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Neela stared at her mother in that unique way three-year-olds have—eyes open wider than seemed possible, mouth slightly ajar, enough for a chubby thumb to slip unawares. Mother turned and smiled at her. She tugged gently at the little girl’s arm to try and get her fingers out of her mouth, cringing a little when a string of saliva came out with the thumb. Tsking, she wiped her daughter with a towel. 

“Mamoni,” she said, using a common Bengali term of endearment, “what are you doing?  Ki korteso? Don’t you want to look nice for the wedding?”

Even at her age, the girl could tell that it would take a lot more than a towel and a shiny pink dress to look anywhere as nice as her beautiful mother. She didn’t say anything but stuck her whole hand into her mouth.

“Neela, no!”

After entrusting the girl to Father’s care, Mother closed the door to her room to get ready. 


Neela sat in her father’s lap and played with his tie. 


“Neela,” he said gently, “ties are not to be played with.”


The girl looked at him blankly and put her fingers in her mouth. He laughed and threw her up in the air.


From behind, a voice said sharply, “Ei! Tumi ki korteso? She could get hurt!” 


Neela’s father put her down and winked at her. She giggled. 


“Don’t be silly. Nothing would happen to her.”


“Well, you never know. Better not to take a risk. Anyway, we have to leave now, otherwise we’ll be late.”


Father sighed. “Alright, get in the car.”


As they were driving to the reception hall, Neela’s mother looked back at her. “Are you okay?”


From her car seat, Neela nodded. As her parents talked, the little girl stared at her mother, in her royal blue sari with the braids of little black and gold flowers embroidered on the border. Mother was wearing her best jewelry, real gold: a heavy necklace and earrings and two slender bangles, one on each wrist. 


They pulled up in front of the reception hall and joined the throng of people at the front, laughing and singing, the women shimmering in their jewels and silk saris whenever they stepped into the light. 


Neela clutched her father, burying her face in his large hand whenever anyone chanced to smile at her. He picked her up, and whenever he greeted one of his friends, he tried to coax her into saying hi. 


In the course of a few minutes, Neela was introduced to scores of uncles, aunties, dadas, and didis. Neela was surrounded by clamoring voices, getting louder and louder as they entered the reception area; all around her was the heady smell of hundreds of people, all wearing their best perfumes or colognes, spraying it on thick in the hopes that someone would ask what it was, leaping at the chance to brag about how well-off they were. Mixed with that was the smell of the curry on the back table. Worse than the crowding of those senses, she was getting pinched everywhere by well-meaning Bengali adults: her cheeks, her elbows, her dimpled chin. This was inevitably followed up with the remarks, “Oh my! What does Anima feed her child? She’s so thin! She needs to get some weight on her.” And “Why won’t she talk? When my Saroj was her age, he could already count to one hundred in Bangla! Why can’t she say hello?”  She was being slowly suffocated. 


And when her father didn’t put her down, instead carrying her around to show her to everyone within a five foot radius despite her whimpers, she started to cry. 


From somewhere in the crowd, Neela’s mother pushed through. “Give her to me!” she snapped. 


Still crying, Neela clasped her arms around her mother’s neck and buried her face into her shoulder as her mother rocked her up and down. “Let’s go to the bathroom,” she whispered. 


As Mother took her to the bathroom, still rocking her, Neela started to clam down. Her pressed her cheek against her mother’s cold gold necklace and started playing with the dangly bit at the end of the pendant. Mother stroked her hair and murmured little rhymes in Bangla too soothe her.


Mother sat Neela down on a dry bit of counter and took a tissue of her handbag, wiping the child’s face. “Ma, do you think I’m ugly?”

She held the child to her tightly. Oh, how could she explain to her that these people meant well, that to love someone the Bengali way meant to use words like darts, that compliments were sparing, and the worst thing someone could do to you was completely ignore you? That such wounds were those of love?

“They all love you in there, Neela. And I love you.”

Neela clutched the blue silk and nodded.


 “Na, na, na!” her mother protested sharply, following up in Bangla, “What do you think we are? You think I don’t know anything about saris? You call this silk? Give me a real silk sari.”

The salesperson, used to such talk, turned and pulled out another sari from a stack on the shelf. “How is this one, madam?”

Her mother said nothing, but that was enough to show her approval. She twisted the fabric this way and that, scanning for any blemishes and unfolding it a little to see the inside design. “What do you think, Neela?”

It was very pretty, light green silk with a wide golden border and some light inside embroidery. “It looks nice.”

“Hm. I don’t like the border. Too gold—it looks cheap.” She waved to the salesperson for a new one and immediately started listing its qualities and defaults, turning the fabric over and over. 

Neela still didn’t understand how to buy a sari—the names of the silks, the quality of the fabric, the way certain colors were flattering and others somehow looked shoddy. Her mother had a kind of sixth sense: all she had to do was look at a sari and rub a bit of the fabric between her fingertips to assess its worth. The process was as foreign to her as her parents’ language could be sometimes. The way her mouth, too used to hard sounds and sharp corners, couldn’t always mold to the fluid Bengali words. The way the sounds would dribble from the corners of her mouth, spilling. 

“What?” her mother was now saying. “300 taka? You can’t be serious. I’ll give you 200.” It seemed she had found a sari to her pleasing. 

“Madam, this is good, good quality. You won’t find a sari like this anywhere else.”

“200 taka.”

“275.”

“250.”

“Madam, I can’t give this nice sari to you for only 250 taka.”

Shaking her head, Neela’s mother pursed her lips and hitched her bag higher up on her shoulder. “Well,” she said, “it was nice doing business with you, then. Asho, Neela.”

She took Neela by the elbow and they started for the door.

“Wait, madam.” At this her mother stopped, but didn’t turn. “I’ll give it to you for 250 taka, but let me tell you something, you’re robbing me. This sari is worth 500 taka easily in all the other stores.”

“Yes, yes,” my mother said, rifling through her bag to fish the money out. 

“I’m only giving this to you because your daughter will look so pretty in it. It would be a shame if you didn’t buy it.”

As they walked out of the store, her mother said, “Neela, that was a real bargain. And such a nice sari. You’ll look beautiful in it for your cousin’s wedding.”

Neela froze. “I thought I was going to wear your sari, the blue one with the black border.” 

Her mother frowned. “I brought that in case we couldn’t find anything nicer.” She shrugged. “If you really want to, you can wear it. But,” she held up the bag, “wouldn’t you rather wear this one?” 

“No,” Neela replied firmly. “I want to wear the one we brought here.”

When they got back to the hotel, Neela ran her fingers through the silk of the sari and brought it to her face. When she turned the fabric over in her hand, it shimmered through different shades of blue, the way she imagined the inside of an oyster shell would. Smiling, she draped the sari over her arm. Tomorrow her mother would wrap the sari around her, and she would feel like she was playing dress-up again; a little girl getting lost in the folds of her mother’s sari. But for now, she would just hold it. 

