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Masala Mindy
  

  Sometimes when I meet people who have seen The Office, they assume that, like Kelly Kapoor, I am only involved in my Indian heritage to the degree that it is fun and convenient. This assumption is pretty much correct. Culturally and religiously, I live my life like a secular American, except when I’m out with friends at an Indian restaurant and I feel uniquely qualified to order our meal. I might say knowingly, “The chicken makhani from here isn’t good, but the mango lassi is spectacular.” I’m so good at it, I should probably have my own Netflix show about ordering Indian food, with fabulous Hollywood friends like Jennifer Garner and Lin-Manuel Miranda guest starring in each episode. Masala Mindy, it would be called. Huge hit, twenty seasons, the Queer Eye guys become close family friends.


  Then I had a kid, which changed everything. I felt I needed to think about my culture in a larger way, since now, technically, it was our culture. I had to grapple with questions I could ignore when it was just me, like: How Indian do I want my daughter to be? Should I start being more Indian really quick, like right now, so I can trick her into believing this has always been my deal? Or should I accept the extent of her Indian-ness will be like mine? I panicked. Without a faith structure in our home, what if she adopted some random religious identity in an effort to find spiritual guidance? I pictured a brown-skinned teenage girl wandering around Forever 21 wearing a crop top and a decorative cross necklace talking about her love of Jesus Christ—because that’s what Justin and Hailey Bieber did. I hated this thought. Even if I don’t exactly care if my daughter is Hindu, I definitely don’t want her to be some other religion. So, I looked down at my sleeping eight-month-old baby and I whispered, “You will not be a member of the Hillsong Church!”


  Let’s back up a little bit.


  I am kind of Hindu. Or, more accurately, when I was growing up in Massachusetts in the 1980s and ’90s, I was told that I was Hindu. This knowledge was a positive thing, largely because it helped me to answer questions about ethnicity on forms. What it meant essentially was that I attended pujas (Indian religious gatherings/ceremonies) once or twice a year, which always felt more cultural than religious. For my family, a puja was an opportunity to dress up in our colorful Indian clothes we never got to wear and see the larger Indian community we loved gossiping about. We found out who got into Ivy League colleges and who got fat. That’s what pujas were all about. The ceremony itself is held to celebrate various important life events like a new baby, a wedding, even a new business venture. It’s performed by a Hindu priest in ancient Sanskrit, so no one really seems to understand what is going on anyway.


  When I moved to Los Angeles to work on The Office, the yearly Hindu ceremonies mostly stopped for me. I would pray only when I wanted something really badly. I chose to pray to Ganesha and Lakshmi before I took my driver’s ed test or when I had to get on a plane. I was a “Santa Claus” Hindu.


  By the time I gave birth to Katherine, whom I call Kit, I was solidly secular, and I hadn’t thought about her faith at all. It’s weird thinking about little babies and their religions—she didn’t even know how to walk yet, and all of a sudden I had to make some big decisions about what higher power she would believe in.


  It wasn’t until her godfather, television and film’s B.J. Novak, asked me about what a godfather was actually supposed to do that I thought about offloading the religious questions onto somebody else. I’d picked a godfather for the same reason everyone does: because it seems like the kind of wholesome thing really nice white parents would do on an ABC Family show. You know, the kind of family who plays touch football after dinner on Thanksgiving and dances to R&B while doing the dishes.


  I also wanted someone to take Kit to Dodgers games and give her an outlet to complain about me—and then back-channel whatever they heard to me later. But I guess that’s not what a godparent is really for. After I looked it up, I found out that they’re technically supposed to help continue your child’s Christian faith in case you die. B.J. is Jewish, and I am Hindu, so the whole thing made no sense at all. Then B.J. asked a great question: What would godparenting responsibilities mean in terms of Kit’s Hinduism? B.J., for example, is more than Kind of Jewish. Like, when he inevitably makes me the godparent to his child, it would definitely be my responsibility to teach that kid some Judaism. I pray that doesn’t happen for many reasons, but if it did, it would probably make a good sitcom.


  So, I started thinking more about my religion, and suddenly, being Kind of Hindu seemed Kind of Lame. Like, maybe I should be more interested in the religion and culture of the people I descended from? Sure, I can tolerate the spicy food. I nod knowingly when I hear Ravi Shankar’s sitar solo on Beatles albums. And . . . that’s about it. B.J. agreed nonjudgmentally as I explained this to him, before observing, “So you don’t really know what you’re talking about.”


  Naturally, I quickly accepted responsibility and promised to do better for myself and my child.


  No, I’m just kidding. I obviously blamed my parents.


  My mom and dad are Indian, but met while working in Lagos, Nigeria. Although they had their home country in common, they were from completely different parts of India: my dad is Tamil from Madras (Or Chennai? Which am I supposed to call it? Am I offending someone?), and my mom is Bengali from Calcutta (Or is it Kolkata? India, help me out here with these names!). Those are completely different regions with different languages and completely different traditions. Dad was raised as a strict vegetarian, and then, in college, he tried chicken and “kind of liked it,” although, out of guilt, he only ate it rarely. His parents and five siblings had happy and successful arranged marriages, as was the tradition in his region. My mom, on the other hand, was raised eating fish, chicken, lamb, and shrimp—basically “anything that crawled,” as she used to joke. (But not monkey brains. Come on, Indiana Jones. You are racist. You don’t deserve to have “Indian” in your first name.)


  Anyway, my parents met in Africa, liked each other, and got married. But the only language they had in common was English. Even the way they practiced Hinduism was completely different. Though both Hindu, they had separate festivals, holidays, and rituals. So when I was growing up, we didn’t have one unified set of rules. We would eat vegetarian Tamil food for breakfast (my dad’s culture), but then have spicy fish and shrimp curry for dinner (my mom’s Bengali roots) and end the meal with Carvel ice cream cake (pure 1980s suburban Boston). We plucked what worked for us from both of their experiences and then adopted American culture and traditions that seemed fun and festive too. Like I said, it’s their fault.


  Let’s be real. It’s also Hollywood’s fault. LA is, at times, exactly what you’d think. The lack of seasons here gives us an unstructured vibe that is really fun but also makes it hard to take religious events seriously. When it’s seventy degrees for Christmas and eighty for Easter, it’s somehow harder to have a focused appreciation of Christ’s ultimate sacrifice or anything else considered sacred.


  LA is also so damn open-minded. In the past two years, I can honestly say that I have not once encountered a raised eyebrow or judgmental tone about my situation—to my face, anyway. Out here, it’s pretty much up to you whom you marry or don’t marry, what you hold sacred and what you don’t. I could have Matthew McConaughey baptize Kit into the Church of Alright Alright Alright in the Pacific Ocean outside his Malibu compound and people would be like, “Oh, I love that guy, cool choice.” So I realized it was totally up to me to decide how religious my daughter would be, and whatever I decided would be fine. The problem was, I still had no idea what I actually wanted. I was going to have to figure it out one step at a time. Which leads me to the story of the Mundan.
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  The Story of the Mundan


  When you’re a Hindu, instead of a christening, baptism, or bris, babies have a Mundan. The Mundan takes place sometime between the ages of four months and three years, and involves the act of shaving all the hair off a baby’s head. It’s done to rid you of the negativity from your past life, which is represented by the hair you were born with, so it’s very much mandatory. I had a Mundan as a baby, in a very holy seaside temple in South India.


  


  Me, bald, post-Mundan. I don’t know how a baby can look this alarmed.


  

  I didn’t want to do a Mundan for Kit at first. I was already getting nervous hearing phrases like “negativity from a past life.” What, do I look like I frequent the crystal and CBD store in Venice Beach? This was so not me. Also, my daughter is extremely cute but is often mistaken for a boy. Once, on an eleven-hour flight from LA to London, I pointedly dressed her in a pink jumpsuit with a pink bow in her hair, and even still, at the end of the flight a nice old lady stopped us and said, “Your son was so good on the flight. He did a great job.” If I shaved Kit’s head, she would legit look like a boy, and no one would realize she was a girl until she hit puberty. I couldn’t do that to her.


  My dad was also, unhelpfully, not putting any pressure on me. In fact, he remembered how much I hated my own Mundan when I was eight months old and didn’t want Kit to endure that. The whole thing seemed ridiculous. Why would I put her through such an ordeal just because it’s something my ancestors did? So it felt settled: I wouldn’t do it.


  But then I kept thinking about it. Who does it hurt, really? Cutting off hair isn’t like a circumcision, for heaven’s sake. And when I looked back on my life, wasn’t it pretty blessed? I had a loving childhood, a great career, wonderful friends, and a house with a detached garage—I was killing it! What if any (or even all) of that was because when I was a baby, a Hindu priest shaved my head in a holy place on a South Indian beach? I couldn’t be sure, but did I want to risk it?


  And so, as with my attitude toward carbohydrates, I flip-flopped, and I became super into having a Mundan for Kit. The party planning began. I started by calling five local Hindu temples and associations. Two did not do Mundans. One temple connected me with a man who spoke only Hindi, and we were incomprehensible to each other. A fourth temple I called had folded, and the number now belonged to an Edible Arrangements. One bouquet of flower-shaped, chocolate-covered strawberries later, I finally got through to a temple where somebody spoke English and could drive to my house in the Hancock Park neighborhood of Los Angeles on the day I needed. Bingo! This was my guy! Pandit (priest) Jayaraman, also known as Pandit Jay, told me about twelve times that he accepted only personal checks and would not accept Venmo. I went into my closet and dusted off my checkbook, which I store in a shoebox, dislodging a family of spiders. I was ready.


  We soon found out that Pandit Jay was from the same temple that my Indian Hindu assistant, Akshara, had once hired to bless her new Volkswagen Jetta. Her parents paid him to come to her apartment and bless her car, which he did happily (for a personal check, no Venmo). This really happened. Indian people love getting items blessed, so this made sense to me. Every year before school started, I had to get my textbooks blessed by my local Hindu priest. And I always killed it at school, so this had obviously worked. And so far, Akshara had not gotten into any car accidents, so Pandit Jay seemed legit. I had never met this guy, but I was running out of time, so I booked him right there on the phone. Before we hung up, he gave me a long, mysterious list of items to have for the Mundan: coconut oil, paper towels, scissors, an ancient bronze plate, matches, oranges, apples, flowers, and a small tapestry for him to sit on. I dutifully had my dad pick it all up for me.


  I thought a Mundan went down like this: we’d shave her head real fast, do the ceremony, and then people could come over for drinks and a barbecue and to see Kit in an adorable Indian outfit. Get all the boring stuff out of the way before the party and the cute outfits, which were the real draw here.


  As it turned out, the Hindu Gods had no intention of letting this occasion go smoothly for me. The first hiccup was that Pandit Jay told me flat out that he and the Hindu priests at the Malibu Hindu Temple no longer shaved the babies’ heads themselves—for liability reasons. In fact, he insisted, he would arrive after the head shaving, again for liability reasons. For a holy man, Pandit Jay sure did snap into legalese pretty quick. That should’ve been my first red flag.


  So I needed to hire someone who could come to the house to shave Kit’s head. I called three places and they all said no, they did not feel comfortable shaving an unwilling baby’s head who did not have lice. I began to freak out—what was I going to do? Buy an electric razor, learn how to use it by watching YouTube videos, and do it myself? I went on Yelp and eventually discovered a woman named Angela from a kids’ haircutting salon in Studio City. Fearing she, too, would be weirded out about shaving a baby’s head for an ancient Hindu ritual, I told my assistant to keep her in the dark about the details. Akshara just told her that a celebrity needed a haircut for her nine-month-old, and to make sure to bring an electric razor. For all she knew, I was Kate Hudson asking her to do a fade on her son.


  The morning of the Mundan, we put Kit in her beautiful Indian outfit. Here’s the deal with most Indian clothes: they are gorgeous, they are colorful, and they are horrifically uncomfortable. The 97 percent elastane trend has not transferred over to Indian fabric. The material is shiny, stiff, and scratchy. Kit literally wanted nothing to do with it. I figured the best way to keep her still was to put her in her high chair in the playroom, where she could be distracted by toys. She won’t even notice somebody’s shaving her head, I thought.


  Wrong.


  When Angela arrived, prepared to do a great job cutting Kate Hudson’s kid’s hair, Kit met her with an anger so intense I feared for them both. I swear Kit must have been a luxurious beard in a past life, because the razor’s buzz seemed to conjure a memory that filled her with terror. The instant that razor touched the back of Kit’s head, she started screaming. Huge tears rolled down her face. I had to pin down her arms, and she looked up at me with eyes that were wide with betrayal. I was Fredo and she was Michael Corleone: “You? You did this to me?” Then, after five minutes of wailing, she did the most chilling thing, which moms everywhere will recognize: her mouth froze open in a silent O-shaped scream. The whole thing was disorienting. Was shaving your head actually as painful as a circumcision? Kit was certainly acting like it was. Seven minutes in, a visibly shaken Angela asked if we should “take a break.” I snarled, “Are you kidding me?” The head-shaving campaign raged on.


  Four minutes later, the nightmare was over. I gave Angela a wad of cash, and she sprinted out of there. I can’t imagine the impression she must have of Hindus now, or the type of child torture she thinks goes on in the home of beloved sitcom creator and star Mindy Kaling. In an effort to get it over with faster, I had not asked Angela to clean up after shaving, so Kit’s poor hair was still patchy and uneven. In her little Indian dress, she looked like a demented Princess Jasmine who had escaped from an insane asylum. I gave her some warm milk, and she passed out in my arms, probably already adding “sign up for the Hillsong Church” on her little checklist of things to do. Why had I even done this?


  Once she woke up, we finished the Mundan on a tapestry on the floor of my formal living room. I sat with Kit on my lap while Pandit Jay performed the Hindu ceremony, which involved chanting in Sanskrit and lighting an incense burner and waving it over Kit’s head. We also offered flowers, cut-up fruits, and sweets to statues of our Gods, with a small plate set aside for Kit. Then each of the important people in her life, including my dad, stepmother, Aunt Sreela, and Uncle Keith, waved the incense burner over her head to bless her. Kit really loved this part, actually. She could sense she was the center of attention and enjoyed eating the sweets. At the end, Pandit Jay sprinkled holy water on Kit’s bald head, to her delight. She would have holy water sprinkled on her all day if possible.


 


  Kit sitting in my lap, enjoying being the center of attention.


  

  Afterward, we had a party with all of Kit’s non-Hindu friends and some comedy writers I know. They saw Kit’s little bald head and were charmed because she looked like the Last Airbender, and because they’d all missed the carnage that had preceded it. We had Indian food, a face painter, and an open bar. We hung around chatting and listening to Bruno Mars. An attractive caterer came out with a cake that said “Happy Mundan, Kit!” Presented like this, everyone loved Mundans.


  After everyone left, I went upstairs, feeling strangely overwhelmed. I had a little Ziploc bag of my daughter’s hair and put it on the Hindu shrine in my bedroom. (Hindu people have these small cabinets where we put all important/holy things.) I placed Kit’s hair next to a photo of my late mother. It was an old photo, from her driver’s license when she first moved to Nigeria. She was in her late twenties in the picture, and when I saw the little bag of hair next to the picture of my mother, I started crying. Then I started sobbing. I had cried quite a few times since Kit was born, but this was different. This was real emotional liberation, the kind of tears you cry when you watch one of those Super Bowl ads about a boy and his horse that ends up actually being about life insurance.


  Why was I crying so much? Because I think that it finally dawned on me that I have a child who will never know her grandmother, the person who was the closest to me in the world. And I was about to start this journey with my daughter by myself without the help of my mother. I was going to raise her alone, and I was terrified.


  Then, just as suddenly, looking at this photo of my mother and the little bag of Kit’s hair, I realized the one thing that would bridge all three of our lives was our faith, this intangible thing that had been passed on to me and that I would now pass on to my daughter. Somehow, through this ritual, I had transcended the impossible distance between me and my mom. I guess we do these things we don’t completely understand because we know that without them, we are untethered from our ancestors. And with the help of the forty charmed and puzzled friends and family who arrived for a Hindu head-shaving celebration, I would get through it. It felt good to know a billion other Hindus were giving their screaming daughters Mundans. In that moment, standing alone in my bedroom, I felt so connected to my mother.


  It was finally clear. The reason I’m Kind of Hindu and will raise my daughter to be Kind of Hindu is to have this connection deep inside my own heart to other people who look like us and have shared key experiences, thousands of miles away. I don’t have to be full-on religious, and I doubt I’ll ever be knowledgeable enough to satisfy her or my curiosity about our faith, but I’m really going to try.


  As long as Kit and I are Kind of Hindu, we will never be alone.
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