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Mihir Jacob waited tables at Café Deluxe on Sudder Street six days a week, went to church Sunday mornings and sang with Five Mad Monkeys for fun when they rehearsed Sunday evenings, and wanted to continue doing that for the rest of his life. Until the day Ravi Roy told him that he looked like Michael Jackson. 

“If MJ had straight hair, he’d look absolutely like you,” he said. “You have the same face and the same body. And you can sing, too. And look at your name—what a coincidence, man!” 

If anyone else had said that, Mihir would have just let it out the left ear and forgotten about it the next second. But Ravi Roy was no ordinary man. He played the drums for the Monkeys, and was their band leader. Not just that, his father used to know Cliff Richard when he was still Harry Webb. They were friends. And Ravi’s mother, a Khasi lady from Shillong, was a piano teacher at Loreto. Plus, he was the only one Mihir knew who had copies of Rolling Stone arriving at his doorstep straight from America. So, if anyone knew anything about music and musicians, it was him. 

MJ, Mihir thought. Of course!  

And Ravi was right about the other things, too—the eyes, the mouth, the color of the skin, the skinniness. Standing in front of the BAD album cover poster in Raghunath Mishra’s shop later that day, and stealing glances at his reflection on the showcase, Mihir nodded to himself. He wondered why it never occurred to him or anybody else before, but now that it was as clear as daylight, he couldn’t go on being the same man anymore—the half Bengali, half Anglo-Indian Sudder Street waiter who could sing a song or two and was light on his feet, but didn’t have the balls to get on stage and do it like the Monkeys.

Things had to change. 

First the hair, Mihir decided, since that was the only obvious difference between him and Michael Jackson. And it made much more sense for him to get his hair curled than to expect the big man to straighten his. So he went to Tip Top Beauty Parlor (Ladies & Gents) to talk to Selim Ali, whom he’d once heard say to another customer that he knew how to curl hair. If he couldn’t do it, Mihir would go somewhere else—there were a thousand and one saloons and parlors within a square kilometer of his neighborhood, and someone somewhere would know how to do it. If not, he’d ask his friend, philosopher and guru to ask one of his uncles in America to send a hair curling kit. He remembered how Ravi had done it once.  

“Did you ever do it before?” Mihir asked Selim, not sure a guy who still wore bellbottoms, and hair like Hindi film heroes from the Seventies, could do such a hip thing like curling hair. 

“Of course!” Selim said. “Ask the Parsi auntie from your next-door house.” 

“Mrs. Mistry?” Mihir frowned. “But her hair is straighter than mine!” 

“Her fault,” Selim shrugged. “She hated the smell.” 

The story was that Mrs. Mistry had run out of the shop in broad daylight with curlers hanging from one side of her head, and never came back. A friend of Selim’s wife had later found out that she went to a parlor on Free School Street to get rid of the curls he’d put into her hair. 

“Not many curls, you understand? But they were so strong she had to go to an expert to get rid of them!” Selim bragged. “Ask her, and if she’s honest she’ll tell you.” He said it was fine if Mihir just paid for the kit and “extra something”—he’d do it for a friend. 

Mihir never thought of Selim as a friend, but if he could fix his hair and didn’t make him pay through the nose, why not? 

That was how Mihir Jacob’s journey to his new life started in Tip Top Beauty Parlor (Ladies & Gents). 

It happened on a Thursday. The café was closed because the owner’s grandfather had died and everyone on staff (except him) had gone to the crematorium. But like all things in his old life, the start to his new one wasn’t easy. Barbers and butchers don’t work on Thursdays. Selim said he’d open the shop for him in the afternoon. “After one,” he said. “Come in through the back door. I’ll be inside. It will take an hour.” 

It took almost three. Selim kept fumbling and dropping the curlers, and cursing under his breath. It was obvious he was not the expert he’d pretended to be, but it was too late to do anything about that. So Mihir just sat there clenching his jaw, angry at himself for buying into Selim’s bullshit and not going to a better place. It was also unbearably hot and stuffy in there. The front door was closed, and the back door was too narrow and small to make any difference. And the ceiling fan just wobbled and squeaked, hardly moving the air. Sitting there like that, his body and face covered in sweat, and staring at the disaster unfolding on his head, and inhaling the pissy smell descending from there, he wondered how in God’s good name he could ever get back to looking like himself again. Forget Michael Jackson! He thought about Mrs. Mistry and how she’d escaped, and felt a sudden urge to spring from the chair, tear himself free from the ugly, sticky clutch of Selim’s hands and do exactly what she’d done. The urge was so strong it hit him like a bolt of lightning, its veins of energy shot through the veins in his body. Mihir gripped the armrests to stay still.    

When Selim finally finished, he felt like throttling the man. What stared at him from the mirror was a furry dog’s behind with a man’s face that vaguely looked like his. The only way anyone could make it look like his head again was by shaving off that tangled mess. Mihir was beside himself with anger. But instead of lifting the chair and slamming it against the mirror, which he didn’t have the strength to do anyway, or punching Selim in the face (which he easily could), he just shifted his gaze to the man’s face in the mirror and said, “What the hell is this?”

Selim looked like he couldn’t believe his ears, his proud smile vanished from his face. 

“Hunh?” Mihir asked again. “What did you do?” 

Selim stared at his hair in the mirror like he was looking for an answer there. He was standing right next to him, but was looking at him in the mirror. Mihir never got this thing about barbers—they always talk to you in the mirror, even when you’re closer than that sheet of glass! Funny. But anyway, for now Selim wasn’t talking. He just kept looking at Mihir’s hair, looking beaten and scared, like someone waiting to be punished for a crime they knew they’d committed. 

Finally, he said, “I’m sorry you don’t like it. You don’t have to pay.”

That did something to Mihir. All his anger vanished in a blink, like shy crabs on a beach, and he felt sorry for the man. He felt sorry for making him feel so bad and guilty that he didn’t want any money from him. All that work plus the stuff he had to buy! Mihir of course would never not pay someone for their work. He’d learned that from his father, CC Jacob (CC for Christopher Clarence). Even when he hated what his tailor had done, or had to clean up after the sweeper, he always paid them their due. He’d let them know he wasn’t happy, but gave them their money even when he couldn’t use the fruit of their labor. “You may not like what they did,” he told Mihir once, “but don’t forget it cost them time and sweat. And you’re not a man if you don’t pay for that!” 

Speaking of man, CC Jacob was one like no other Mihir had ever known. It’s his rotten luck that he had to die so early. If he hadn’t, Mihir would have had a different life. His father wanted him to join the merchant navy, and if he was around a few more years Mihir would now be sailing from one foreign port to another—Singapore, Tokyo, New York—making money like his cousin, Joe Mayo, instead of serving coffee and toast and omelet and banana shake to unwashed backpackers in Café Deluxe. Joe’s father had died early, and CC Jacob, being the man that he was, had taken him, his older sister’s son, under his wing and paid for his education, and then sent him to the merchant navy. He wanted to do the same for his own son but died before Mihir could even finish school. Fate! What could anyone do about that? So Mihir had decided early on that the only way he could make up for his father’s absence in his adult life was by following his advice. CC Jacob would be proud if he knew just how faithfully his son did that. 

Mihir took out a five-rupee note and two tenners, which equaled the amount Selim would have charged if he wasn’t a “friend”, put the money on the counter, and without another word walked out of the shop.  

It was almost four, but it was so hot there weren’t too many people outside. And most pedestrians had their heads hidden under big umbrellas, which, Mihir hoped, limited their view of other pedestrians. Looking how he was now, he didn’t want to be seen by anyone, especially anyone he knew. He walked as fast as he could, aware of his hair, feeling it like never before. It wobbled like ribbon weed in a stream, or a mass of wire coils, each strand tugging at the skin of his scalp. He felt like he was carrying an unsteady load on his head. Hurrying past a rickshaw parked outside the tiny egg roll shop with its shutter halfway down, he recognized the rickshaw-wallah. It was Baburam. Luckily, he was asleep. Before turning into the narrow alley on the right, he couldn’t help throwing a quick glance at Raghunath Mishra’s shop on the other side of the road. The man was standing outside, smoking. Mihir was sure Raghunath hadn’t seen him. Even if he had, he certainly couldn’t tell it was Mihir. The only person who might have recognized him was the madman who roamed the neighborhood all day. Mihir had almost bumped into him as he came out of the alley and turned left. The man was standing at the corner with his back to the courier office, babbling to himself. He burst into a wild laugh as their eyes met—a few black teeth in a gaping mouth, and the sound of a hyena. “Shut up!” Mihir hissed at him. 

 

An auto-rickshaw came hurtling toward them, blaring its horn as it sped past. The madman laughed again. Mihir felt his heart racing.

Back home a few minutes later, he avoided looking at himself in the mirror. He took off his shoes and unbuttoned his shirt, then picked up a towel to wipe the sweat off his face, body and arms. He drank a glass of water and sat down at the table, slightly out of breath. Moma (his aunt, Modesty Mayo, Joe’s mother) wasn’t at home. He wondered what she’d say if she saw him now. And Joe? He’d have made his life miserable. Mihir wouldn’t even have thought about doing such a thing if he was in town. He was sure about that! He tried to imagine his father’s reaction. What would he say? The door to Mrs. Das’s flat, which was opposite theirs, opened, and then closed. Mihir was glad the woman hadn’t rung the bell, which she frequently did. She and Moma were friends. He poured himself another glass of water. He couldn’t imagine his father being an older man, which he would be if he was still around. What happened to your hair, Mihir? he imagined him saying, laughing his big hearty laugh. He imagined his father leaning over to ruffle his hair, which he’d been fond of doing, his fingers now getting caught in the curls.     

When Mihir finally stood in front of the mirror, his glance shifting from his own reflection to the Michael Jackson poster and back, he couldn’t believe his eyes. Now he felt even sorrier that he’d screamed at Selim. It was as if, looking for the devil’s den, he’d just wandered into God’s backyard! The curls that had made him look like a muddy mongrel in Selim’s shop, suddenly looked so good they made Mihir Jacob look like a perfect copy of the pasha named Michael Jackson—the real MJ. 

“Selim, you’re the best!” Mihir said loudly, smiling. “And you, too, Ravi Roy!” He turned this way and that, tilted his head up and down, looking at himself from as many different angels as he could. 

That night he couldn’t sleep. Because of the hair. Because his new life depended on it, and he couldn’t afford to mess it up by putting his head on the pillow. And he couldn’t stop thinking about what he knew was waiting to happen. The minute he’d walk out of the house in the morning, boom! Even the dogs outside their gate would look at him differently. Now, at the Monkeys’ rehearsals, it wouldn’t be just “Mihir, let’s have that MJ move one more time,” or “Let’s do ‘I’m bad’!” It was going to be “MJ! MJ! MJ!”—they’d go completely crazy. And Ravi—oh, Ravi would be so proud he’d probably ask him to join the band. He’d probably change their name to Six Mad Monkeys. Or even better, MJ & Five Mad Monkeys! And in the streets whoever looked in his direction wouldn’t know what had hit them. They wouldn’t know whether to believe their own eyes or not. And when he’d get into those pants and that jacket, and those shoes, and get on stage….  

The dream felt so real Mihir couldn’t close his eyes even for a minute that night.

 

Pappu was the first one to notice. He was dusting one of the corner tables, and turned to look when he heard Mihir walk in. 

The boy froze, his jaw dropped open, eyes popping out of his head. Mihir lifted his sunglasses to wink at him, then walked into the changing room-cum-store. 

Shivshankar was getting into his grubby chef’s outfit and Dinesh, already in his dung-green Café Deluxe uniform, was organizing one of the shelves. Mihir switched on a light, pretending he hadn’t seen either man. He couldn’t wait for them to see his hair, his new look. The dogs hadn’t bothered to turn their heads when he walked past them, which put a damper on his mood first thing in the morning. Okay, they were dogs, but no human being had bothered to look either. But then, it was so early he hadn’t crossed paths with too many people other than a few rickshaw-wallahs and milkmen—what would they know? So apart from Pappu’s reaction, he hadn’t seen any results yet.

He walked to his corner of the room without looking in any direction, opened his locker and started to fuss with the things inside. Shivshankar was still putting on his clothes. A one-eyed goat could finish the Bible in half that time! And Dinesh was still going about his own business. Not a peep from either of them. Such blind people! Mihir thought.

“What happened to your hair?” Shiv yawned as Mihir walked past him to get into the loo.

“Michael Jackson!” Pappu squealed from the door.

Shiv had to just turn his head in the boy’s direction for him to vanish instantly behind the swing door. Then, slowly rolling up the sleeves of his sweaty chef coat and shaking his head, he said, “I hope you don’t think so?”

The man couldn’t be more than six or seven years older than Mihir, but he acted as if he’d gone to school with Indira Gandhi and his farts made more sense than other people’s words. But if he was really so smart, Mihir wondered why he wasn’t in a better place in life than the Café Deluxe kitchen! He liked his job less than Mihir did his and complained all the time, which Mihir never did, so why didn’t he go look for a job at the Writers’ where he claimed he knew everyone? Mihir had come close to asking him that more than once, just to put him in his place, and make him stop trashing people around him, but held back for fear of hurting his feelings. Who knew what his story was!

“Or do you?” Shiv was looking at him as if he had glasses on, and was looking over them for a better view. The smirk on his face was the exact one he always had on when he talked someone down.     

All the anticipation and excitement that had built up in Mihir started to seep out of him—psss, like that. Like a slow tire leak. But he wasn’t going to show it and get laughed at. So, as hard as it was, he pretended he didn’t understand Shiv, and with a straight face and a chapati-flat voice said, “What do you mean?” 

Even before the words came out of his mouth, he knew how lame they were going to sound. But he blurted them anyway, hoping they’d buy him the time he needed to prepare for a better reply. 

“You know what I mean.” 

Mihir never thought much of himself. He knew he wasn’t too bright; he’d failed English, math, and chemistry in CBSE and never set foot in a college. He wasn’t anywhere near his father when it came to smarts, or his friend Ravi, who was sharp as a brand-new kitchen knife, but no one he knew made him feel as stupid and small and worthless as this bugger did.

“You mean this?” Mihir said with a wobbly voice, pointing a finger at his head.

Before Shiv could open his mouth again, they heard the firecracker voice of their boss, Chandan Das (CD, as Mihir secretly called him; CD, the man who owned CD, the shop). He asked Pappu where everybody was, and within a second burst in through the swing door, not giving either of them the chance to move.

“What’s going on?” he barked, turning his head from one side to another and back, fast, like a crow that had landed somewhere strange. “Why is it so dark in here? What are the lights for?” He reached for the switchboard and slapped the rest of the lights on. “What are you guys doing? Where’s Raju?”

Raju was CD’s cousin. He handled the cash desk until around eleven-thirty, when CD returned from his “other work,” whatever that was. He was about Mihir’s age, quiet and hardworking, and nice. He didn’t throw his weight around even though he was related to the boss.

“Must be on the way,” Shiv said, sounding like his voice was suddenly clogged up with melted sugar. He was always like that when he talked to the boss, all his cockiness carefully hidden, saved for the rest of the staff.

“Why haven’t you changed yet?” he asked Mihir. “Any idea what time it is?”

Mihir never liked facing the man when he arrived in the morning. He was always in a bad mood, every single day. Mihir wondered if it was his wife—if he had fights with her every morning. Or with anyone else in his big family—parents (even grandfather, until a couple of days ago), brother, sister-in-law, nephew, niece. Once he’d asked Raju if that was the case. And Raju being Raju, just smiled and shrugged, and said he didn’t know. Who knew what the story was! But as nice and kind as CD was as a boss, he was a monster when he arrived. For the first half-hour or so, Mihir tried to stay out of his way. But today he was glad the man had barged in on them, shutting up Shitshankar. Being screamed at by the boss was nothing compared to what this man was putting him through.

Mihir pointed to the toilet sheepishly, as if asking for the boss’s permission to use it. Just then the door swung open and Raju walked in, distracting CD and giving Mihir the chance to disappear. He slipped into the toilet in rat speed and quickly closed the door behind him, glad that CD hadn’t noticed his hair. If there was anyone he did not want to notice the change, it was him. Oh, so you were busy curling your hair when I was burning my grandfather, right? Mihir imagined him saying. 

The stink in the toilet was so bad, so much worse than Selim’s hair curling goo, it kept making his morning tea and biscuits climb back up the food pipe. Luckily, he didn’t have to stay too long. He couldn’t hear CD’s voice anymore, and the only noise in the kitchen was of Shiv and Dinesh getting ready for the day, so he knew the coast was clear. Boss had left after instructing them to pack breakfast for twenty-two people, which Bhagwan, his man Friday, would pick up in an hour. Every time he had guests at home, he made Shiv and Dinesh cater for them.

The store was well-stocked. Nothing had been used the day before because the café was closed, so they could start right away. Raju made a trip to Aggarwal & Sons Grocery in New Market to replenish the stock of bread and butter, as Dinesh and Shiv got the parcels ready. Mihir was surprised he wasn’t asked to do anything; CD hadn’t left any instructions for him. In his old life (which ended for good yesterday), he wouldn’t have worried about that—whom CD asked to do what depended on his morning mood, and it didn’t have any effect on things later in the day. But today Mihir wasn’t so sure. Maybe the hair pissed him off, who knows! he thought.

It was almost eight-thirty when the first customer showed up. It was David, a man from New Zealand, six-foot-six or so and matchstick-thin. He bent his head down to walk through the door, like he was getting into a tiny hut or something. Mihir had a little chat with him a few days ago, and found out that it was his first trip to Calcutta. He was staying at Maria. “Why not Fairlawn?” Mihir had asked. “Cheaper,” he said. Sure! Sudder Street had two types of tourists—the Fairlawn type and the non-Fairlawn type, which was most of them. Anyway, so David was the first one to walk in.

“Good morning,” Mihir said.

“Morning.” David smiled and sat down. “Chai, please,” he said. 

“And toast with butter and jam?” 

“Yes, please,” David nodded with a smile. He opened his faded backpack to take out his things, which usually were a couple of maps (he read maps like schoolchildren read books while getting ready for exams), a tenth-hand Lonely Planet on India, and a notebook. 

By the time Mihir was back with the toast and the tea, David had started scribbling on his notebook. He lifted his head to say thanks and quickly went back to writing, no sign of him having noticed Mihir’s hair. A giraffe with bad eyes, Mihir thought to himself. Why else would he bend down like that on his notebook?

Bill and Annette came next. Both were old-timers. They’d been coming to Café Deluxe for as long as Mihir had been working there. Bill was from England, although he said his father was an Anglo-Indian from Calcutta. And Annette was from someplace in Europe, but lived in South Africa and sounded as if she too was English. For the last few weeks, the two of them and Lambu (everyone at the café called David Lambu because of his height) had been the first ones to show up every morning. 

“Moorning!” Bill said. Funny guy, always said moo instead of hello—not to everyone, but to people he knew in Sudder Street, which were many, including almost all the rickshaw-wallahs. He’d pucker his mouth like when people blow rings of cigarette smoke, doing it with the same care. And whoever knew Bill, did the same when they saw him. That was the extent of his communication with many in Sudder Street. If someone he didn’t know did it to him, which happened now and then because he was famous for his moos, he was thrilled to bits.

“Moorning,” Mihir replied with a nod, trying to pull out a chair so that Annette could get to the one next to the window, where she liked to sit when she came for breakfast. Bill had already sat down. He was looking at Mihir, mouth pursed, nodding his head. “So, omelet, toast and tea for you?” Mihir asked, feeling trapped in Bill’s stare, so self-conscious that he could barely hear his own words.

“Good one!” Bill said, still nodding. “Cost a lot of money, I’m sure?”

“What?”

“The wig!” Bill gestured with his head. 

“It’s not a wig, Bill!” Annette chimed in, looking at Mihir’s head. “What’s wrong with you? He just got his hair curled.”

“Is that right?” The man looked as if it was his life’s biggest surprise. No telling if he was really surprised or was faking it to make fun of Mihir, who felt like an idiot anyway, as if he’d been caught with his fly open. 

He turned around to see if anyone was close enough to hear any of this. CD wasn’t there yet, but Mihir was worried about Shiv overhearing, or Raju. Luckily, no one was within earshot. Except Lambu, who was busy with his maps, and Lonely Planet, and notebook—he didn’t care about anything else anyway.

“The same for you?” Mihir asked Annette, deciding not to meet Bill’s eyes or answer him, or even ask him again if omelet, toast and tea, which he ordered every day, was what he wanted. He wanted to leave their table before either of them had a chance to say another word about his hair, even if it was going to be complimentary. Even if it was what he’d been dying to hear since he got out of the house in the morning. 

“Yes, please.” Annette smiled. 

“For me too, please,” Bill said, and then, as Mihir turned to leave, “Moo!”

He liked the guy, and mooed back at him all the time, even though sometimes it made him feel like a retarded cow. He did it because Bill liked it. He also laughed at all his jokes, whether he understood them or not (and he didn’t understand a lot of them because of that funny accent of his). What he didn’t like was the man’s reaction to his hair. A Wig? What kind of rat shit was that? A goat with its eyes and brains in the right places could tell it wasn’t a wig! He just wanted to embarrass Mihir, make him look like an idiot, a little Indian idiot with fake hair. Not fair! Mihir shook his head as he walked to the kitchen.  

At nine, the kitchen looked, smelled and sounded like it normally did much later in the day. Smoke from the partly-burned slices of bread for the boss’s twenty-two guests hung like fog around the tube lights. The grease-padded exhaust fan sounded as if it was drowned in a muddy drain. Raju and Bhagwan were putting the breakfast parcels and tea flasks in two jute shopping bags. Shiv was watching them, taking sips from a cup of tea and wiping his sweaty face with a dish towel (which he also used for the dishes, and God knew what else). Dinesh was putting away the things Raju had brought from the grocery store, grunting every time he had to bend to pick up something. And Pappu was sitting on the floor next to the fridge, chopping onions and rubbing his teary eyes. 

“Omelet, toast and tea—two!” Mihir said without looking at anyone, but loudly enough for everyone in the kitchen to hear him.

Shiv didn’t stir; he kept watching Raju and Bhagwan fuss with the parcels. “Oey, onion!” he barked at Pappu moments later, then said to Raju, “Leave it to him and go to the counter. His name’s Bhagwan—he’ll figure it out!”

“It’s done,” Raju said gently, and then to Bhagwan, gesturing, “Hold the bags like that, okay? Make sure the stuff doesn’t tilt over. Come!” He held the swing door open for the man.

As Mihir followed Raju out of the kitchen, he noticed Shiv lift his head and throw a scowling glance at him. But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t make any other comment the rest of that day, which, like most Fridays, had been a busy one. Some of the regulars seemed to notice Mihir’s hair, but no one said anything. Except Ahava, this pretty, young Israeli woman with curly brown hair that was so long it reminded Mihir of village women. She was always in a sleeveless t-shirt and wrinkled pajamas, with black glass bangles on her wrists and rubber flipflops, also black. No matter what time of day or night Mihir saw her, she looked like she’d just got out of bed. 

“Wow,” she smiled. “I like your new hair!”

Mihir couldn’t believe his ears. “Thanks,” he said, hoping no one else had heard her.

The café was full and quite noisy, and Ahava had a soft voice. Sometimes, he had to lean closer to hear what she was saying. But not today. He’d heard her loud and clear. He smiled, looking at her—her guava-green eyes and beautiful, sweet mouth. In his head, sweet was a word linked forever to the banana pancakes Moma made at home, the stuff he’d grown up eating, or the tea Dinesh made for the staff at the café, or how Tiwari’s laddus tasted. Mihir could never imagine using the word sweet to describe how anyone looked, especially how their mouth looked, but that was the only word that came to his mind every time he saw Ahava. Sweet, sweet, sweet—that was how she and her smiling mouth looked. Mihir felt like a fly trapped in a gob of molasses. Once Boss had caught him while he was in such a state. He’d taken Mihir aside and said, “If you want to stare at white women, go see a film in Society, don’t do it here!” Mihir had never gone to Society, but had seen enough vulgar posters with that cinema hall’s name on them to know what kind of movies they showed. He was so embarrassed he couldn’t look either Boss or Ahava in the eye for a few days. 

