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the haircut
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Later as he would think about the events of that day Kurt Lang 
couldn’t help feeling the reason for what had happened to him was 
the fact he was thinking about Ionesco's The Lesson as he was 
walking into the barbershop—he had an image of a male figure 
lying on its side on the floor in the fetal position with its arms and 
knees pressed to its chest protecting the guts spilling out of its 
ripped-open belly. He suppressed the vision instantly however so 
that it barely registered in his mind and calmly walked over to the 
row of chairs standing against the wall on the left to wait his turn. 
The only barber in the shop—a woman—was working on a 
customer in the barber’s chair next to the door.

But he didn't have to wait. As soon as he sat down the curtain on 
the door in the back of the room stirred and another woman 
stepped out from behind it, walked up to the last—third—barber’s 
chair, and motioned for him to sit in it. He stood up and started 
toward it.

After a few steps his feet in their hard-heeled cowboy half-boots 
slipped on the bare wooden floor however and he almost fell down, 
stopping himself at the last moment with his left arm.  He realized 
then that the floor in the barbershop wasn't level as he had 
assumed but sloped up at a not insignificant angle toward the back 
which must have been the reason for his slipping. He turned red 
from embarrassment and exertion, mumbled something that was 
a cross between a curse and an apology, stood up, and treading 
carefully with his feet at an angle so that the edges of his boots 
dug themselves into the floor walked toward the chair at which the 
woman waited for him. She stood with no expression on her face 
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as if she hadn't seen what had happened or found it insignificant, 
made room for him to get into the chair, and covered him with a 
barber cloth that she seemed to have produced literally out of thin 
air. It was of a hideous reddish-brown color with tiny red flowers 
all over it and was made from the same material as the curtain on 
the door from which she had come out.

The woman was tall and skinny with a bony masculine frame and 
a huge mop of reddish-brown hair on her head of a color not unlike 
that of the curtain and the cloth she had draped over Kurt. She 
spoke with an extremely heavy foreign accent which Kurt found 
impossible to understand and suspected of being Russian. He 
explained to himself she was a recent immigrant to the country, 
possibly an illegal one, either from Russia or one of the former 
republics of the Soviet Union. A sharp acrid odor emanated from 
her which reminded Kurt of formic acid and which he ascribed to 
her having a bad case of acid stomach. He loved leveling ant heaps 
in his youth and he remembered them smelling like this as he 
would dig them up with a stick, an inexplicable fury inside him 
driving him on.

The woman said something to Kurt as she was fastening the cloth 
around his neck. He didn't understand what it was but from the 
context of his situation assumed she had asked what kind of 
haircut he wanted. He stirred under the cloth, stuck his left hand 
out, touched his hair with his fingers, and said he wanted it cut 
short but not too much so. He had let his hair grow long over the 
winter and now that warm weather was coming he wanted it 
shorter. Without any sign of acknowledgment she understood him 
the woman set to work and Kurt proceeded to make himself 
comfortable in the chair.

It seemed to tilt to the right with the floor for he found himself 
sliding in that direction on the slippery upholstered plastic seat. 
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He moved himself up a few times supporting his body with his 
hands on the armrests and eventually found himself sitting with 
his fingers dug into them. The woman noticed this, said something 
again, stuck her hand under the cloth, and pulled out one end of 
a safety belt like those on an airplane. She was apparently 
suggesting for Kurt to strap himself in. Surprised though that he 
was he followed the woman's suggestion, strapped himself in 
tightly, and found the solution worked. He no longer slid down. 
Finally free to do so, he sank into that half-sleep state one usually 
settles in when in a barber's chair and waited for the woman to 
finish her job.

She worked fast. The scissors flew furiously around his head as if 
chasing the comb that kept eluding them hiding time and time 
again in his hair. Kurt saw big clumps of hair fly off his head in all 
directions as if fleeing it in haste like the proverbial rats a sinking 
ship.  Eventually this brought him back to reality and he realized 
with surprise the strange person looking at him out of the mirror 
was he—the woman was giving him a much shorter haircut than 
he had wanted. But she was clearly not finished yet and it was 
going to get shorter.

A wave of panic came over Kurt. He turned hot, stirred again under 
the cloth, stuck out his left hand, and said to the woman she was 
cutting his hair too short. She ignored him however as if not 
having heard him or finding what he had said unworthy of 
consideration and went on working at the same furious pace. Kurt 
was going to stop her but decided not to. He was sure she had a 
plan she was following and stopping her would most likely lead to 
even worse results than letting her go on. With terror in his heart 
he watched his hair continue flying off his head as if panic-stricken 
trying to get away from it as far away and as quickly as possible 
and a progressively more and more strange-looking person staring 
him in the face out of the mirror before him.
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Then at one moment he realized with consternation there was a 
big, fist-sized hollow in his right temple which he had never 
noticed. Or did he notice it once but had been hiding it under his 
hair, having purposely pushed the awareness of it out of his mind? 
This must have been the case. He had always worn his hair longer 
than most men and didn't he complain about the hollow in his 
temple to his parents once as a kid and they told him he would 
have to cover it up with his hair? He had a vague recollection of 
something like that happening. But he looked strange in other 
ways too. His cheek bones seemed higher than he remembered 
and his eyes glittered in an Oriental fashion under his thick black 
eyebrows now left to fend for themselves by the hair that had left 
his head. Did he have Asian blood in him?... Or perhaps 
Mexican?... They never talked about their origins in his family and 
one of his uncles was quite dark and was called Xavier....

Kurt grew hot all over again and felt sweat stand out on his skin. 
Soon he saw it glitter on the face of the unhappy-looking Asian or 
Latin American man with a deformed skull staring at him out of 
the mirror as if in solidarity with his shiny Oriental eyes.

The woman kept working on his hair at the same frantic pace and 
his head looked more and more punched in on the right like a 
pillow hit with a fist while his face displayed progressively more 
and more pronounced non-European features. But realizing there 
was nothing he could do about it and moreover that nothing truly 
significant was being done to him—the scissors in the woman’s 
hands weren’t changing him but were merely revealing his true 
nature—he resigned himself to his fate, that is to the image of 
himself that would emerge after the woman was through cutting 
his hair and waited for this to happen.

Finally after shaving his temples and the back of his neck with an 
electric razor the woman was finished. Kurt was devastated. His 
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face looked pathetically naked and vulnerable like a chicken 
plucked of its feathers while still alive. When the woman took the 
cloth off him, wiped his neck clean, and brushed the hair off his 
jacket, he unbuckled the safety belt, got out of the chair, and paid 
her with a large bill. He had debated whether or not to tip her but 
at the last moment to his surprise gave her a much bigger tip out 
of the change she brought him back than he customarily gave 
barbers, wanting to prove more to himself than to her that he bore 
her no grudge for what she had done, and walked toward the 
outside door. The customer in the first chair was gone but there 
was a huge pile of hair on the floor around the chair and the 
woman barber that had worked on him was getting ready to sweep 
it up. It looked as though there were clothes mixed in with it as if 
the man had been divested of them together with his hair as part 
of the haircut. Kurt got curious what the floor around the chair he 
had sat in looked like but the prospect scared him. He had a feeling 
there would be a puddle of blood spreading out from under the 
hair that lay there as if from under his own limp form. 

On stepping out into the street contrary to what he had planned 
originally Kurt turned left in the direction opposite to where he had 
come from and continued along the sidewalk. It was as if he hoped 
to undo through this what had happened in the barbershop by 
pretending he hadn’t gone into it but had merely strolled by. This 
didn’t change the facts however. The nakedness around his skull 
was like a loud ringing in his ears which was making it hard for 
him to perceive the world around him. The skin along his temples 
stung like fingernails cut too short. This made him think at first of 
the stinging you feel when an ant bites you but then he noticed a 
similar sensation coming from the tips of his fingers. His heart 
sank. Did the woman cut his fingernails too? Quickly he brought 
up his right hand, looked at his fingers, and saw the nails on them 
were cut so close blood was showing from under some of them in 
places. As if hoping to prove this wrong he looked at his left hand 
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but saw the situation there was the same. The woman had 
trimmed the fingernails on both his hands without him noticing it! 
It must have happened when he was dozing in the chair having 
settled down in comfort after strapping himself in. Outraged, he 
stopped and was about to turn around, walk back to the 
barbershop, and give the woman a piece of his mind, but stopped 
himself and continued walking. What good would that do? Would 
he ask the woman to give him back his money? He was sure she 
wouldn’t do it and besides what difference would that make? It 
was a piddling amount and it wouldn’t undo the damage she had 
done. He couldn’t sue her for damages because what she had done 
wasn’t that terrible and she could always say he could have 
stopped her cutting his fingernails had he wanted to. She might 
have even asked him if he wanted her to do it and when he didn’t 
answer she assumed he did. It was his fault. He shouldn’t have 
dozed off. He recalled then hearing or reading somewhere it was 
a common practice in some countries in Europe for barbers to trim 
their customers’ fingernails as part of giving them a haircut. So 
that must have been the reason why she did it. She clearly wasn’t 
well adapted to this country and thought everything here was the 
same as where she came from. There was no point in his 
complaining. He had to forget what had happened and get on with 
his life.

He recalled then hearing or reading at the same time he heard or 
read about the custom with cutting fingernails that it was also a 
common practice in those countries for barbers to trim their 
clients’ eyebrows. Did she trim his? He raised his right hand to 
touch his eyebrows to check if this is what had happened but 
realized it was unnecessary. When he saw in the mirror the final 
plucked-chicken-image of himself as he was getting out of the 
chair, in place of the two fat leaches of his eyebrows which had 
always been the source of pride for him and admiration of some 
of his friends there were two pale gray stains like shadows cast by 
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two small clouds hovering above his forehead. He had been too 
shocked then to react to it. Still he touched his forehead with his 
fingers and felt under them the short prickly hairs left there as he 
expected.

Surprisingly he felt better. He realized then his pants legs felt 
strange around his boots. They seemed shorter and his calves felt 
as if cold air was getting to them. Did the woman trim his pants 
legs too? Apparently she did. He didn’t bother looking down to 
check this but walked on. Another little thing like that made no 
difference.

He came to the intersection and stopped since the light was red 
his way. It turned green almost instantly, he resumed walking, got 
to the other side of the street, and continued along the sidewalk.

The houses on the other side of the street on his right were all 
unnaturally tall and thin like drawings on a rubber membrane that 
has been stretched too much and on his left low and leaning in 
one direction like teeth in a comb someone broke by pushing down 
hard on them. The sky above his head was gone. It was then he 
realized that his apartment which lay behind his back and to which 
he was eventually bound to return was a long and narrow space 
looking like a bowling alley, its upper left corner dissolving in the 
void as in a fog.




