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Becoming A Lady: Shaving My Legs After 11 Years

(Illustration by Alberto Vargas)

One day a few summers ago, an ex-boyfriend whoʼd evolved into a friend broke the news to me that the reason I hadnʼt
been able to get a date in months was probably because of my hairy legs.

It was true, I didnʼt shave my stems. I hadnʼt shaved them since the age of seventeen, when I stopped mid-stroke and
yelled in frustration, “This SUCKS!” and threw my razor across the room. I was always missing patches of renegade hair,
not to mention the insane itching after a few hours of smooth perfection. I realized that, as thereʼs no hygienic purpose or
medical statistics to support the practice, and Iʼm not an Olympic swimmer, thereʼs simply no reason to shave these
suckers. So I let them grow. As it turns out, my natural hair isnʼt very long, nor very dark. It only grows around the shins
and ankles, and is really quite soft. Only one out of three serious boyfriends has ever asked me to shave – and it had
been this one. I told him the same thing I told other people who noticed: that I donʼt see a reason to do something I hate
and am bad at just because other people want me to.

Itʼs not a matter of feminism, necessarily. I simply donʼt want to blindly follow whatever rules have been made to constitute
what makes a woman feminine (though that be feminist to say). There are certain traditional womanly practices I enjoy,
which Iʼll perform with girlish glee – I love high heels, skirts, lip gloss, mascara. I wore nothing but pasties, hot pants and
glitter in one yearʼs Mermaid Parade. I even get Brazilian waxes and shave my underarms. On the other hand, for years I
kept the hair on my head in a short, spunky style, plus I refuse mani-pedis and make the most of any occasion and outfit
that does not require a bra. I felt I should be able to choose the ways I express my femininity.

Yet, in the midst of a very long spell of singlehood and after my last promising date inexplicably ditched me, Iʼd been
thinking hard about what I was doing wrong. Is it really just that I have to wait for the right guy to come along, or is it me?
And if it is me, what about me am I willing to adjust in order to attract a guy? And why do I keep hearing Sarah Jessica
Parkerʼs voice while I ponder these issues?

One warm day a few weeks before, I was at a screening of the old Astaire/Rogers movie “Top Hat” and one amazing shot
featured dancers performing their elaborate act just beyond the foreground of a womanʼs exquisite pair of legs.
Objectifying, perhaps, but the shot was unequivocally beautiful. The owner of the legs stood in glittery heels in third
position, her calves perfectly toned, perfectly still, perfectly shaven. And perhaps wearing hose. But they looked so utterly
gorgeous that, for the first time in eleven years, I thought, “Hmm. Perhaps I should shave my legs.”

I tossed the idea around with my closest girlfriend, who admitted that even though she never notices it on me, she knows
other people do. “You could just try it. You can always grow it back.”

Home In The News Love & Sex Mind & Body Style & Beauty Work Life search

TRENDING LATEST TAGS

Be Merry, Be Bright: 10
Holida…
November 11 2013

The Exercise Experiment:
Pilat…
November 11 2013

Atheists Are Starting Their
Ow…
November 11 2013

Alanis Morissette's Jagged
Lit…
November 12 2013

How to Flirt with a Stranger

November 13 2013

Date the Fine Men at your
Gym
Ladyish

The Exercise Experiment:
Pilates Fusion
Ladyish

Women Donʼt Enjoy Casual
Sex As Much As The World
Ladyish

Marilyn Monroeʼs Facial
X-Rays Auctioned Off
Ladyish

Like 0

Make the web a better place! Share this on Facebook

Becoming A Lady: Shaving My Legs After 11 Years | Ladyish... http://www.ladyish.com/style/becoming-a-lady-shaving-my-legs...

1 of 4 16/11/13 17:22



SubscribeSubscribe

Get our free weekly newsletter
Let's keep in touch

name

email

“Hmm, interesting, like a social experiment?”

“Yeah. And, I mean, you have great legs.”

“I do?”

“Yeah!” she exclaimed. “Look at your calves! Theyʼre amazing!” She leaned over to trace the curve of my below-the-knee.
“They just have this perfect curve of muscle. Think of how great they would look with all your high heels.”

After I left her house that night, I looked shinward and considered a life with bare legs. What would it be like to remove
eleven years of personal philosophy? Would it look amazing? Or would it just be a pain in the ass?

I began to think about all of the other things about me I might possibly change to become more datable. I could grow out
my hair and start blow-drying it. I could wear eye shadow every day. I could forsake my alabaster skin and try tanning and
get fake nails. I knew I was getting carried away, but suddenly this idea gave me a knot in the pit of my stomach and I felt
I should pay attention to an instinct that told me I just needed to find one man to make me forget about that last bad date,
one man who thinks I am attractive the way I am… and then Iʼd return to being sane and comfortable with myself below
the knees.

But since the ideaʼs inception Iʼd become more and more aware of this area of my body. Iʼd begun to notice the way men
looked at my legs. I found myself looking at other womenʼs legs, and I realized: every single woman shaves her legs.
They all look the same. I am the only woman I have ever met who doesnʼt shave her legs. Does this make me special? Or
just a freak?

What if I try this, and suddenly I start dating some awesome guy, and then he thinks Iʼm going to do this for the rest of my
life? I thought. Stomach knot. Thatʼs not me. I knew that, unlike all of my other womanly habits, this was not one that I
would be adopting because I enjoy it and appreciate it. Its one and only purpose in my life would be to make me more
attractive to men. And thatʼs definitely not a habit to which I subscribe, hence the knot.

But as it had been on my mind for weeks, I knew that if I didnʼt do something about it, it would be on my mind for another
few. So I decided to look my self-doubt in the face and take action. I would do it just for the final 30 days of summer.

That night, I was going to shave my legs.

 

I went to Duane Reade and bought my first can of Skintimate shaving cream since I was a teenager. I felt like someone in
the adult section of a video store, like everyone looking at me knew exactly what I was going to do with this thing in my
hand.

When I shaved, it was a bit like what Iʼd imagine taking a weed whacker to the jungle would be like. I had a familiar burn
on my skin that I hadnʼt felt in over a decade. My legs felt tingly, alive, slick, but didnʼt look all that different to me.

What did I think would change? Honestly, absolutely nothing. In my heart of hearts I believed that my legs, shaven or not,
had little to no consequence in my daily life. I doubted it would have any effect on my dating life, and, in fact, I wondered
whether anyone would notice at all. I planned to tell no one.

The first day, naturally, I wore a skirt. Upon greeting male acquaintances, I wondered whether theyʼd noticed. I ashamedly
admit that, upon seeing a highly attractive colleague, I subconsciously felt glad to bear my legs knowing I wouldnʼt be
judged. However, the prickliness a mere 16 hours after shaving counteracted this effect and I was still not sold. How often
was I supposed to do this, anyway? Every other day? Every week? Should I switch to waxing?

At my office, three people noticed within minutes of seeing me. I was kind of shocked. Later I saw the ex-boyfriend, who
pointed wordlessly at my lower limbs with raised eyebrows.

“I have to say, I really donʼt think they look any different,” I said flippantly. If Iʼd had long hair I probably would have literally
flipped my hair.

“No,” he said with a nod, his tone low and unnecessarily serious. “They look really good. You look normal.” I boiled inside.

That night he asked me to dinner, and afterward he tried to kiss me at the subway station. Suddenly, the lines between
Ex-Boyfriend, Friend and just plain Man became blurred. It was so predictable it was ridiculous. I realized that, overnight, I
had become whatever it was heʼd always wanted me to be. And seeing as thatʼs something I never was in the first place,
it reaffirmed my resistance to this practice.

As the weeks went on, I noticed that my love life didnʼt change one bit, but there was a brand of attention Iʼd never
previously noticed. If I wore a skirt and heels to work, for example, on the subway home Iʼd catch an old guy looking at my
legs. Though there was never a vocally (or gesturally) expressed interest in me, I was suddenly aware of a Male Gaze
that Iʼd never felt before.

As summer fell into fall and nothing else changed (except the concerted prevention of ingrown hairs and a new
investment in body lotion), I would look down at my legs, half-bare and sprouty in capri pants, with a mixed feeling of
confusion and betrayal. These pale stems looked just like every other girlʼs. It didnʼt seem like me. My BFF was right, I
could grow it out. Nothing is permanent. So, after my full 30 days of shaven legs, I let it go again.

Yet, as the hair grew more and more, that no longer looked like me either. A month with a razor had given me an identity
crisis. It seemed suddenly outrageous to go out bare-legged with the blonde willowy forest regrowing on my shins… yet I
had done it without a second thought for so many years. Feeling bad about the hair on my legs made me feel, well, bad. I
felt like a failure of a feminist. As the temperature dropped and the jeans, tights and boots reemerged, I covered up my
legs and thought, Fuck it. Iʼll decide what to do with my legs next time I let them out to play.
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I endured winter and its layers of socks and tights with a toasty coat of hair on my legs and nobody the wiser. This fact,
that even in winter my luck with the fella-folk was unwaveringly quiet, only added fuel to my fiery belief in not shaving. Yet
I still wasnʼt sure what I actually felt comfortable doing, or how I felt best looking.

That February, as blizzards swirled continuously around New York, something truly bleak happened: my grandmother
passed away after a long illness. I rushed home to Arizona to be with my family and help prepare for the funeral. I helped
my mother put together a collage of photographs of her for the wake, as well as a video montage of photos from
throughout her life. As I looked through album after album, I noticed again how stunningly beautiful my grandmother was.
Pale and trim, with dark hair and modest, fitted clothes, she was a natural knockout every day of her life.

One afternoon I looked through an old shoebox of photos. There were pictures of many generations of my family: sisters
helping each other into wedding dresses, mothers gazing adoringly down at their newborns, aunts and cousins posing in
catʼs-eye sunglasses and full skirts beside the Grand Canyon. And suddenly there was my grandma, seated on a bed of
grass, glowing in the sun. Youthful and even sexy, she posed with her legs stretched out in front of her in angular
crescents, her skin as white as the sleeveless ivory romper she was wearing that day. My mom estimated that my
grandmother had been about 40 years old when the photo was taken, sitting on their plain front lawn in Phoenix. Yet,
elegant, graceful, classy as she was, she looked to me for all the world like one of those dancers from “Top Hat.” In her I
saw the grace of true, innate femininity, the power of her reserved sensuality. In short, my grandma just made that look
good.

One day before returning to New York, having some time to kill while on a nearby college campus, I laid down on one of
its many shadeless lawns. Enjoying the winter warmth of an Arizona February at seventy degrees, I closed my eyes to
the brightness of the sun and felt the grass between my fingers, tickling the nape of my neck, giving bed to my back and
legs. I pictured my grandma on her lawn. I sighed and felt, with appreciation, the feeling of the air on my skin. The sun on
my skin. The feeling of being in a body that continues to grow and change and live and evolve, inside and out.

Very soon after that, I came to the conclusion that my conundrum was no longer a matter of “becoming dateable” or
sacrificing my beliefs in an effort to attract someone to me. Itʼs about figuring out how I feel my best. Feminism is not only
in the grand gestures and society-changing events, itʼs also in the small choices we make, continually, not just once. I
love having the freedom (and habit) of changing some of my own opinions … no matter how long or firmly Iʼve held them.
I donʼt have to adhere to one mode of fashion or style just because of a decision I made as a 17-year-old. And as I
accepted that, it became suddenly, very clear to me that I really want smooth and awesomely shaven legs when Iʼm
rocking that skirt and heels. And itʼs not because Iʼm “supposed to” or because that ad of a girl getting her legs felt up by
her adoring Euro-style boyfriend is working on me. Itʼs not because of Ex-BFʼs jumping eyebrows or the stares of men on
the subway. Itʼs really just because my grandma, wearing a trench and heels, or Capri pants, or sitting long-legged in
shorts and bare feet on her front lawn made it look damn good, and damn classy. Because she represents the kind of
femininity I want to possess myself.

So, one Monday night as winter melted into spring, after Pilates and before nail polish, I shaved my legs for the first time
since the previous summer. I have to say, the first shave of the year is the best, because itʼs the cleanest. After this one
there would surely be ingrown hairs and renegade patches and exfoliation to deal with, but right then my legs felt truly
glorious. I slathered on the lotion and enjoyed the sensation of my light bedsheet against naked legs, naked alone. And,
the next day, wearing a French minidress and sky-high heels, walking down the street my legs just wanted to sing. “Weʼre
here! Weʼre beamingly white! Weʼre beautiful!” is how that chorus would go, probably in the vocal style of those
anonymous female choruses from 1940s musicals. As I walked, my calves naked, sculpted and towering over my shoes, I
felt gorgeous, confident, and, yes, powerful.
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