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Patrick Deeney

Shaving Face

I was four. The sun hadn’t poked its head out from behind the 
covers of the horizon, yet I was busy trying to move a small 

stepstool into the bathroom doorway. Dad was inside, pulling his 
can of shaving cream out of the medicine cabinet and spraying 
a glob into his palm. I planted my rear onto the lowest step and 
watched, fascinated by the process, while rubbing my tiny hands 
over baby-smooth skin.

“I think I need to start shaving too, Dad.”
       He dragged his razor down the sides of his face, clearing 
stubble to make way for fresh, pink skin. “I think you can wait a 
little bit, bud.”
       “How long?” I asked, innocently thinking that tomorrow 
could be the day I finally started shaving.
       “Until you have something to shave,” he replied, as he defor-
ested another patch of skin under his nose, expanding the fields of 
pink.

I have always wanted a beard. That statement has been true 
ever since I was young. I would often rub my face, hoping hair 
would magically sprout like leaves on tree branches in early 
spring. There’s just something about that coarse hair that pro-
trudes from the lower half of the face that screams raw masculini-
ty. Beards conjure images of burly men in the woods, ripping trees 
out of the ground with their hands and wrestling Kodiak bears 
over the best fishing spots for Alaskan salmon. Beards go hand-
in-hand with wizened old men sitting in lecture halls or labora-
tories as they unravel the secrets of life and the universe. Beards 
belonged on the regal faces of kings and noblemen as they ruled 
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empires around the world. But, alas, I am cursed with the inabil-
ity to grow such hair. Scratch that, I can grow hair, but I cannot 
do the beard of my dream justice. After a week or two of trying, 
all I end up with is a scruffy patch of chin fur, a wispy mustache 
and the underside of my jaw lined with what looks like a forest of 
electrical wiring poking through my skin. It’s just not fair.

November is always the worst month for someone like me. 
Men everywhere unite under a common cause, No-Shave Novem-
ber, that glorious time of the year when men let their facial hair 
grow wild and free. As the years have passed since its first obser-
vance, men have started to use it as a way to draw attention to 
cancer patients by donating the money they save from not shaving 
to charity.

I sit envious at the multitude of beards around me, as my 
scruff struggles to show and my face freezes in the chilling winds. 
I feel dejected, that I don’t belong, that I am unable to belong, 
all because my cheeks grow only peach fuzz. While my family 
gathers for our Thanksgiving meal, I am forced to see the fruits 
of their labors, as goatees and mustaches abound. However, my 
clean-shaven face never felt all that out of place until a few years 
ago.

I am the second youngest of my extended family, so my lack 
of facial hair didn’t seem so out of place. Michael, the one cousin 
who holds the honor of baby of the entire family, is a year and a 
half younger than me. To my chagrin, he stepped into the room on 
that chilly Thanksgiving Day looking like he walked right out of 
a Men’s Warehouse commercial, baby face adorned with a bushy 
five o’clock shadow by one in the afternoon.

“Why don’t you shave that thing off?” his sister quipped as he 
sat down at the cousin’s table.

He caressed his cheeks. “Why? November isn’t over yet. Plus, 
it keeps my face warm.”

I looked around the table. At one point or another I have seen 
each of my male cousins sporting some form of facial hair, be it 
groomed or the unruly growth of a few days without shaving. See-
ing Michael join these ranks only isolated me more, trapping me 
on a deserted, hairless island.

I believe the beard makes the man. They’ve accompanied faces 
longer than dogs have stood by our side, begging the question of 
who really is man’s best friend; after all, beards don’t get into the 
garbage, dig up flowerbeds or bark at the mailman as he walks by. 
They have been held in high regard for ages. As far back as ancient 
Egypt, beards were styled with gold, and fake beards were given to 
both men and women pharaohs as symbols of royalty, going so far 
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as elevating those who had them to gods.  Philosophers in Rome 
attributed beards to higher thinking. Epictetus notably remarked 
that he would much rather be killed than shave his beard, forgo-
ing his philosophical nature. And why wouldn’t he? Facial hair 
signified wisdom in men from antiquity, so much so that modern 
philosophical arguments have been named after Plato and his 
beard.

This feature of male appearance holds profound resonance 
within cultures, and our ancient infatuation with beards makes 
it easy to see why I developed my desire to have a beard at such a 
young age. But there is more to it than that. We’ve given our gods 
beards, beings we associate with perfection. Zeus without a beard 
looks like just another random guy, albeit prone to throwing a few 
lightning bolts.

Ancient times were not the only age where beards (or any fa-
cial hair for that matter) resonated with the success of men. Dali, 
Darwin, Einstein, Marx, Stalin, and Whitman all had one form 
of facial covering or another. Philosophers, artists, musicians, 
scientists, idealists, revolutionaries, generals, dictators, kings, and 
gods—men who wrote history—were covered with coarse plum-
age. Even some women were famous for their unique beardedness; 
people would come from miles around to see Annie Jones and her 
famous facial hair. Yet, I’m stuck gazing at myself in the mir-
ror, caressing my bald cheeks. No one wants to see just another 
ordinary, beardless guy. Would it even be possible to amount to 
anything without facial hair? Or will I be stuck dreaming of how 
I could one day be great if only my slumbering follicles would 
awaken?  

“Did you see Michael?” my mom emphatically stated on our car ride 
home after Thanksgiving dinner. “When did he get so old!”

My dad agreed, as I silently rubbed my cold face in the back 
seat. Michael looked years older now that he sported a beard, 
while I was stuck with my smooth skin, perpetually looking six-
teen.

As we pulled onto the highway, the engine protested, but 
slowly it warmed and reached the speed limit.  The lights of the 
highway passed rhythmically, creating hypnotic patterns of shad-
ows on the interior upholstery.

“It’s not fair,” I said. “Michael can grow a beard like that and 
he’s only eighteen, yet I’m stuck with nothing.”

My parents laughed. “Don’t worry, bud,” Dad started. “I 
couldn’t grow any either when I was your age.”
      “Oh great, so I’ll be sixty before I can even get close.” I’ll be 
an old man before I finally meet my dream beard. While, in the 
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meantime, my friends will have grown so accustomed to their 
facial hair, they’ll want to be rid of it.

I live in a house with three other guys: Tim, Tom and Tyler. Aside 
from all of their first names starting with the same letter (lead-
ing to massive confusion when calling out to one of them after a 
few beers) they all have one commonality that excludes me: facial 
hair. Every so often, they will talk about how their beards itch or 
how it’s time to shave, while I sit on the couch poking fun at how 
I know exactly what they are talking about.

“You shave?” one of them usually quips back after my attempt 
at conformity.

“It’s more for motivation. I want to give my whiskers some-
thing to strive for.” They all laugh while inside I cringe. They 
don’t realize how true this statement actually is. Every week or so, 
I lather my face in soft, white shaving cream, make a quick face in 
the mirror, remark how I look like an extremely skinny Santa, and 
then proceed to try to remove all the hair from my hairless face by 
finagling my razor around my awkward jawline to clear away the 
stubby electrical forest. It’s a depressing process, watching what 
few hairs proudly exists on my chin quickly fall before the over-
kill of my five-bladed razor.

Hannah gingerly sweeps her hand back and forth over my chin, 
fingers mimicking shaving techniques and brushing the nubs of 
hair just starting to poke through. “It’s growing so much better!” 
she says, commending the little stubs at their progress towards the 
light.

Instinctively, I run a hand across the sides of my face, “Only 
forty more years till I can grow an actual beard.”

She pulls it away from my face, “But hey, it’s gotten a ton 
better since we started dating. Maybe it won’t actually take that 
long.”

“Yeah…but I really want one now.” I laugh, my impatience 
getting the best of me.

“What can you do about it?” she says.
“Nothing, sadly, I just hate looking young. Plus my cheeks get 

cold.”

Our car finally started heating up even though we’d been driving 
for about twenty minutes down the same highway. The shadows 
in the car continued their monotonous cycle as the streetlights 
flew by. I had tucked my face into the collar of my coat to try to 
warm my cheeks back up.

“That’s completely fine,” Dad continued, “but it will grow. I 
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learned to deal with it and so will you.”
“Just look at your dad,” Mom continued.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dad replied through the salt 

and pepper caterpillar sitting on his upper lip and the soul patch 
clinging for dear life from his lower one.

“Yeah, Dad. Why didn’t you go for the full beard?”
“I just thought that this look would suit me better.”
Mom laughed, “Your father can’t grow hair on parts of his 

cheeks very well so he had to settle with that.”
“Well it’s more than I can grow,” I quipped back, trying to 

imagine myself at sixty.
“Like I said, bud, it will grow. You just have to be patient.”

Ever since I was a child, I have always wanted a beard. I connect-
ed the image of facial hair to the idea of success, to the epitome of 
what being a man meant. But genetics and luck have not been on 
my side, making me confront the harsh reality that I may never be 
able to grow that sublime stubble of my dreams, and no medicinal 
remedy, magic pill, or dark ritual will change it. But maybe I don’t 
need a beard to become the man I want to be.

My dad doesn’t usually have a beard, but my mom still loves 
him. He is able to get by in this world full of chin scruff and lip 
hair without feeling inadequate. Maybe one day I will find similar 
confidence in my life. Who knows, I might even find someone 
who loves me for who I am, hairless face and all.

  
“Merry Christmas!” Hannah says as she hands me a hastily wrapped 
gift she had forgotten to put in the mail. “I hope you like it.”

I take the lumpy gift and begin to unwrap it. Inside is a hand-
crocheted hat I had watched her make a few weeks before. I grab 
its grey yarn, dropping the paper to the ground, and start to ex-
amine it. A brown thread poking out from inside catches my eye. I 
pull on it and out comes a copper-colored crocheted beard.

Two loops on the sides serve to hook around my ears. I slip it 
on and feel the warmth cover my face as a smile stretches un-
derneath its interlaced yarn. “I love it.” It may not be real, but it’s 
mine. For now it’s the best I’ve got, and I couldn’t be happier. 


