofs that darkened to near-black in the rain, their shutters flung open in summer to let the sound of the church bells drift through. In winter, smoke rose in straight columns from chimneys, and the air was scented faintly with pine from the forest that pressed against the town like a patient guardian.

My parents’ house stood a few turns back from the main square, halfway up a narrow street lined with linden trees. It was a solid, square building — not grand, but well-kept — with a small garden where my mother planted neat rows of herbs and marigolds in spring. My father, a schoolteacher, would mow the patch of grass in front on Saturday mornings, the engine’s steady hum mixing with the chatter of neighbours over fences.

They were loving parents — attentive, sometimes too much so. My mother had the kind of care that could turn into gentle fussing: scarves wound too tightly in winter, questions about whether I’d eaten enough even as I set my fork down. My father’s affection was quieter but no less constant; he would ruffle my hair when I passed his chair in the evenings or place a steadying hand on my shoulder in the crowd at the Sunday market. I never doubted I was wanted.

Childhood there was a rhythm more than a sequence of events. Summers meant afternoons at the lake on the edge of town, where the water was cold enough to bite at first touch but soft as silk once you submerged yourself. The older boys would climb the rocks and leap in with shouts that echoed across the surface; I would watch from the shallows, unsure whether it was fear or something else that kept me from joining them. Winters brought the Christmas market, the square strung with lights, the stalls selling sugared almonds and steaming mugs of Glühwein that my father held between his palms for warmth. Snow would cling to the cobblestones in uneven patches, and I would walk between my parents, my gloved hands swallowed in theirs.

It was a safe place to be a boy — maybe too safe. I was aware, even then, of how little the world reached into our town. The people were kind, but they were known quantities; you could predict their greetings before you heard them. That smallness wrapped around me like a blanket, but it also kept me from testing where the edges were. My parents’ protection, their tendency to smooth the path before I walked it, meant I rarely had to push against anything.

And yet, even in that gentle enclosure, I noticed things. At the bakery on Saturday mornings, I would stand beside my father while he chatted with Herr Maier, the butcher from across the square. Maier was broad-shouldered, with a thick moustache and hands as big as the bread loaves behind the counter. I didn’t have a word for why I watched the way his fingers curled around the paper-wrapped parcels, or why I noticed the dark hairs on the back of his wrists when he reached for his wallet. I only knew that something about the sight made me stand a little quieter, as though I might hear more if I made no sound at all.

Back then it was not desire yet — just a noticing, the way a boy studies the shape of a stone or the flight of a bird. The meaning came later, when noticing began to carry a kind of heat.

It was the same with the older boys at the lake — the ones who shouted and laughed before diving. I told myself I admired their courage, the way the water broke around their shoulders when they surfaced, the droplets clinging to their hair. That was the story I repeated to myself and anyone who might have asked. And maybe it was partly true. But sometimes, alone in my room after the sun had set, I would close my eyes and see again the way their bodies moved through the air, the muscles tightening before they hit the water. The memory would linger in a way that the taste of ice cream or the sound of laughter never did.

It was nothing I spoke of — nothing I even examined closely. The warmth of my parents’ home, the smallness of the town, seemed to make such thoughts unnecessary. And so I let them drift, like the faint smell of woodsmoke that clung to your coat after an evening walk, present but unnoticed until you were alone in the quiet.
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First Shadows
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The year I turned twelve, the town seemed to grow quieter, though nothing in it had changed. The same bells still chimed the hour from the church tower that showed up in every postcard; the same baker tied off paper bags with string while gossip drifted like flour in the light; the same men swept the same stoops with the same brisk strokes each morning before the sun softened the frost. Yet a hush settled over things for me, a listening hush, as if someone had dimmed the world just enough that small sounds suddenly carried: the rasp of a match head; the bristle of a brush through hair; the muffled slap of a palm against a barber’s chair to shake loose clippings. I didn’t know it then, but it was the soundscape of attention being born.

School had moved me to a larger room with older boys and longer desks. On the first day, they came in smelling of cold air and pencil shavings, each with a new seriousness that seemed borrowed from older brothers. The teachers wrote their names on the board in block letters that ate the chalk, and we copied, dutiful and stiff. If you had asked me what I learned that autumn, I could have recited dates and chemical symbols and the clever way the Romans managed gutters; what I wouldn’t have thought to tell you was how carefully I watched. Not staring — I had already acquired the habit of never being the boy who stares — but cataloguing with the softness of peripheral vision. I began to notice the different ways boys wore their hair, which was nothing extraordinary in itself until it became a quiet ledger of feeling.

There was Lukas, who had a mother with a hairdresser’s license and therefore always arrived on Mondays with his sides cut so close that the skin just above his ears shone, the top left longer and pushed forward with a stubborn cowlick that refused to learn any manners. There was Mehmet, who let his hair fall into his eyes and then shook it back with an absent flick that revealed a forehead unexpectedly high for his age — not receding, just generous, a shape that suggested openness and made him look thoughtful even when he wasn’t. And there was Manuel, who went to the budget shop next to the pharmacy and always asked for “kurz, alles kurz,” and returned with a uniform crop that looked as practical as a pocketknife.

None of this should have mattered. Yet the details stuck, a burr under the fingertip of memory. I found myself sorting people by outline as much as by name: the particular way a neckline curved at the back, whether it hugged tight like a collar or stepped in a small, deliberate box; the feathery line at a temple where a clipper had grazed too high; the blunt end of a fringe combed flat or the airy lift of one coaxed upward. I copied what I could without seeming to copy. In the bathroom mirror at home I tried partings, smoothed water across the top with my palm, pushed hair back and then forward to watch my face shift under each direction like a landscape in moving weather.

Our barber was a Bavarian institution: Herr Kandler, a man of few words and many gestures, whose white smock buckled neat and high over a stomach that announced decades of midday Leberkäse. His shop had a bell that sounded like the throat of an old bird when you opened the door, and a row of bottles whose pale liquids had gone the color of tea with age. He could have cut hair blind. He had cut my father’s since before I was born. In winter, the panes of the front window fogged so completely that the outside world became a painting of breath, and the real world was inside: the chair that reclined with a hiss; the drawer with combs that clicked like dominoes; the mirror where you could watch a man turn into himself with the quiet efficiency of tidying a room.

I liked the ritual more than I liked the result. The cape’s weight at the throat, the firm press of a hand to tilt a head, the careful clearing away at the edges — these were not yet charged with anything, not yet signs or symbols, but they felt ordered in a way the rest of life didn’t. I would sit very still and observe the choreography in the mirror: the half circle the barber’s wrist described as it guided the clipper up and away; the two-finger brace at the crown; the brush whisking clippings from the ear with a gentleness that briefly made the entire head seem sacred. When he finished, my hair always looked like my father’s, just a boring short back and sides and a bit of cutting on top, maintenance cut only smaller. I understood — without resenting it — that I was being drafted into a pattern.

Outside the shop, boys performed their own small rebellions. The skate crew in the square — older than me by a crucial two years and therefore immeasurably older — wore their cuts in ways that made adults frown: edges razored to sharpness, the crown flattened and then lifted as if wind had pushed it and somehow it had learned to stay there. One of them, a lean boy in a denim jacket who always had headphones on his neck even when they weren’t playing anything, had a cut that walked a deliberate line between tidy and defiant: sides tight, top clipped short but brushed upright so the light struck it like a field of wheat against the direction of weather. I wouldn’t have called it beautiful then. I would have said it looked like he was going somewhere.

Winter slid a sleeve over town and stayed. We ran laps in the gym while our shoes squeaked in a way that made coaches whistle for silence. In the changing room after, steam fogged the high windows and made the ceiling bead. Bodies were simply bodies there — angles and elbows, shoulder blades like wings folded under shirts. I looked with the same sideways attention I had been practicing, more curious about the ways routines arranged people than about the people themselves. A boy’s haircut changed how he moved; this became an idea that fixed itself in me like a pin-screen impression. The close-cropped boys towelled quickly and were out the door; the ones with fringe fussed and combed, as if coaxing an identity to reappear.

At home, my mother’s attentiveness reached its annual fever when the flu visited classrooms in waves. She pressed warm palms to my forehead as if reading a script there, handed me tangerines torn into segments on a saucer, reminded me to wear my scarf even when the sun turned through the kitchen window and announced itself bold as brass. My father upholstered the evenings with small routines: reading the paper aloud, underlining a phrase that amused him, telling a story about colleagues that made my mother smile and shake her head. The world, in our house, had corners you could trust. You could lean against it without fear that it would shift under your weight.

And yet the hush inside me continued, that listening hum. It wasn’t a secret and it wasn’t shame; it was the sensation of standing in a doorway before anyone has turned on the light, knowing what the room will hold and also suspecting it will look different now. I didn’t feel drawn toward boys as much as drawn toward a language I did not yet speak, a grammar of small surfaces and deliberate changes. When a classmate came in after a weekend with his hair unexpectedly shorter — the sides pared down, the top lying obediently in a new direction — I felt something align in me that I had no name for, the way a compass settles without fanfare. I told myself I admired decisiveness. I told myself I liked neatness. Both were true. Neither were complete.

Spring arrived as it always did, suddenly and with the faint air of apology, and the trees along our street unfurled new leaves the green of first attempts. With them came a soft upheaval at school: the first rumours about who liked whom, the cautious experiments with deodorant that announced themselves loudly before settling, the hesitant interest in Saturday nights that involved friends instead of families. If any boy entered these changes with surety, he hid it well. We all shuffled toward them, looking at one another to make sure the pace was acceptable.

It was around then that I started changing small things about myself in ways so incremental they would have escaped a less watchful eye. I let my hair grow a fraction longer between appointments. I learned how to push it back with my fingers so it kept the gesture. I asked Herr Kandler, without looking up from the magazine pile, whether he might “take it a little shorter at the sides” and felt, absurdly, as if I had performed an act of independence on the level of moving out. He obliged, of course; he had probably been waiting for me to ask for months. In the mirror, the line around my head sharpened a little, and my face looked both more exposed and more certain, the two qualities arriving tethered to one another like twins.

No one commented, which was a relief and also a quiet disappointment. My mother smoothed my hair as she always did on Sundays before church, and my father remarked only that I “looked tidy,” which was his highest praise. But I noticed a difference in the way the world took me in. Adults glanced at me and then paid me the courtesy of not looking again; my classmates passed over me with the harmless indifference that is, at that age, a kind of safety. I was both seen and unremarkable. I could observe without being observed.

Sometimes, leaving the barber’s, we would pass a man on the street with a fringe that had thinned to a pale crown, the hair ringing his head in a neat, patient margin that caught the wind in a way I found oddly dignified. Men like that looked complete to me — not in a final sense, but in the sense of having decided something true and then wearing the decision without apology. I did not want, at twelve, to be such a man. But the sight of him ran a quiet current through me, the way a line in a book does that you know you will return to later, even if you dog-ear nothing and close the cover and put it back on the shelf.

By the time summer lifted its long light over the town again, I had a small private map of how men arranged themselves at the edges: the cut of a nape, the angle of a sideburn, the careful erasure of stray hairs at the temple. I could not have said why these things mattered to me. I only knew that to adjust them was to alter the frame of a life; to watch them was to watch a person declare a preference without words. Attention, once taught to listen at that pitch, does not untune easily. I drifted through days with the air of someone learning a song by hearing it from a distance, fragments caught and carried, the melody not yet whole but persistent.

If there was fear in me then, it was not of who I might want, or what. It was milder and more domestic — the fear of troubling the gentle order my parents tended so faithfully. Our house had never asked me to hide anything, because nothing had yet asked to be shown. And so I kept whatever it was — this inclination, this appetite for edges and lines — in the open air of my own awareness, which is to say: close, but not confessed. I wasn’t hiding; I was waiting to understand the right size of the thing before bringing it into the room.

That summer we drove as we always did along the same two-lane road to the lake, and at a bend where the fields open into a shallow valley, there is a billboard no one looks at because it never changes. For a month, though, someone had rented it for a men’s salon in a nearby town — a glossy photograph of a jaw, a mouth half-open in laughter you cannot hear, and above it a cut so crisp the sun seemed to sit on each strand like a bead. It was an image more polished than anything our town had words for. We passed it three times before it disappeared. Even now, when I think of those years, I see that picture the way one sees a page torn from a magazine and saved for no reason you can explain. Not a promise. Not even a plan. Just a note to oneself: there is a look out there that feels like a sentence you will one day have to finish.

I didn’t know then that the finish would take years, or that the sentence would change as I spoke it. I only knew that my eyes had learned to read hair the way other people read weather, and that this new literacy — quiet, private, unexamined — would follow me out of Bavaria when the time came, and turn with me, and widen its vocabulary in cities whose streets I did not yet know.
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The Kiss
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When I was fifteen, my parents told me we were moving to Leipzig since my father got a better job over there..

It was over dinner on a Sunday evening — roast chicken, green beans, the same kind of meal we’d eaten in our Bavarian kitchen a hundred times. My father put down his fork, cleared his throat in the way he did before important news, and said he’d been offered a deputy head position at a larger school in the city.

My mother’s eyes shone with a quiet excitement. “It’s a wonderful opportunity for him. And for us. Culture, museums, music... Leipzig is alive in a way this little town never can be.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure whether I was agreeing or simply acknowledging the inevitability of it. The thought of leaving the narrow streets I knew, the lake, the steady repetition of familiar faces — it felt like something solid being quietly taken apart. But I could see how much it meant to them. And when your parents have always done their best for you, it’s hard to call anything they choose a loss.

We arrived in late August, the city holding on to summer in a way that felt more deliberate than in the countryside. Leipzig smelled faintly of petrol and baked concrete, a scent I would come to associate with tramlines and crowded squares. The buildings were taller, their façades grand but weathered, and the streets hummed with the movement of people I would never know by name.

Our new flat was on the third floor of a sandstone block with high ceilings and windows that looked onto a chestnut-lined avenue. From my bedroom, I could hear the distant clatter of trams and, at night, the low murmur of voices from the café below. It was nothing like the soft, insulating quiet of Bavaria. Here, even the silence had a different weight.

Starting at a new school at fifteen felt like arriving late to a play where everyone else already knew their lines. The boys had their hierarchies, their shorthand, their private histories woven through every glance and joke. I learned to listen more than speak. My Bavarian accent adapted to the saxonian eastern german accent under the influence of theirs, though it never quite disappeared.

That autumn, I met Lukas. He was in my German class — tall, restless, with a half-smile that always seemed to carry the echo of a private joke. His hair was a soft brown that fell forward no matter how often he pushed it back, and there was a looseness to the way he moved, as if nothing in the room could catch him off guard.

We began talking during breaks, first about homework, then about music, then about nothing in particular. It was easy in a way most things weren’t that year. By spring, we’d fallen into the habit of walking home together, peeling off in opposite directions only a block from my street.

One April afternoon, the sky washed pale and clean after rain, Lukas suggested we cut through the sports field. “There’s something I want to show you,” he said, tilting his head toward the far corner where the old maintenance shed stood.

The climb onto its roof was awkward — scraped palms, the soles of our sneakers slipping against the corrugated metal — but once we were up there, the city unfolded in a wide, flat panorama. Rows of red roofs, the green swell of trees, the thin gleam of tram rails threading through it all.

We lay back, side by side, letting the cool of the metal seep through our jackets. Conversation drifted, then ebbed into a comfortable quiet.

After a while, Lukas turned his head toward me.

“You ever kissed anyone?”

I felt the heat rise in my face before I even answered. “No.”

He smiled, not unkindly. “Me neither.”

A pause.

“We could just try it. See what it’s like.”

The air between us seemed to thicken. I laughed, softly, more to ease myself than because anything was funny. But I didn’t say no.

It was brief — a clumsy, closed-mouth meeting that lasted no longer than a heartbeat. The faint scent of his shampoo, the cool dampness of the air, the scratch of the roof beneath my palms — all of it lodged itself somewhere I couldn’t name.

When we pulled apart, neither of us said anything. We stayed there a while longer, looking out over the city as though it hadn’t happened, before climbing back down and walking home the usual way.

That night, lying in my new room with the city’s hum filtering through the open window, I replayed the moment without meaning to. Not just the kiss, but the nearness — the way he’d looked at me just before, the slight quickening of my own breath. I told myself it was curiosity. Just a thing we’d tried.

By morning, it had been folded away in my mind, tucked into a place where it could stay untouched.

But it didn’t fade.
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Girls, and the Shape of Pretending
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Leipzig settled around me slowly.

By my second year there, the city’s restless edges had softened into something I could navigate without thought — the tramlines that ran like veins through its centre, the steady turning of seasons across the old façades. I had learned which bakeries opened earliest, which side streets cut the walk to school by three minutes, which tram stops were quiet enough to wait at without being drawn into conversation.

The flat had begun to feel like ours. My mother kept a bowl of apples on the kitchen table, replacing them before they were ever empty; my father’s desk sat by the living room window, always with a stack of graded papers and a cup of cooling coffee. The café downstairs had become a fixture in the background of our lives — the hiss of the espresso machine drifting up on weekend mornings, the muffled chatter of regulars.

It was in those years that I began going out more. At first in groups — safe, noisy arrangements that began in someone’s kitchen and ended on the steps of the Völkerschlachtdenkmal with bottles passed between us — but eventually, with girls. It felt expected, and I was not in the mood to challenge expectations.

The first was Anna, a classmate from art history. She had a quick laugh and a way of talking with her hands, her bracelets clinking against each other like a soft punctuation. We met in cafés after school, swapping notes and pretending to study. I liked her — her warmth, the way she leaned in when she spoke, the light perfume she wore that lingered on my jacket.

We kissed for the first time in the shadowed corner of a park one evening in late spring. Her lips were soft, her hands warm against my face, and I felt the kind of nervous excitement I had been told to expect. It was good. It was easy. But later, walking home alone, there was a small, quiet absence in me that I couldn’t quite name.

I told myself it was nothing — that newness always felt strange until it didn’t. We dated for a few months. I learned the routes to her house, the way she liked her coffee, the stories she told when she was tired. And yet, there were moments — fleeting, barely-there — when my attention slid elsewhere. A man passing us on the street, his hair cropped close at the sides; the older waiter at a restaurant, his sleeves rolled high on forearms tanned and dusted with hair. I would notice, register, and then let it go before it could mean anything.

When Anna and I parted — a mutual, friendly end — I stepped into another relationship with the ease of someone changing trains. It was easier to be with someone than to answer questions about why you weren’t.

The years began to layer like pages in a book. There was Julia, who sketched portraits in the margins of her notebooks; Sophie, whose father owned a record shop and lent us the upstairs flat when he was away. Each time, the script was roughly the same: meet, circle each other with conversation, fold into dating, drift apart when the initial momentum ebbed.

Through my late teens and early twenties, these romances stacked up like photographs in a shoebox. They carried me forward, but never further than the quiet absence I could not name.

I liked these girls. I liked the way they made space for me in their lives, the way their faces lit when they saw me. I liked the softness of their hands in mine, the easy familiarity that built up over weeks. But beneath it all, there was the same quiet absence, the same sense that I was performing a role that fit me well enough but not completely.

The memory of Lukas was not something I dwelled on. It lived in me like a pressed flower between the pages — rarely opened, but intact. Sometimes, though, it would surface without warning. I would be sitting across from a girlfriend in a café, listening to her talk, when my mind would flicker to that afternoon on the shed roof: the cool dampness of the air, the smell of rain in his hair, the way he had looked at me just before leaning in. It wasn’t longing exactly, but recognition — a reminder of a thread that had been pulled once and then hidden away.

There were other moments, too, smaller and less defined. Waiting in line at a cinema and catching myself looking at the man ahead — the neat line of his neckline, the way his jacket fit across his shoulders. Sitting in a lecture and finding my eyes lingering on the boy a few rows ahead, his head bent over his notes, the sunlight catching the edge of his short, dark hair. I told myself it was nothing — that I simply noticed people, that I was observant by nature.

And maybe I was. But there was a difference between noticing and remembering. And I remembered these moments. They stayed with me long after the faces had blurred, as if some part of me was quietly collecting them for later.

I didn’t feel fear about it, not exactly. What I felt was... caution. My life in Leipzig was stable, the kind of stability my parents valued. Good grades, polite manners, a circle of friends, the occasional girlfriend they could ask about over dinner. I didn’t want to trouble that balance — not because I thought my parents would reject me, but because I wasn’t sure what I would be offering them in its place.

And so I stayed within the lines. I kept dating girls, kept smiling in photographs, kept my hair neat. The part of me that noticed other things — other men — stayed quiet, a background hum beneath the day-to-day.

By the time I was eighteen, the hum had become familiar enough to ignore. I told myself there was no urgency. Life was wide and long, and whatever this was could be sorted out later.

But every now and then, in the quiet between conversations, I would catch myself glancing at the back of someone’s neck in a queue, or the sweep of hair above an ear, and feel that same stillness I had felt on the shed roof with Lukas.

A stillness that was not empty at all.
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Leaving for Hamburg
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When I was twenty-one, I decided to leave Leipzig.

The decision didn’t come suddenly — there was no argument, no rupture. It was more like the slow accumulation of small thoughts over months, until one morning I woke and realised they had quietly settled into certainty. I wanted to live in Hamburg.

Part of it was practical. I had been accepted into a design programme there, a course with the kind of reputation that made my parents proud when they spoke about it to friends. But the truth was, the city itself had been drawing me for years. On trips north with school or family, I had felt something in Hamburg’s air — salt from the harbour mixing with exhaust fumes and bakery steam, the low cry of gulls drifting in from the water. It was a city that seemed to move at several speeds at once: brisk and businesslike near the port, slow and deliberate in the narrow streets of the old quarters, restless at night when the lights along the Reeperbahn flickered on.

Leipzig had been good to me. I had friends there, routines, a life that worked. But I couldn’t shake the sense that I was living within walls I hadn’t chosen — walls built from habits, from the person I had been at fifteen when we first arrived. Hamburg felt larger, looser, as though there might be more space between the lines.

My parents helped me pack. My mother folded my shirts with the same neat precision she had used since I was a boy, slipping sachets of lavender between the layers. My father labelled the boxes with his careful handwriting: Books, Kitchen, Miscellaneous. There was pride in both of them, and a hint of the sadness that comes from knowing your child is moving beyond your immediate reach.

The train ride north took nearly four hours. I remember the shift in the landscape — the wooded hills flattening into wide, wind-swept fields, then giving way to stretches of industrial outskirts. As we drew closer to the city, the air seemed to change, heavier with moisture, the sky a washed-out grey that seemed to belong to the harbour.

My new flat was a small place in Altona, one room and a narrow kitchen, its windows looking down onto a street where cyclists passed in steady trickles. The landlord handed me the keys and told me the boiler was temperamental in winter, but otherwise everything worked. The first night, I lay on the mattress with the curtains half-open, watching the streetlamps cast their amber glow on the wet pavement. Somewhere below, a couple laughed as they walked past, their voices carrying just enough for me to imagine their expressions.

The city’s openness was immediate. On my first morning, I took the S-Bahn into the centre, and the faces around me were a mixture I hadn’t seen in Leipzig — sailors in heavy coats, students with dyed hair and chipped nail polish, businesspeople with briefcases. There was no single mould here, no clear sense of what one should look like. That looseness was liberating, though I didn’t say it aloud.

I began my course, met classmates from all over Germany, and found myself in conversations that drifted into the night. There were parties, bars, long walks along the Elbe where the wind cut sharp but the light on the water kept you from minding. Hamburg invited you to disappear into it or to stand out sharply, and I learned to do a little of both.

I dated here, too. Women I met through the course, through friends, sometimes just by chance in a café. The pattern was much the same as in Leipzig — attraction, connection, a steady rhythm that felt right enough — but the same quiet incompleteness lingered. I was better at hiding it now, better at letting the surface speak for me while keeping the rest tucked away.

And yet... there were moments when the city’s openness pressed close enough to make that hidden part stir. Sitting on a bench near the harbour one evening, I watched a man with close-cropped hair and a heavy beard walk past, his hands tucked into the pockets of a dark wool coat. I didn’t know why I noticed him, but I did — the easy heaviness of his stride, the way his fringe curled slightly against the wind. I looked away before my gaze could follow him too far.

In the gym where I sometimes went after class, there was a man in his late forties who came in just before closing time. His hair was shaved high around the sides, the crown left bare, the fringe trimmed to a blunt, deliberate line. The first time I saw him, I thought of the man at the station in Leipzig, the one whose image had stayed with me for years. I caught myself glancing in the mirror as we passed each other, not meeting his eyes, but aware of the shared reflection.

I never acted on any of it. That was not the point. The point was that I could feel it more here — that quiet hum I had been carrying since I was a teenager. Hamburg gave it room, even if I still kept it contained.

By the time I turned twenty-five, the routines of this new life were solid. I had finished my course, begun working in a small design firm, and adopted the clean-shaven look that seemed to suit the image I wanted to project. It was neat, ordered, reliable — and it kept me from having to answer questions I wasn’t ready for.

I told myself there was time. That whatever else I was, or might be, could wait until I knew what to do with it.

For now, Hamburg was enough.
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Slipping into the Present
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The years after twenty-five passed with a kind of steady momentum, like the smooth turning of a wheel on well-packed earth. I had my work at the design firm — not glamorous, but absorbing in its details — and a life in Hamburg that had settled into a pattern so regular I could have charted it on a calendar without looking.

In the mornings, I woke early, not because I had to, but because I liked the quiet hour before the city began its day. The street below would still be empty except for the first delivery trucks and a lone cyclist, head down against the wind. I would make coffee, black, and drink it standing at the kitchen counter while the kettle hissed in the background for shaving water.

By then, my appearance had become part of my routine in a way that felt almost ritualistic. I had committed to the clean-shaven head and face fully. By that time I had no words for it, but shaving my head did something to me. I would later find out that something like a "fetish" for certain hair styles exist. And yet running the razor over my head on a regular basis made me feel something. On some days it was a chore to do, something I decided to do, and on other days i felt something in my belly or even further down south. The days I felt more, sometimes I let things happen and the blood pressure down south goth bigger. On some days when I had time to let this feeling grow, after rubbing my fresh razored head, led me to play with myself and releasing tension. I felt this does something to me but most times I paid no attention to it. After all it was simply a decision. A decision made with my brain and my lower parts, which by the time I denied. The decision, once made, seemed to simplify things. No fuss with haircuts, no idle wondering about how to style it, no chance of being caught between lengths. Just a smooth, even surface every morning, as much a part of dressing as buttoning a shirt.

It wasn’t vanity, though I knew it projected a certain image — tidy, composed, the kind of man who arrives on time and keeps his desk in order. In truth, it was about control. In a city that could pull you in a dozen directions at once, this was one part of my life I could define precisely, every day, with my own hands.

The years in Hamburg taught me that control had other uses, too. It kept questions at bay. Dating was still part of my life, in stretches and pauses — women from work, introductions through friends, the occasional connection at a gallery opening or late-night bar. I was attentive, engaged, but never so far in that I couldn’t step back without leaving much of a mark.

That other part of me — the one that had stirred on the shed roof with Lukas, that had flickered in the shadowed spaces between moments with men I noticed but did not know — stayed where it always had: quiet, steady, waiting. There were times when it came close enough to touch, especially here in Hamburg, where the city seemed to make space for all kinds of lives. But I kept it in its place. I told myself it was enough to notice, to observe, to carry the feeling without acting on it.

Still, there were evenings when the boundaries blurred. A late bus ride, standing in the half-empty carriage, catching sight of a man across the aisle — his hair cropped high around the sides, the light catching the bare slope of his crown — and feeling that same stillness settle over me. Passing a barbershop and glimpsing a man in the chair, head tilted forward while the clippers moved in slow, deliberate arcs, the fine mist of cut hair falling against the cape. Those moments were brief, almost nothing, but they stayed with me.

I had long since learned the art of folding such memories away. The city was full of impressions that came and went — a scent in passing, a fragment of conversation — and mine were just one more kind. If I felt something more in them, it was my business alone.

And so life went on. Workdays at the firm. Evenings with friends. Occasional weekends away to the coast, where the wind came in sharp from the sea and the gulls wheeled overhead. The routines deepened, but they never felt like a trap. If anything, they were a kind of scaffolding, a structure that let me live without tipping too far in any direction.

By the time I reached my early fifties, I had been in Hamburg for three decades. The city was as much a part of me as my own skin — its shifting weather, its pale winter light, the particular way it smelled after rain. I had outlasted the uncertainty of youth, the mild restlessness of my thirties, the occasional dips of doubt that came with my forties. I was steady.

Or so I thought.

It began quietly, almost as an afterthought. A photograph, a certain angle in the light, a glimpse of something I had not been paying attention to. It was small at first — easy to dismiss. But once seen, it couldn’t be unseen.

And just like that, the wheel that had been turning so smoothly began to tilt.
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Zooming In
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I had been shaving my head for so long that it felt almost absurd to talk about balding.

Bald was my look. It had been for decades. Every morning, without fail, I stood in front of the mirror, razor in hand, and scraped away whatever the night had left behind — the faint rasp of stubble on scalp, the satisfying smoothness that followed. My head, once rinsed and dried, was a clean, unbroken surface.

That was the point.

And yet, the photograph had shown me something that was hidden deep inside me, something I felt but I never had words for. There has been a gut or below the belt feeling for years but until that fateful day I never really recognized it. Even under a close, clean shave, the truth of your hair — where it grows thick, where it grows thin, where it no longer grows at all — is still there, written in the skin.

In the picture, the crown caught the sunlight in a way the rest of my head didn’t. It was brighter, more reflective, the skin there bare of the faint shadow that the razor always leaves behind. Around it, the fringe — the permanent ring of hair that survives when the centre goes — showed itself in contrast, just a tone or two darker, like a soft halo I had been carrying without ever noticing.

It was subtle. You wouldn’t see it unless you knew where to look. But now I knew.

That evening, after I’d stared at the photo for longer than I meant to, I went into the bathroom. The light above the mirror was warm and low, and I could only just make out the difference in tone. I leaned forward, tilted my head down, moved slowly until the glare caught just right. And there it was — the bare patch, perfectly round, framed by the shadow of the fringe.

It wasn’t large yet. But it was there.

I stood like that for several minutes, my neck beginning to ache, feeling a strange, almost physical pull toward it. It wasn’t embarrassment. It wasn’t dread. It was something closer to... curiosity. The kind of curiosity that comes with a quickened pulse.

In bed that night, I found myself unlocking my phone and looking at the photograph again. Then, without quite knowing why, I began searching for other images. Men with fringes, with shaved crowns, with the horseshoe pattern carved sharply into contrast by clippers or light. At first it was idle, a passing interest. But soon I was looking more deliberately — barbershop feeds, close-cropped portraits, the kind of photos where the crown is turned toward the camera in unapologetic display.

Some of them were older men, their fringes silver or white against deep tan skin. Others were younger, the contrast stark and sharp, the bare skin gleaming. I told myself it was research — style inspiration. But the truth was, the more I looked, the more I felt the same quiet heat that had started with my own photo.

By the time I set the phone down, it was past midnight. The room was dark except for the streetlight slipping through the curtains. My hand went up to my head almost without thought, fingertips brushing over the crown, finding that smooth, brighter patch.

I lay there for a long time, feeling the shape of it.
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The Accidental Display
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It happened on a Sunday afternoon in early summer, one of those rare Hamburg days when the sky is so clear you find yourself outside without thinking about it. I’d been invited to a street festival down in Ottensen — stalls selling beer and grilled fish, live music drifting up from the corner stages, neighbours leaning out of their windows to watch the crowd.

I wasn’t there for long before I started feeling the press of the sun on my scalp. Normally, I wore a cap in weather like this, but I’d left it at home without much thought. The air was warm, the streets narrow enough to be half in shade, and I liked the feel of the light on my head — that clean, open sensation you only get with a fresh shave.

I was standing near one of the beer stalls, talking with an old colleague, when it happened. A breeze came through the street, strong enough to carry the smell of the grill smoke past us, and in the same moment I shifted my stance, turning my head slightly toward the sound of the music.

It was nothing — just a small movement — but I caught it in his eyes. A flicker. His gaze went up, held for half a second too long, before he looked back at my face.

I felt a quick, unexpected rush in my chest. He’d seen something.

I told myself I was imagining it, that maybe he’d just been distracted, but later — walking through the crowd toward the next stage — I noticed it again. A man passing in the opposite direction, sunglasses low on his nose, his glance catching the back of my head before sliding away. I couldn’t be sure, but it felt deliberate. Not unkind, not mocking. Just... noticing.

The thing about a shaved head is that most people look at it as a single surface — smooth, uniform, without variation. That’s the illusion, at least. But when the light is right, the truth shows itself. The hair that’s still there casts the faintest shadow under the skin, a soft haze of tone. Where it’s gone, there’s nothing to catch the light but bare scalp.

And in sunlight — sharp, direct sunlight — that difference is clearer than I’d ever realised.

I didn’t think about it constantly that afternoon, but it was there, in the background, like a new note in a familiar song. I caught myself adjusting my position without meaning to — standing with my head turned just enough that the crown faced the open street, holding still when I felt the warmth of the sun on it.

At one point, waiting in line for another drink, I found myself behind a man with a heavy, dark beard and a deep horseshoe fringe that framed a perfectly bare crown. He wasn’t hiding it. If anything, he seemed to lean into it, his head tilted slightly so the light caught the skin just right. I wondered if he’d always worn it that way, or if he’d arrived at it the same way I was beginning to — not by choice at first, but by recognition.

When I finally got home that evening, I went straight to the mirror. The light in the bathroom wasn’t the same as the streetlight, but I moved my head slowly until I found the angle, the contrast. And there it was: the faint, pale oval of my crown, surrounded by the soft shadow of the fringe.

I stood there longer than I needed to, not touching, just looking. And somewhere in that stillness, I realised the accidental display might not stay accidental for long.
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The Haircut That Revealed Everything
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It was a warm Thursday afternoon when I wandered into the little Turkish barbershop just off Stresemannstraße. I’d passed it dozens of times before — narrow front, bright red and white pole in the window, the scent of coffee drifting out whenever the door opened. My usual routine was to shave my own head at home, but that day I wanted the luxury of someone else’s hands, the quiet indulgence of letting the work be done for me.

The bell above the door gave a soft ring as I stepped in. Inside, the air was warm and faintly perfumed with the clean, citrusy smell of aftershave. Two men sat in the chairs near the back, their capes draped over them like heavy cloth armour, while another waited his turn, sipping tea from a small glass.

One of the barbers — mid-thirties, dark hair clipped close to the scalp, a neatly trimmed beard — looked up and greeted me with a nod. “Head shave?” he asked, as if he already knew the answer.

I settled into the chair, the leather cool against the backs of my arms. He draped the cape over me, fastened it snug at the neck, and tilted the chair back slightly so I was looking up into the warm light above. The whole barbershop atmosphere felt like a short holiday in Istanbul or Morocco. I asked him to razor my head, knowing there is not much to do - just a little stubble grown within the last day. I loved being pampered. And when he draped the paper strip around my neck, the cape fastened tight I felt something deep within me. Even pumping up the barber chair lifting me a bit did made me feel relaxed. 

He worked with a kind of unhurried precision, moving my head gently from side to side, the pads of his fingers firm but careful against my skin. When he reached for a hot towel, unfolding it in a cloud of steam before pressing it against my scalp. The heat seeped in, loosening the skin, making the world outside the chair seem far away. My shoulders dropped without my telling them to.

He lathered my head with a rich, warm foam, the brush circling slowly over the crown, down across the sides. I closed my eyes, listening to the soft rasp of the bristles, the faint clink of the razor being laid out on the counter.

The blade was sharp, the strokes slow. Each pass cleared a path that left the skin smooth and bare, his free hand resting lightly against me to steady the motion. It was an oddly intimate thing, letting someone shave your head — the closeness, the trust. I could smell his aftershave now, a blend of sandalwood and something sharper, almost metallic.

Halfway through, he paused, his hand resting on the crown as he turned my head to catch the light. “It’s good you keep shaving,” he said, almost absently, his tone more observation than judgement. “You’re starting to bald here. This patch — it will only get bigger with time.”

It was nothing, just a side note, the kind of comment a barber might make to anyone. But the words seemed to land somewhere deeper. A shiver ran down my spine, quick and uninvited.

I don’t know why it struck me that way. Maybe it was the casual certainty of it, the way he didn’t ask but stated it as a fact. Maybe it was the knowledge that he had seen it clearly, more clearly than I could in my own mirror. Or maybe it was the way my body reacted — a faint, unfamiliar heat in my briefs, as though a door I hadn’t touched had swung open inside me.

He went on with the shave as though nothing had happened, rinsing the blade, wiping the foam away in smooth, practiced motions. But I lay there, pulse a fraction quicker, the words echoing in my head: this patch... it will only get bigger.

When he finished, he massaged a cool lotion into my scalp, the sensation almost electric after the warmth of the towel. I paid, thanked him, and stepped back out into the bright street, the sun touching my freshly shaved head.

I could still feel the shape of his words.
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In the Sunlight
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I stepped out of the barbershop into a street drenched in afternoon light. The air was warm, almost still, with just enough breeze to carry the smell of fresh bread from the bakery two doors down. The heat landed on my scalp immediately — sharper and more direct after the closeness of the shave — and for a moment I just stood there, letting it settle.

I didn’t have anywhere I needed to be. The streets in this part of Hamburg narrowed and opened in irregular patterns, spilling into small squares where the sunlight pooled. I drifted toward one of them, moving slowly, my hands in my pockets, the rhythm of the city around me muted.

The barber’s words were still there, hovering like the aftertaste of something strong: this patch... it will only get bigger with time.

I found a bench at the edge of the square, half in shade, half in sun. Sitting down, I tilted my head back, letting the light fall across it. Without thinking, my hand rose. Fingers met scalp, tracing the smooth, clean plane of it, sliding over the crown in slow, deliberate arcs.
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