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Introduction




WHEN I THOUGHT about what to say in this, my first introduction to an anthology, I got a little stumped. How am I to sum up what this project has been, what it currently is, and what we hope it will impress upon your mind as readers? I’m not entirely sure I’ll say it right. But here’s my honest attempt. 

INTRIGUE: Stories of Mystery and Transcendence is about what it means to be human. 

About what holds us together in our souls. In our communities. In our society. About what makes a mother reach out with her dying breaths to protect her children. About what makes a young woman forsake everything she knows in order to become everything she needs to be. About what draws out friendship in a war-torn society, despite barriers in language and culture and space. 

The answer, as cliché as it might seem, is Love. 

Right now, our world is in the middle of a Love crisis. There are different definitions, twisted ones and correct ones, heartache, heartbreak, and heart attacks, all stemming from a vacuum where Love once existed. Not the shmoopy, frilly, puppy kind of love made popular by the Lifetime channel. And not the “adoring” kind of Love we have for ice cream or autumn or our favorite actor. 

The real kind. The kind of Love that writers have been trying to name, demonstrate, and explain for centuries.

Our world needs this kind of Love. The kind that keeps a dark secret at bay for fear of injuring another. The kind that paralyzes a soul in a hopeless time warp, refusing to accept that their beloved is gone. The real kind of unearthly, ethereal Love that sends their own heart into darkness to rescue the one upon whom that Love has been set. 

Really, the truth is that Love—and Compassion and Relationship…indeed, Humanity—is all a mystery. They are all transcendent: ethereal gifts given to our mundane, earthly, sorrowful world. The deepest of mysteries, then, if we are honest, is human experience and emotion and spirituality. 

For deep down, whether we realize it or not, the human spirit itself is otherworldly. 

Each of the stories you’re about to read is fueled by this reality, in some way. Sure, some are light-hearted, like Joanna K. Harris’ Undercover Gem that watches as Karianne tries not to fall for the handsome client she’s working for, or Kelley Rene’s To Have and to Hold that watches newlywed Ren’s entire (naive) view on marriage disintegrate in just two days. Some are “quiet,” but so slice-of-life you feel you know these characters from your own life, like Melanie and Shannon in Cathy Rueter’s Early Morning Weather or Heather and everyone’s favorite boss “Grumpus” in Rick Coffin’s Housing Crisis. Others hold a twinge of the unsuspecting, like Born to Fly by Lee Pennington or Christian Emecheta’s Green Lies, Open Eyes, each subtly alerting you to the fact that not all is as it seems and will take courage to unearth the truth. These are your calm stories, your sweet stories that show you glimpses of “normal” every day humans, just trying to make a difference—just holding on to the people they love most and improving the world immediately around them as best they can. 

I want to get back to that kind of Love. The world needs it.

If these “quiet” stories address but seek to hold the deeper truths of human existence at bay, then the other five set them free to roam, to haunt, to startle, and to restore you. A few will unsettle. Some will challenge. But, like their subtler companions, these stories will make you revel in what it means to be human—what it means to care about, and breathe in, and love deep. 

We relish how Love drives us to protect and to guide, as in Mother’s Comfort by B.D. Lawrence. We beg for restoration of trust and acceptance in Caryl McAdoo’s Blood Runs Thick in the Boonies. We imagine and dream and marvel at kinship amidst a scarred and bruised future, as in A Changed World by Gary Lee Webb. We watch, in Sandi MarLisa’s The Witch of Stone Lake, as the human Will drives us on to let go of what you think you are in order to become everything you’re meant to be. And certainly, in G. Raymond Small’s The Birth of the Omniverse, we are awed and humbled as we are brought face to face with the reality of a greater Love than we could ever imagine.

Indeed, our little team at Palm Branch Publishing rediscovered some of these truths about Love and Loss, Friendship and Eternity, even as we worked on this project. The three of us suffered a few bruises along the way, and once or twice were confronted with true sorrow and distress in our personal lives, and needed grace, prayer, and honest-to-goodness girl talk. 

And you know what? 

I wouldn’t trade those moments. In them, I have found a new kind of kinship that I am proud to be a part of, for however long the Lord allows. Whispers of that “real kind of Love” and deep friendship have been wrapped around this project from day one, I feel, and I hope, Kelley and Kerri, that you have, too. 

Now, it’s up to you, readers: did this little band of nerdy, fantasy-loving, small-town grammar geeks get it right? I think we did, by God’s grace. May these pages bless you and enable you to be awed by the mystery and transcendence—by the Love—showing up in the human experience all around you. 




Blessings,

Veronika Sprague

Editor, 2025




























MOTHER'S COMFORT

By B.D. Lawrence




In this vivid magical realism piece set in India, Little Munni’s young heart must come to accept that her world has changed forever as she struggles to survive familial instability and extreme poverty.
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B.D. Lawrence has always loved reading fiction. Ironically, his worst subject in high school was English. And now he’s the author of four novels, one novella, and one collection of fictionalized true crime stories. During his writing journey, he has dabbled in several genres, including mystery, suspense, science fiction, fantasy, and literary fiction. Many of his short stories can be read on his website at bdlawrence.com. 

 

His published books are crime stories of justice, vengeance, and redemption. He wants his books to take readers on an entertaining journey while also bringing them hope and showing that there is justice in the world and redemption can be achieved. Check out his One-Armed Detective series featuring Lefty Bruder who rescues girls out of sex-trafficking, and his Jake Sledge Mystery series. (Jake is the kind of tough-guy PI we all love.) All of his books are available in ebook and paperback on Amazon. 

 

B.D. Lawrence resides in Chandler, Arizona, with his wife of over forty years.








Mother's Comfort




IN A VILLAGE outside Allahabad, inside one of a cluster of six houses patch-worked together by old blankets, discarded blue and yellow tarps, scraps of particle board, sapling tree trunks, and even old tires, a small girl crouched on her dirt floor. 

Munni scraped a piece of flint against a rough stone. The matches ran out two days ago. Tiny sparks ignited and bounced impotently off the wet tinder arranged neatly before her. Munni sighed, shook her tired arms, and resumed her task. Her mother squatted on the other side of the fire pit, barely visible in the gray light leaking through their one window. Ma wore, as she had for the past several days, her blue and white striped sari over a lighter blue and white print lehenga. Munni loved that sari best, for she imagined it had once been the skin of a magical blue tiger. She kneeled, careful to lift the bottom of her own midnight blue dress out from under her knees. One of only two she owned, it was her favorite because of the smooth, slippery fabric and the shiny white thread used to weave the flowers across the front. Within the flowers’ sequins sparkled green, pink, and yellow, making the flowers appear like pieces of oyster shell. Munni again shook her hands, trying to loosen her cramping fingers.                      

“Munni?”                                

She looked up. “Yes, Ma?”

“I think the leaves and sticks are too wet to light. Let me go to Old Man Ramu’s and see if he has some matches. He often picks up things like that.”

“Okay, Ma.”

Munni laid the flint and stone to the side and watched her mother rise, listening for the customary swish of her skirt, but not hearing it. Lately, her mother moved as silently as the spirits the older women in the village whispered of. Her mother walked with her back erect, her steps measured. Missing, also, was the dust that usually puffed around her feet when she walked. 

Munni wondered why her mother walked so carefully. It wasn’t like she’d awaken Munni’s father, for recently he’d been staying in town, preferring to sleep in his rickshaw in the open air rather than in the stuffy back room of their home.

Her mother passed through the wall into Old Man Ramu’s house. Munni thought it a strange but fascinating way to enter the old man’s place. She wondered if she could pass through a wall like that. Probably not. Being only ten, she wasn’t old and wise enough. The elders in the village talked about how some people gained special abilities as they grew older and wiser. Still, just walking into another person’s house unannounced was not customary. But then she figured her mother—who had seemed so tired after even small walks—was saving her energy, rather than struggling up the steps to ground level, walking all the way around the house next door, and down another flight of stairs. Or maybe Old Man Ramu kept the matches in his back room, and her mother wanted to retrieve them without having to enter into conversation, for Old Man Ramu loved to tell tales and could drone on for hours. 

Munni sat back and drew her knees up under her chin, wrapping her arms around them, and waited. Her gaze rested on the curtain to the back room. The flies had thickened recently and now flitted in and out of the small opening above the floor. Large, blue and black, loud, bold, annoying. Munni swatted at one that landed on her dark, dirty arm. It buzzed angrily off into the murky corner of the kitchen, its sound fading, drowned by the drumming on the canvas and stick roof as the four-day rain intensified.

How smart her mother was, Munni realized. That was why she had gone through the wall instead of by the door—it was raining and her mother didn’t want to get wet, especially if Old Man Ramu didn’t have matches and they’d have a fireless night.

A few minutes later, her mother returned how she had gone and handed Munni three matches and a newspaper. Munni crumpled the paper and tucked it under her pile of sticks, careful not to upset them. She struck the match on her stone. It flared, sending undulating shadows dancing across the dried mud walls. Munni inhaled the smell of burning sulfur, much more pleasant than the rank odor that had been building inside the home for the past few days. A dead rat under the bed in the other room, her mother had said. That happened occasionally. For some reason, it was a favorite place to go and die after eating the poison her mother set out. And the mattress of straw was so flimsy and bulky, it was difficult to extract the dead rodents. 

She touched the match to the newspaper. Flames leaped, burning blue and green at the center. The sticks crackled and popped and sent tendrils of white smoke out the open window. Munni smiled at her mother, who smiled back, her eyes dark pools of flat black, reflecting nothing.

Once the larger logs burned steadily, Munni placed a tripod over the fire and hung their one tarnished and dented pot from it. She filled the pot with water using a plastic pitcher she’d found along the road. When the water bubbled, she added the rice.

“That’s enough, Munni,” her mother said. “I’m not hungry. You only need enough for you.”

“Are you sure, Ma? You didn’t eat breakfast.”

Her mother nodded. “You’ll need it for tomorrow’s dinner.”

Munni almost protested, knowing she’d be out begging tomorrow, even if the rain continued, and would be able to buy enough for tomorrow night, but her mother turned away and moved to the corner. 

When the rice was finished, Munni dished the tiny portion onto her banana leaf plate. She put her face into the rising steam, breathing in the grainy, wet smell. Once the rice cooled, she ate it with her hands while her mother remained silent and motionless in the corner.

After dinner, the fire burned low, leaving a murky darkness. Nothing to do but go to sleep. Besides, she needed to get up at first light to walk the several miles into town. Munni tossed the banana leaf plate onto the table in the corner, grabbed a worn blanket off the wall, and lay down near the fire. As soon as she closed her eyes, she felt her mother’s fingers combing through her shoulder-length hair. Her mother sang quietly in Hindi, a song about a princess and a white tiger. Munni’s favorite. 

It took only minutes for Munni to drift off to sleep, despite the gurgling in her still-empty stomach. But just before she slipped away, she heard her mother say, “Things will get better, my little Munni.”
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The sun made its first appearance all week. It beat mercilessly on Munni. Her dress clung to her, wet from the thick humidity and tedious early-morning walk. Taxi horns blared, motorcycles roared and beeped, bicycle bells rang, brakes whined, jackhammers clattered, and people shouted as Munni roamed her territory. Prime territory, so she’d been told—the envy of many others from her village, and especially of the street beggars who slept, ate, and crapped on the streets, having nothing but a small piece of sidewalk to return to. Her handler thought she was cute and would attract a lot of sympathy, so he positioned her near the coffee shop with an English name. Her territory stretched from there to the bank, on both sides of the street. 

As Munni passed the coffee shop, she savored the roasted coffee smell, then sighted her favorite older lady. She didn’t know the lady’s name, but she was always good for at least a five-rupee coin. Munni came alongside her. The woman wore a purple and red sari over a dark red choli and a deep purple lehenga. Her midriff glistened. The diamond stud in her nose sparkled in the morning sun.

“Ah, there you are, my little one.” The older lady’s wrists jangled from all the bracelets as she dropped a coin in Munni’s metal cup. The first coin of the day.

Munni bowed and moved away from her, leaving the smell of coffee for the odor of rotting fruit. A cow ate garbage that spilled from the dumpster between two shops. Under a blue tarp, the fruit vendor sat looking bored, bananas, limes, and mangos piled on his wooden carts. Munni smiled at him, but he looked beyond her. Two rich men in pressed shirts and ties walked toward her. Neither one even glanced at her as she held her cup up to them. She followed them, but they increased their pace and crossed the street. Munni had to wait for two scooters, three rickshaws, and a taxi. By then, the men were gone. 

She darted across the street, narrowly avoiding a young man on a bicycle who yelled something profane at her. A boy about her age waited for a longer break in the traffic. Two giant buckets filled with water rested on the ground on either side of him. She waved to him, but he ignored her. She passed the public phone booth, which doubled as a travel agency. Four men lounged around a dilapidated desk. One man sat in a wooden chair in front of a table, talking on the phone. Bent and twisted wires sprang from a car battery into the shed, protecting the public phone from the daily power outages. She approached the men, cup held out, but they waved her away, never making eye contact.

Two tall, beautiful young women walked past her now, one in a white print dress decorated with powder blue, dark blue, and purple leaves, and a bright blue dupatta draped over her shoulders. The other woman wore a bright orange sari with light purple patterns over a darker orange choli. Both women had red bindis between their eyes. The one in orange had red smeared at her hairline, indicating she was married. Munni trotted to catch up and extended her cup toward them. They continued to talk to each other, ignoring her. She followed for some distance, but as soon as she reached the bank, she stopped, not daring to cross out of her territory. 

Munni sighed. Some days were like this. Others, by now she’d have twenty, maybe even thirty rupees. She looked around. A steady stream of ornately decorated rickshaws passed by, all of them with one or two passengers, the drivers pedaling hard, not bothering to use the seat, putting all their weight into their task. Munni loved the bright colors and patterns on the backs of the rickshaws—reds and yellows and blues and greens in intricate repeating designs, reminding her of peacocks with their tails spread. A larger rickshaw—a plain one with a yellow canvas top—caught her attention. Ten children occupied its two benches. She felt jealous of the occupants. The boys wore bright white shirts, red ties, and black pants. The girls wore sleeveless red dresses over white shirts, long white socks, and polished black shoes. All the children held satchels. Munni longed to wear a uniform and attend school, to learn about the world. But with her mother no longer working and her father drinking away what he made, she had to beg.

She shifted her gaze back toward the coffee shop, usually a good source of income. A group of six women and two men walked out of the café, all of them with white skin. Munni’s eyes widened. She knew there were a couple of white people in town. Missionaries, she’d been told. She had never seen so many together. And what really surprised her was that several of the young women wore traditional Indian kurtas. One of the women even wore a pink salwar kameez with a darker pink dupatta over her shoulders. 

Munni dodged bicycles and rickshaws and crossed the street again, hurrying to catch up with the group. They had just started away from the coffee shop when she reached them. Fortunately, they headed toward the bank. When she held out her cup, they stopped and talked to each other in a language she did not understand. Munni spoke her village dialect and Hindi, but had never learned English, which she assumed they were speaking. One of the women, about her mother’s age—the one in the salwar kameez—dropped several coins into her cup. One was a ten-rupee coin. Munni smiled at her and bowed. The others smiled back but offered nothing. 

The group continued walking. Munni followed. As they walked, they kept glancing back at her and talking amongst themselves. Even though they offered her nothing, Munni gained satisfaction just because they noticed her. Finally, one of the younger women stopped. She was about sixteen, Munni guessed, with long ash-blonde hair, full lips like her own, and bright eyes. The teenager wore a vivid blue kurta and black pants. She reached inside her bag and pulled out a package with lettering and pictures of animals on it, which she tore open and handed to Munni. She accepted but only stared at it, not sure what to do.

The young woman took out another packet and tore it open. She reached inside and pulled out a dark red jelly, which she popped into her mouth. “Mmmm,” she muttered, then chewed. Munni reached into her packet and pulled out a blue jelly. Upon close examination, she realized it was shaped like some kind of animal. She put it in her mouth and chewed slowly. It was unbelievably sweet and so good. She gobbled down the rest of the little fruit snacks. 

While she was eating, the young woman took her picture. Munni instinctively held out her cup, as she had been instructed to do anytime anyone ever took her picture. The young woman said something, looking apologetic, then walked away to join her group. Munni frowned. She followed, interested in where they were going. Maybe there were more of them, and the others would have money or treats.

The group passed the bank, then the dressmaker, then the bakery. Finally, they turned down an alley, Munni still following. They walked past a building construction site. On seven levels, men shouted and hammers clanged and thudded. Two small children—a girl about five, in orange shorts and a yellow shirt, and a pantless boy, maybe three—rushed out from the first floor onto a pile of bricks and waved to the group of white people. A couple of the young women stopped, waved, and took their pictures. The children’s mother stood under the first-floor ceiling and watched them. The family lived at the construction site while the man of the family worked on the building. The mother scowled at Munni, then commanded her children to come to her. They obeyed. Munni turned away and followed the group of white people until they turned into an apartment building. She watched the group walk up the external staircase until they disappeared. She hung her head and turned to leave.

A shadow fell over her. She looked up. Two barefoot teenage boys, both wearing sleeveless dirty blue undershirts and stained gray slacks, barricaded her progress. One was about a head taller than the other. They smiled, but the smiles were cold. The shorter boy pushed her back, and the other advanced on her again.

“What are you doing here, little girl? This is not your territory.”

“I’m sorry,” pleaded Munni. “I wasn’t begging. I just wanted to see—” 

The taller boy knocked her down. Her cup flew from her hand, and the coins scattered. She scrambled to pick them up, but one of the boys stepped on her hand. She yelped, then felt herself being picked up and heaved down the alley. She landed hard on her hands and knees. Small rocks bit into her skin. The shorter boy was picking up her coins. Munni popped up, thinking about trying to get her money back, but the taller boy advanced on her.

“Munni,” said a woman’s voice behind her. She glanced over her shoulder. Her mother was approaching. “Get behind me.”

Munni ran behind her mother.

“What are you going to do, old beggar woman?” The taller boy sneered and kept coming, clenched fists at his side.

He stopped suddenly. His eyes widened. His mouth opened as if to scream, but no sound came out. The other boy looked up from collecting Munni’s coins, then dashed down the alley, his friend right behind him. 

Munni ran past her mother and collected her cup. Only one coin remained, but at least it was the ten-rupee coin. When she turned back to leave the alley, her mother was gone.
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The next morning, Munni stayed back in the village, too sore from the beating by her handler to beg. She’d turned in fourteen rupees, one short of her minimum. 

Sunlight poured through the one window. Her mother was not visible, and no sound came from the back room. Either she was still sleeping, which was unlikely, or she was already out—probably doing laundry in the river before the day became too hot. Munni ached too badly to even get breakfast. Besides, she had only the small portion of rice from the night before that her mother had told her to save. Hopefully, she’d be able to move later. She closed her eyes again and fell back to sleep.

Munni drifted in and out of a dreamless slumber. Finally, when she awakened around noon, she noticed her blue dress hanging on the clothesline that ran across the middle of the room. Her mother had washed it. She unrolled from her blanket and pushed herself to a sitting position. Excited voices drifted in from outside, not far from her house. Flies buzzed loudly, thick by the curtain to the other room. The stale smell of lye mixed with dead animal. 

The voices grew more excited. She heard someone say something about white people and a preacher. With tremendous effort, she got to her feet and slipped on her dress. She’d wash herself in the river later. But where was her mother? She wanted her to come with her to see what was going on.

She approached the back room softly. “Ma?” she called. No reply. When she reached the curtain, she hesitated. A fly landed on her arm. She slapped it off. The stench became unbearable. 

She pulled the curtain aside and stared. 

“Ma?” 

Shadows flitted over her mother’s darkened face. Munni opened the curtain more. Flies swarmed around her. She gagged on the rotten smell. Her mother’s motionless black eyes reflected the dim light from the main room. 

“Ma. No, Ma. Please…” 

She started toward her mother’s supine body but stopped and dropped to her knees. 

Finally, she understood everything. 

She stood and left the room, choking back her tears. 

The voices outside receded. She struggled to the stairs, then up them, each step stinging her butt where she’d taken most of the beating. When she reached her door and peered out, she saw one of the young white women from the group yesterday disappear into the home of Ganga and Kapil. On the road above the village sat a small white truck with four doors. It was empty. 

She hurried as best as she could to the neighbor’s house. Quietly, she pushed their door open and peered inside. Sitting in a lopsided circle on blankets over the dirt floor were seven or eight women from her village and the group of white people. In the middle was a man she’d also seen twice before, the traveling preacher who visited the small villages. He wore pressed tan slacks and a short-sleeved brown-collared shirt. In his hand, he held a book. 

He spoke loudly, first in Hindi, then in what she thought was English. Before him, a young woman named Jamuna was writhing on the floor. Munni remembered that Jamuna had been acting strange lately—fearful, frequently crying out and yelling obscenities. She’d even chased after Munni’s friend, Rahul, with a paring knife, trying to cut him before being wrestled to the ground and disarmed by Rahul’s father. 

The preacher said something about a demon spirit in her, which made sense to Munni, as Jamuna was usually a sweet-tempered girl. The preacher raised his voice and commanded the spirit to come out of her and leave her alone. Jamuna moaned and rolled around. Several of the white girls cried. The women from the village rocked back and forth, their eyes squeezed shut, lips moving feverishly. Finally, Jamuna lay still, breathing heavily, and the preacher spoke about something called “God.” Munni backed out of the doorway and sat on a short, dried mud wall that surrounded half of the home. 

What would she do now? She felt her body trembling, and realized how alone she was, forever.

A short time later, Rahul rushed past her, not even bothering to say hi, and flung open the door of the house. He said something about a policeman. She heard footsteps behind her and turned. A uniformed man was walking toward the house. Before the policeman reached it, the preacher came out and started talking to him. Munni could not hear what was being said, but by the resigned expression of the preacher, he did not like what the officer was saying. Eventually, the preacher reentered the house, and only moments later came back out. The group of white people followed him. The officer had retreated up the hill and stood between his and the white truck, watching the group.

An old woman named Chandra approached the preacher, followed by several of the other older women from the village. They all had on their brightest saris, Chandra’s being green and blue with colorful birds decorating it. The old woman was always complaining of some ailment, and today proved no different. She told the preacher she had terrible pains in her head. The preacher put his hands on her head, said a loud prayer, and Chandra smiled and went away, blessing him and saying her pain was gone. Other village women crowded around the preacher, clamoring for his attention.

Munni wondered if the preacher could do something to ease her pain and fear.

“Munni.”

She looked up. Her mother was standing where the officer had been earlier. He was now walking back down the hill toward the preacher’s group. Munni waved at her mother but then lowered her head, afraid to look up at the apparition beside her.

“Munni.” Her mother gestured for her daughter to join her.

Calm and peace washed away Munni’s fear. She pushed off the wall and ascended the hill to her mother. When she got there, her mother lifted the tailgate of the white truck and told her to get in.

“Why, Ma?”

“It’s the only way things will get better for you. I can’t take care of you anymore.”

Munni gulped. “I know, Ma, but—”

“Please, Munni, get in. Stay with the man who owns this truck.” Her mother glanced down the hill. So did Munni. The officer had turned away from the group and started back toward his own vehicle. “Hurry.”

Munni climbed into the truck, and her mother slammed the tailgate. Her mother said, “Be silent, and don’t get up until the truck gets where it’s going.”

A single tear cleaned a path through the caked dust on Munni’s face.
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The white Land Rover stopped on the road above Munni’s village. The preacher climbed out of his side, while Munni jumped out the other. She hadn’t really wanted to come, but Kabir had insisted they go to her village and clear up this matter. 

Munni considered the matter resolved. She wanted to stay with him. Kabir trotted down the hill, and Munni followed. The mud had finally dried, so the soft white shoes she’d borrowed from his daughter stayed clean. They found Ganga gathering sticks a few yards behind the village.

“Pastor Kabir,” the old woman said, “what brings you here a second day this week?”

“Do you know this little girl?”

“Of course. Hello, Munni. She is Saraswathi’s little girl. Why do you ask?”

“Have you seen her mother lately?”

“Yes, I saw her just today, down by the river.” She looked away, and a pensive expression settled over her face.

A ripple ran through Munni’s belly. Ganga had seen her mother?

“What is it?” asked Kabir.

“It’s just that, well…” Ganga said, “I’m not sure what Saraswathi was doing at the river. She had no clothes to wash. She wasn’t bathing. She was just staring out at the river. Not moving. And when I said hello, she didn’t answer.”

“Where does she live?”

Ganga bunched the sticks she’d gathered under one arm and led Kabir and Munni to Munni’s home. They knocked, which Munni thought was silly. When no one answered, they entered.

Kabir coughed. He covered his nose. Dim sunlight filtered through the worn, blue curtain. The noise of the flies filled the room. The pastor swept aside the curtain to the back room, and Munni peeked around him. Nothing had changed.

In the center of the low bed lay the rotting corpse of her mother, dressed in a blue and white striped sari.

“Is that—” Kabir started to ask.

“Yes, that’s Munni’s mother!” Ganga gasped. “But I don’t understand. I’ve seen her every day for the past week.”

They both looked at Munni, but she turned away and walked outside. Kabir spoke behind her. She paused outside the door, leaving it open.

“What about her father?”

“A drunk,” Ganga said softly. But Munni heard anyway. “Useless.”

“Any other relatives?”

“None who would take in an extra mouth to feed.”

The preacher was quiet a moment. “Then I’ll keep the girl at our house until we can figure something else out. My daughter loves having a new friend.”

Munni smiled. The first in a long while. She trotted up the hill to stand beside the Land Rover and looked toward the river. In the distance spanned the new bridge. 

Munni sucked in her breath—on the riverbank stood a woman wearing a blue and white striped sari. 

Her mother waved. Munni smiled and waved back. Then the woman who had comforted her all her life, who had protected and watched over her, transformed. She became a blue and white tiger and leaped out over the river. At the top of her leap, the tiger disintegrated into thousands of tiny particles that fell sparkling into the river. 

Tears cascaded from Munni’s eyes. But her smile widened. Peace settled over her. The time had come to move on. 

Her mother would always be watching over her.

Munni climbed into the truck. She knew what would happen that day. Several men from the village would burn her mother’s body. They would put part of the ashes into the river, part in a hole they’d dig in her yard, and part on the floor of her house.

Kabir climbed in on the driver’s side. He looked at Munni. “I’m so sorry about your mother. Would you like to come live with me for a while?”

Munni stared at the river with a light heart and nodded.
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