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I CROSSROADS 11

PREFACE

THE CROSSROADS, published in 2015, was set in 2014

in Monsong, a small town in central Myanmar. Economic

improvement as the country began to embrace democracy

meant more tourists and more business opportunities. Two

new shops opened side-by-side at an intersection called the

CrossRoads: SMILE, a tea and snack shop managed by Ko Win, a young Buddhist

man, and The Cloud, a health and cosmetics store operated by Thin Thin, a
young Muslim woman.

The 969 Movement was active, and a dispute over a customer provided
the opportunity for nationalist monks to inflame passions by placing a 969 sticker
on Ko Win'’s cousin Sanda’s SALON and stirring up conflict between Buddhists
and Muslims who had lived peacefully together in Monsong for generations. A
sidecar driver, Ko Thant, tried to help Ko Win and Thin Thin escape from danger
during a Kahtein parade, when he was struck on the head by a rock and nearly
died. In the turmoil that followed, the shops, SMILE and The Cloud, were forced
to close.

On the eve of a deadly confrontation between Buddhists and Muslims,
the young shop managers, Thin Thin and Ko Win, defied the monks, their own
families and most of the Monsong community. Before the firestorm could start,
they reopened their shops and set out to prove that Buddhists and Muslims could
work together in harmony.

CROSSROADS 11 picks up where THE CROSSROADS left off and thrusts
us into today’s Myanmar, where new freedoms emerge while old family and
religious attitudes persist. These conflicts unfold against the dangerous but enticing

backdrop of forbidden romance.
|
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CHAPTERII

GOOD TIMES

Twins Toe Toe and Soe Soe
stood in front of the hardware store and
fabric shop owned and operated by their
grandparents U Muang and Thiri. With
schoolbooks in one hand and long sticks
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in the other, they playfully poked at a frog that was
thinking about crossing the road. From the sidecar stand
across the intersection known as the CrossRoads,
sidecar driver Ko Thant scolded them in a friendly way.

“Be careful, you may come back as frogs.”

More out of a loss of interest than obedience,
they abandoned the frog and crossed the street to the
restaurant SMILE, where they found a table in the
corner and started doing their homework. Both twins
had come out of their shells in the eight months since
their abusive father Ye Htut had fled Monsong. To their
delight, uncle Ko Win, SMILE’s manager, moved in to
his cousin’s, their mother Sanda’s, house to help her
raise the boys.

“All right, gentlemen, may | take your orders?”
said the smiling waitress Nyo Mar. She was young,
pretty and friendly. She was also the first new hire at
SMILE. Business was up at all the shops around the
CrossRoads. High-season traffic now lasted year-round.

The boys studied their menus with mock
seriousness, but also with pride. Just six months ago,
SMILE only offered coffee, tea, soft drinks and a few
snacks. Now guests could choose from a full menu.
Grandmother Thiri worked hard to teach her nephew
Ko Win how to cook, and he showed interest and
promise.

Thin Thin locked the door of The Cloud and
looked next door.

“See you tomorrow.” She smiled.

Ko Win, the twins and Nyo Mar waved back as
she began her bicycle ride home. The final eye contact
was between Ko Win and Thin Thin. They were friends
and their businesses fed off each other. They were
young, single, attractive and spent most of their waking
hours in close proximity. Any romantic feelings were
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repressed or unconscious because he was a Buddhist
and she a Muslim, but their physical attraction was
more difficult to deny, particularly for Ko Win.

“Say hello to Nabeelah,” said Ko Thant, who
watched from his sidecar stand on the corner.

Thin Thin’s grandmother Nabeelah had not
come to The Cloud for nearly a month. She had always
visited twice a week to oversee the preparation of the
ayurvedic (Pa Ya Say) shampoos and skin cleansers.The
only dark cloud at the CrossRoads was Nabeelah'’s
failing health. Everyone assumed the popular matriarch
would live forever.
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CHAPTERM
ALI ARRIVES in MONSONG

Ali Hazar walked down
the ward at Monsong hospital to
visit his dying grandfather. It had
been four years since he had made
the same trip to say good-bye to
his grandmother, and twelve years
since he had left Monsong for
Yangon.

Later that afternoon, and
not far down from the hospital on
Padauk Road, Ali spoke to
Nabeelah about his grandfather’s
deteriorating health.
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Nabeelah said, “I am sorry to hear
that.” She was standing at her niece’s small
shop in front of the mosque. Nabeelah
touched a small gold necklace on her chest.
“1 bought this from him over twenty years
ago. We lost touch over time, but I will
always remember him as a gentleman and
a good and honest businessman.”

At the corner by the entrance to
their family compound, Nabeelah saw Thin
Thin arriving and motioned for her to join
them. After introductions, the tall, handsome
and confident Ali smiled.

“You look much different than the
shy little girl I saw so long ago.”

I CROSSROADS 11




CROSSROADS 11 I

Thin Thin blushed. She did not remember him. Twelve years
ago, she would have been twelve and he eighteen, light-years apart
at that age.

Ali’s parents would come soon to Monsong, in the meantime
he would maintain the daily vigils at the hospital.

“Please come to dinner next week and catch us up on the
last twelve years,” said Nabeelah.

A few days later, Nabeelah and her shopkeeper niece greeted
Ali. He looked at the four place settings on the dining room table and
had hopes for the remaining guest. Large wooden shutters invited
the breeze and spread enticing aromas from the kitchen. Minutes
later, the squeaking kickstand of a bicycle was followed by Thin Thin
bounding up the stairs into the spacious room with its fine teak floor
and walls.

“Sorry to be late, a talkative customer.” Thin Thin kissed
her grandmother’s cheek and smiled at Ali.

“After graduating from Yangon Technical University, | got a
job in Yangon selling seeds and fertilizer for a company based in
Calcutta. Lots of travel and not much time for Monsong. My parents
were also living in Yangon. | always felt guilty that grandpa was
here alone.”

Ali seemed direct in a pleasant and self-assured way. Thin
Thin poured tea, hoping Nabeelah would do the talking. She felt
self-conscious for not having gone past high school and
unsophisticated for lacking exposure to Yangon.

“Our family has always been in the Ayurvedic Pa Ya Say
business, medicines in my father’s day,” Nabeelah said as she passed
simple dishes of rice and vegetables around the table. “Thin Thin
persuaded me a year ago to help her open a shop at the intersection
of Thazin and Padauk. The Cloud sells more cosmetics than pure
medicines, but the hair and skin products are Pa Ya Say-based and
aimed at a younger crowd.” Nabeelah looked proudly at Thin Thin.
“And she’s doing quite well.”

Ali was glad to be hearing of the young and living rather
than the old and dying.
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“It's not my business. It's Gannie’s shop.” Thin Thin and
Nabeelah were extremely close and Thin Thin was the only one
among all the Nazims who called Nabeelah ‘Gannie.”She makes the
shampoos and skin cleansers. We use big boiling pots and all kinds
of herbs that are new to me. But I'm learning, and it's fun and
business is good.” Thin Thin smiled, feeling a little more comfortable.

The conversation was shared and easy, shifting back and
forth from family matters to the changing Monsong. Ali was heading
for an evening hospital visit, so they broke up early, but not before
Nabeelah invited him to come by anytime and see The Cloud and
the CrossRoads.

In bed that night, Thin Thin thought of
Ali. Hesitant in his presence, she could not deny
her feelings for him in his absence. His confidence
and charm caused a physical and emotional
reaction. The younger, less
accomplished Muslims she
sometimes dated, and
sometimes found
attractive, were boys
compared to Ali. Because
of family and religious
customs, Buddhist
boys, Ko Win
included, were not
supposed to be part
of her night-time
thoughts.
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CHAPTER
TWINS' BIRTHDAY PARTY

Usually it was only family, but for their tenth
birthday party, Toe Toe and Soe Soe were allowed
to invite friends from school and the neighborhood.
The kids’ table at SMILE was decorated with balloons
and confetti. At a separate table, mother Sanda,
grandparents U Maung and Thiri and everyone’s
sidecar-driving friend Ko Thant watched the
festivities.
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Ko Win and Nyo Mar served Chicken Paratha, Mutton and Naan
Bread, and Danbauk, or Chicken Biryani, a Myanmar favorite and one of
Thiri and Ko Win's new menu additions that signaled the transition of
SMILE from a snack shop to a restaurant.

Like a flash, the kids devoured the main courses, and it was
time for dessert, presents and games. Arriving from The Cloud next
door, Thin Thin and Nabeelah brought almond sweets to go along with
the birthday cake. The boys ripped plastic guns and toy cars from their
colorful wrappings. For the games, Nyo Mar introduced Golden Hawk
and everyone sang “Schwe Sun Nyo.” Nyo Mar played the hawk, with the
children lined up behind her, tallest to shortest. She spun around and
ran after the shortest person, a wide-eyed, squealing nine-year-old girl
who was shielded by the others in line. In the second game, The Ghost
of Banyon Tree, everyone sang”’Nyun Pin Tasay.” Ko Thant played the
ghost and stood outside the circle, throwing the ball at laughing and
dodging kids.

Thin Thin and Nabeelah joined Ko Win and Nyo Mar at the vacated
kids' table. Thin Thin noticed someone approaching The Cloud from the
intersection.

“Is that Ali?” Nabeelah asked.

Thin Thin stood up and started towards her shop, saying to Ko
Win, “He’s a neighbor, in town visiting his sick grandfather. We invited
him to see our shop sometime. I'll tell him to come back later.”

“No need to do that,” said Ko Win. “Show him your shop and
bring him over. Somebody’s got to help us finish all these sweets.” His
offer was friendly and genuine, but before the words were out of his
mouth, something about the way Thin Thin reacted to Ali brought an
unsettled feeling to his stomach.

Thin Thin went next door to meet Ali. As they walked around,
she told him that Nabeelah’s father bought two land parcels here sixty
years ago, thinking that they might have value some day. Twelve years
ago, Nabeelah decided to see if he was right, and she built two small
wooden structures, one for a shop and the other to live in. When the
economy collapsed in the early 2000's under the incompetent military
dictatorship there were no tourists and few local buyers, so she closed
the shop and house and returned to live in the family compound next to



the mosque. A few years ago the economy
started to rebound.

“l was working as a cosmetics
clerk in a drug store downtown. It wasn’t
what | wanted to do for the rest of my life,
so | persuaded Gannie to try again. Pa
Ya Say products with a modern
cosmetic twist. So far so good.”

Ali looked at her short, curly
hair, and her casual jeans and red
high-top tennis shoes. She had flair
and style. He liked what he saw. He
also loved the pungent smell of the herbs.

It reminded him of the exotic aromas in
Yangon’s Muslim spice markets.

As they returned to SMILE, Thin Thin
said, “Last year Ko Win wanted to start a
snack shop. Gannie rented the shop to him,
and he has done very well. He has a way of
attracting customers. Thiri and U Maung, his
aunt and uncle, own the buildings across
the street, and they have helped Ko Win.”

They joined the adults’ table. Nabeelah smiled and said
hello. Ko Win stood, introduced himself, and shook hands with Ali.
Ko Thant and Nyo May added their greetings, as did U Maung, Thiri
and Sanda. Ali eyed the food on the table.

“Looks like quite a feast. Is that Danbauk?”

“What'’s left of it.” Ko Win grabbed a clean plate and spooned
a helping of his signature dish for Ali. “Try some.”

Toe Toe and Soe Soe waved good-bye to their friends.
Everyone loved the party. Sanda, not one to show emotion, fought
back tears of joy. Joy had been in very short supply for the twins and
her during their last ten years with Ye Htut.
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CHAPTER
ALI'S GRANDFATHER DIES

Ali had the use of his grandfather’s car and was happy to drive
Nabeelah on errands. Ko Thant still took her home occasionally from
The Cloud, but she found mounting the seat on the sidecar increasingly
difficult. Ali and Ko Thant bantered in a friendly way for the right to be
her chauffeur.

“l visited Ko Thant here a year ago,” said Nabeelah as they
approached the hospital to visit Ali's grandfather. “I assume you know
the story of his accident?”

“Yes, | heard about it from people at the mosque.” What Ali
remembered most from their graphic descriptions were images and
sounds. First, a sound like the thud of a heavy stick hitting a ripe melon
as Ko Thant's head struck the pavement after being hit by a rock the size
of a clenched fist. Second, a sound like a drill bit grinding through solid
teak as it penetrated Ko Thant’s skull and relieved the pressure on the
brain by giving the gushing blood an escape route.”I’'m amazed that Ko
Thant survived. And glad to see that the religious problems seem to be
in the past.”

“For now, at least,” Nabeelah said as she looked at Ali, seeing in
him a little of her cherished older brother, now in the Muslim cemetery
where he would soon be joined by Ali's grandfather.

Her brother and other Myanmar Muslim citizens had fought
alongside Buddhists like Aung San for Myanmar’s independence from
the British following World War I1. Today, nationalistic monks were trying,
and succeeding, to stir trouble between Buddhists and Muslims in defense
of a pure Myanmar. She kept these dark thoughts to herself.

Ali was honored that Nabeelah wanted to pay her respects.




Three days later, and less than twenty-four
hours after his parents arrived from Yangon, Ali's
grandfather died. He had been holding on in order
to close the family loop.

Two dozen attended the funeral prayers in
the mosque courtyard with Nabeelah and Thin Thin
standing beside other women in the last line behind
the relatives and the
men. Next everyone
went to the cemetery.
Women were generally
not allowed at Muslim
burial grounds, but some
towns, like Monsong,
broke traditions and
permitted females at the
cemetery. As they stood
around the freshly dug
grave, Nabeelah could
not stop staring at the
plot nearby holding her
father, mother, husband
and brother. She knew
it would not be long
before she joined them.

The same
thought did
not escape L
Thin Thin,
who held on
tightly to her
Gannie.
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CHAPTERM

STAYING ON

His parents returned to Yangon the day after
the funeral, leaving their son to deal with his
grandfather’s estate. Ali added another task, one
he had dreamt up in the last two weeks. He would
explore the possibility of opening an office for his
company in central Myanmar by researching the
potential for sales of seeds and fertilizer in the many
small farming towns around Mandalay. This would
allow the pursuit of his real reason for staying on.

Several times he drove Nabeelah to The
Cloud, escorting her into the kitchen where Thin
Thin had two big pots boiling on the stove, waiting
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for Nabeelah to add fresh chopped herbs
like turmeric, vetiver, sandalwood, hibiscus
and soapnut. Ali would have liked to stay,
but this was their time together.

While Thin Thin and Nabeelah
tended to business, Ali stopped next door
and chatted with Nyo May. He also hung
out at the sidecar stand with Ko Thant. They
had a favored customer in common and
they both possessed the gift of small
talk.

“Don’t steal Nabeelah from
me,” said Ko Thant.

“I will if I can,” said Ali,
expanding in his mind the desire to
steal both grandmother and
granddaughter.

Ali was confident and outgoing
with Thin Thin, Nyo May, Nabeelah and
Ko Thant. Everyone, with one
exception, seemed to be enjoying
themselves. The unsettling feelings Ko
Win felt on Ali’s first CrossRoads visit
were growing into the nausea of
jealousy in the pit of his stomach.

On Friday of the second
week, Ali parked along Padauk
Road and waited at the sidecar
stand while Thin Thin put her
bicycle inside and locked her
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shop. Unintentionally, she skipped her customary
good-night wave to Ko Win and Nyo May as she
joined Ali and they drove off toward her house.
Thin Thin’s oversight did not escape Ko Win.

It was a date. It could legitimately be called
that. They were alone together with no other
purpose. He wasn't delivering Thin Thin to Nabeelah
or Nabeelah to Thin Thin.

After dinner at a table for two in a noodle
shop downtown, they strolled along the walkway
by the lake and sat at a bench like teenagers do in
the evening around the moat in Mandalay or at Inya
Lake in Yangon.

“This is the first chance to say what I'm
sure you probably know,” Ali paused. “A blind person
could see how I feel about you.”

Slowly, Thin Thin replied, “I have noticed.
And I'm flattered.” She also had noticed her own
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feelings for him. “But my mind is on Gannie. | can't
help it.”

“l understand. But I'm staying around
Monsong for one reason. | can wait as long as it
takes.” He held her hand. She did not pull it away.
He moved in to kiss her. She turned her head, in a
way that was not really a rejection, and allowed
him a peck on the cheek.

A pattern developed over the weeks as
Nabeelah grew steadily weaker. Thin Thin would
bring a tray holding progressively smaller evening
meals to Gannie’s bedside, and they would talk while
Gannie picked at her food.

“How was your day?” asked Thin Thin.

“My day? Let's just say that this is the
highlight. But let’s not talk about me. Tell me what’s
going on with you.”

“Business is good. Everybody is fine at the
CrossRoads. We all miss you.”

“That's all?” Nabeelah smiled. “Let's get to
the good part.”

“The good part?”

“What about Ali?”

“What about him?”

“This is Gannie you are talking to.” Nabeelah
laughed. “How do you feel about him? It's obvious
how much he cares about you.”

“I like him. But | can’t concentrate with all
that is going on.”
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“You mean with me dying?”

“Gannie, stop.”

“Look, Thin Thin, I'm not getting any
younger, and neither are you. Don’'t waste precious
time because of me. And as long as you asked, |
like Ali. I would be proud to have him in the family,
along with a few great-grandchildren.”

It was closing time at The Cloud and Ali
had just picked up Thin Thin.

“If you don't like the food and the service,
don’t come back,” Ko Win snapped at a rare
complaining customer next door at SMILE.

Thin Thin overheard Ko Win. As she
explored her own confused emotions, she could
not help but see Ko Win’s changes in behavior
whenever Ali was around.They drove off, and Ali
pretended not to notice the incident, instead asking
Thin Thin about her day.

Ko Win walked his sour mood over to the
sidecar stand and Ko Thant, the perpetual observer
of all thing saround the CrossRoads.

“Yes, | heard that.” Ko Thant raised his
eyebrows in surprise.

“Can you blame me?”

“It's not about your obnoxious customer.”

“Then what'’s it about?” Ko Win’s voice was
testy.

“You know.” Ko Thant smiled.

“Okay, okay.” Ko Win’s shoulders sagged.
“Will he ever go back to Yangon? Aren’t you getting
tired of him hanging around you all the time?”

“He’s a nice guy.” Ko Thant gave a slow,
sympathetic smile. “And I'm not the jealous type.”
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During the quiet time before the dinner
crowd arrived, Nyo May watched while Toe Toe
and Soe Soe did their homework. They looked for
openings to escape the pain of division and
multiplication.

Soe Soe asked, “Nyo May, do you think Al
likes Thin Thin?”

“Probably. Everybody likes Thin Thin. Don’t
you?”

“Yes.” He pointed at his brother. “We like
Ali, too.”

Toe Toe’s turn. “Do you like Ali?”

“Yes,” said Nyo May. She smiled at the boys'’
directness.
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CHAPTER
GANNIE DIES

Three non-family members visited
Nabeelah at Monsong hospital the week
before she went home to die on the eve of
her eightieth birthday.

Ko Win’s stay was brief. He knew
of Nabeelah’s special tie with Thin Thin.
He knew how she alone, not just among
the Nazims but pretty much everybody in
Monsong, supported his and Thin Thin’s
decision to re-open SMILE and The Cloud.
He suspected that she also knew, more
than anyone except maybe Ko Thant, of his
private feelings for Thin Thin.
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“You have been a good tenant and a good friend.
Look after Thin Thin.”

He wished for more from her, wanting an
invitation, or at least an opening, to share with her his
strong longing for Thin Thin, but he felt it was unfair to
introduce such an emotionally and socially charged topic
at this late stage. At least Nabeelah didn't talk about Ali.

Ali also came to the hospital, accompanied by
Thin Thin. Nabeelah thanked him for everything. If they
had been alone, she would have encouraged him to
continue his pursuit of Thin Thin. That's what she wanted,
and what he desperately hoped for.

“Look after Thin Thin,” Nabeelah said to Ali. It
meant more than her same words spoken just two nights
earlier to Ko Win.

Finally, Ko Thant visited the hospital. He walked
alone down the ward to Nabeelah’s bed, which was very
near where his had been. He knew it was a near miracle
that he had recovered from the rock that had struck his
skull a year ago. He also knew that she would not recover.

“I brought MANA SUDARSHAM.” He referred to
the same small bottle of PA YA SAY potion she had left
with him during her visit last year. “There are two doses
left. Look what it did for me.”

“Thanks,” she laughed quietly “but even those
magic herbs cannot cure old age.”

“Yes, but you said it promotes peace and
harmony, and that was what saved my life.”

“Maybe I'll consider it.” She smiled.

They sat quietly for several minutes, glad to be
alone and comfortable with their special bond.
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“Take care of Thin Thin.” Her delivery had an
unfinished tone. He waited for more. She took the
opportunity. “I hope she marries Ali. | want her to be happy.
I want a great-grandchild.”Again he paused, sensing more.”l
want her to marry a nice Muslim boy.” They both knew that
Buddhist Ko Win was an unspoken part of the conversation.

Ko Thant smiled, touching her hand.

“She’ll do what'’s right.”

Nabeelah insisted on going home at the end. Family
members stayed respectfully around the edges, knowing
Gannie and Thin Thin wanted to be alone. The two slept
together in Gannie’s bed the last precious nights.

“I'm scared, Gannie,” said Thin Thin in tears. “I
don't know what I'll do without you.”

“You won't be without me. You are me.”

They didn't discuss Ali. That had already been done
and neither had the energy to go there again. Thin Thin
realized for the first time that they had never discussed Ko
Win in the same way. It was too late to start.

“I love you, Gannie.”

“I love you, Thin Thin.”

Late the next evening, cradled in Thin Thin’s arms
and with all the Nazims surrounding her bed, Gannie took
her last peaceful breath.
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CHAPTER
THARYE NARYE GROUP

Shortly after
Nabeelah’s passing, Ko Thant
was elected president of
Tharye Narye, Monsong's social
volunteer group. A sidecar
driver was a surprise choice
and testimony to his popularity
and the respect he
commanded. Tharye Narye
was a fixture in many towns,
and here a group of twenty
served as event planners,
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organizers of education and social activities, and as an informal
Chamber of Commerce. Ko Thant presided over his first meeting
one month before the first democratic national elections. Even though
it was known that they would make no political endorsements, there
were visitors and short comments from several groups, including
the existing ruling USDP and the opposition NLD party. Most aggressive
in their approach were two monks from Ma Ba Tha, the nationalist
monks’ organization openly campaigning for the USDP as the party
to prevent civil unrest by keeping Myanmar safe from a Muslim
takeover, which they said would likely happen with an NLD victory.
Ko Thant and the Tharye Narye Group expressed appreciation for
the visits and declined to take positions, choose favorites or make
endorsements.

The NLD won in a national landslide, with Monsong voting
over 90% for their candidates. Everyone was thrilled but cautious.
After the last real elections in 1988, the ruling generals overturned
a similar NLD victory.

On a beautiful Saturday afternoon not long after the
elections, over a hundred friends gathered on the football field in
front of the Bandstand, Monsong’s community gathering place, for
Ko Thant’s welcoming party. His speech was mercifully short by
Myanmar standards. He said he owed his modest success to his
riders, many of whom were his friends and in attendance.

“l left school in the seventh grade. Now my school is my
sidecar. I learn from my riders. You are my professors.”

Ko Win, Nyo May, and Thiri had organized the potluck
offerings with separate tables for appetizers, salads, main courses
and desserts. Thiri oversaw the appetizers and salads, Nyo May the
main courses and desserts. Ko Win supervised and helped wherever
he was needed.

Nyo May admired the variety of main courses. Among them
there were two large Chicken Biryani platters. Ko Win had prepared
one Danbauk and Ali another, neither aware of the other’s idea. Nyo
May placed them side-by-side.

The crowd moved toward the tables, and the adults let the
hungry kids go first. If the youngsters were curious about the
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difference in the two Danbauk dishes, Nyo May gave them small
servings of each. She did this with Soe Soe and Toe Toe. When
Thiri and Ko Win noticed the two platters and found out that one
was Ali's, they said nothing. When Ali saw both, he smiled and
asked to sample each.

The Biryani was popular. Soe Soe and Toe Toe came back
for seconds, and both chose the Calcutta/Muslim Danbauk, unaware
that it was Ali’s. Along with the aromatic and subtle mace, cardamon
and nutmeg spices, and the tender basmati rice, his expensive saffron
lent a rich and inviting yellow color. When interest shifted to the
dessert tables, almost half of Ko Win'’s dish was left,
while Ali's was scraped clean.Ko Win saw this. Ali
was sitting with Thin Thin some
distance away and
unaware. Few people
knew Ali. Fewer still knew
that the more popular
Danbauk was his creation.

Without asking
permission, Soe Soe and
Toe Toe jumped up from
the table they shared with
Ko Win, Sanda, U Maung
and Thiri and ran up the
path toward the Cold Drink
Stand. They had heard
rumors in school about the
Stand, a place attracting
teenagers for a secret
rendezvous and a first kiss.
Neither had vyet to
experience the first kiss,
making them all the more
curious.

Ko Win, when he
saw where they were
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headed, rose abruptly and spoke in a harsh and loud voice.”"Where
do you think you are going?”

His family members were taken aback. No one had ever
heard Ko Win raise his voice at the twins. He started up the path
toward the boys, who had not heard him over the crowd.

“Don’t worry, Ko Win. I'll go get them,” replied Nyo May,
ever the friendly and unofficial baby sitter.

Ignoring her, he continued toward the Cold Drink Stand.
When he arrived, the twins had gone farther on the path leading up
the hill, to a flat spot that looked out over Monsong Lake and the
town. The boys saw Ko Win coming and, sensing his agitation, started
back.

“Don't ever leave the table without permission! Do you
understand me?”

He held each by the shirt collar and shook them. The boys
froze. They were more shocked than hurt. It was the first time they
had been grabbed in anger since their father Ye Htut had left a year
ago. Both burst into tears and ran down the path toward Sanda,
Thiri and U Maung.

Thin Thin saw the two tear-streaked faces and stood up.
Ali was not part of the CrossRoads community and could only sit and
watch. It was his turn to feel a twinge of jealousy. Thin Thin’s trip
up and Ko Win’s down converged at the Cold Drink Stand.

“What is wrong?” She sensed it wasn’t about the kids. The
Cold Drink Stand was a better clue.

“Nothing.” Ko Win was angry, but by now more embarrassed
and ashamed.

Thin Thin was silent. Her expression mercifully passed no
judgment.

“l don’'t know,” he said with a pause. “Maybe the Chicken
Biryani?” Another pause as he looked around, “Maybe it's this place?”

Both remembered their meeting at this same location a year
ago and the electricity when they decided to defy their families and
the community by reopening SMILE and The Cloud.

Finally,he said, “I know what's wrong.” He cast his eyes
downward and shuffled his feet. He looked up at her and quickly
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back down again, his shoulders slumping. Getting hold of himself,
he took a deep breath, straightened up and made eye contact.

“I'm jealous.” He kept his attention on her. “There! I've said
it.”

He took another breath. “I'm sorry.”

Thin Thin focused on his eyes. With the tip of her right
forefinger, in a tender and silencing gesture, she softly touched his
lips.

“Don’t be sorry. Don’'t worry about me, go apologize to the
twins.”

She gave him a five-minute head start before returning to
the Bandstand and Ali.
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CHAPTER WAl

THIN THIN'S DILEMMA

Ali thought time was on his
side in his romantic pursuit of Thin
Thin. He gave Ko Win some thought,
but not much. Ko Win backed off, in
keeping with his personality. Thin
Thin's dilemma grew. Nabeelah had
always been her guide on important
decisions. Gannie had given advice on
Ali, but not on Ko Win.

Walking along the path by the
lake a few days later, Ali turned to Thin
Thin.

“Do you love me?”

No answer. A pause, then she
answered, “Gannie is still in my head.”



“And your heart, too?”

“Yes.”

“I'll wait.”

A week later, he asked the same
guestion about her love. Again, she gave
no answer and a pause. This time, Gannie
was not an excuse.

“I'm confused,” she said. And she
was.

Now Ko Win was also in her
nighttime thoughts. Ali and Ko Win were
so different. She was attracted to the
smooth and accomplished Ali, but she felt
a growing tenderness toward the shyer Ko
Win.

The waiting strategy wasn't
working for Ali. It was time for a different
approach. Two days later, he told Thin Thin
he was leaving the next day on a business
trip to small towns around Monsong, to be
followed by a reporting visit to Yangon and
Calcutta. He did not discuss when he
would be returning and what this meant
for their relationship. Ali wanted to
leave Thin Thin uncertain about their
future. He was badly shaken, but
he didn’t want to show weakness
and concern.
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NO ONE HAPPY

Everyone knows everything about everybody in a
small town like Monsong. Within hours of his departure,
The Maungs and the Nazims were aware of and concerned
about Ali’'s trip. Since the scene with the twins at the
Bandstand, the love triangle had become topic number one.
Would Thin Thin choose Ali or Ko Win? Both families wanted
Ali to win.

In conservative Monsong, Buddhists married
Buddhists and Muslims married Muslims. It was the
foundation of the religious, family and cultural tradition. In
the last few years, religious nationalism had gained even
more political power. Ma Ba Tha had successfully pushed
the passage of the controversial Race and Religion Laws
earlier in the year. By choosing Aung San Suu Kyi and the
NLD, the people rejected Ma Ba Tha, but the religious laws
remained on the books, and any effort to repeal them would
be difficult.
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A Buddhist man marrying a Muslim woman was less controversial
than a Muslim man marrying a Buddhist woman, but Ma Ba Tha still warned
that Muslim women were infiltrating Buddhist families with the intent of
procreating like rabbits, forcing a religious conversion on the children and
speeding the radical Islamic takeover of Myanmar.

For the Nazims, it was simple. Muslims belonged with Muslims. They
all liked Ali. Nabeelah, the matriarch, had chosen him before she died. The
Nazim and the Hazar burial plots were almost side by side. All the Nazims
living in the family compound, especially her mother and father, wanted Thin
Thin to choose Ali.

The Maungs were equally distraught, but in a different way.

“I guess we should have known,” said U Maung, “when Ko Win didn’t
consult us before he and Thin Thin reopened the shops last year.”

“We should have kept him in our house after Ye Htut left,” said Thiri.

“We shouldn’t have extended the lease after the trouble last year.
We shouldn’t have rented from Muslims in the first place. Side-by-side, SMILE
and The Cloud, Ko Win and Thin Thin, too much contact. No Maung has ever
married a Muslim,” said U Maung, assuming, but not really knowing for sure,
that he was right. Ye Htut married Sanda and turned out to be a despicable
character, but at least he was a Buddhist. U Maung was ashamed to be
thinking this way, but deep down it was how he felt.

There was no conversation between Ko Win and his aunt and uncle.

“Let’s hope Ali and Thin Thin get back on track,”
said U Maung. “If we tell Ko Win what to do,
he'll just do the opposite.”

Sanda reverted to her silent mode.
The twins were unaware of the scope of the
drama, but they thought it would be fun if
Thin Thin became Ko Win’s girlfriend.




CHAPTER a

NEW TWIST

A week later, word spread that Al
was back in town, but he was not seen at
the Nazim compound or the CrossRoads.
He had new territory to conquer.

A year after their partner Ye Htut
was driven from Monsong when Ko Win
discovered he had been beating Sanda and
mistreating the twins, three men still spent
their days on a bench near the monastery
gate down by the lake. It was dusk, time
for them to stumble home after a hard day
of sitting, drinking and complaining.

“Is that who | think it is?” one man
said, looking at the backs of a couple
walking on the path down next to the water.

“Which one are you talking about?”

“Both of them.”

In silhouette, back-lit by the setting
sun, Ali and Nyo May strolled along the
path. They were not holding hands, but as
they walked, they brushed lightly against
one another. Their bodies met, then
separated, only to return again for gentle
contact. It was an erotic dance, like two




snakes slithering side-by-side in
the sand, their sensuous curves
touching, separating and touching
again.

It didn’t take long before
the bench sitters recognized the
couple.

“Wait ‘til Ye Htut hears
about this,” said one.

“Wait ‘til the monks next
door hear,” said another.
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TROUBLE

“It's bad enough for a
Buddhist boy to marry a Muslim
girl, but an older Muslim man
polluting a young Buddhist girl?
That’s a whole different story,”
said the monk from the Monsong
monastery. He was one who had
helped cause trouble at the
CrossRoads a year ago.

“We have to stop this. If
people start ignoring the new Race
and Religion laws, it's the
beginning of the end.”

On the bench across from
the monastery, the talk was how
to bring Ye Htut back. He would
spark the fireworks that failed to
ignite a year ago. Ali would be the
perfect target.
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Nearby, five young boys sat
perched on tiny chairs at a curb-side tea
shop. They all knew Nyo May from school.

“He’s only after her because Thin
Thin rejected him.”

“Thin Thin threw him over so she
could get at Ko Win.”

“All he has going for himself
is money and saffron for his Danbauk.
Shows off driving around in that big
car. He sells fertilizer made by Muslims
in India to poor Myanmar farmers. They
don’t know their money is going to
radical Islamists and the fertilizer is
poisoning our soil and water.”

Conspiracy theories blossomed
here and all over town. Every time gossip
passed from one person to another, it was
embellished. Nyo May is pregnant. Aliis a %
polygamist. He will marry Thin Thin and
Nyo May. Kyo Win has been brainwashed.
Thin Thin will marry Ko Win and Ali.

Ko Win arrived the next morning
at SMILE and saw first the shattered glass
from the window next to his front door. He
looked next door at The Cloudwhere a glass
display case was also smashed. It was the
same display case that was the victim of a
rock a year ago at the troubled start to the
Kahtein parade. Ko Win spun around, as if
hoping to spot the guilty party. The shades
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were drawn across the street at U Maung’s hardware store,
Thiri’s fabric shop and Sanda’s SALON.

Ko Thant sat at his sidecar stand. No words were
exchanged as they looked at each other.

Ko Win's expression said, “What is going on?”

Ko Thant's look in response was “I see the glass
and the rocks, but that’s all | know.”

When Thin Thin arrived for work moments later,
Ko Win was standing at her display case with a rock in each
hand. She looked quickly at the damage to both shops. She
said nothing, but there was a look of sad recognition.

“What's happening?” he said.

She spoke in a resigned, almost guilty, tone.

“Ali is back in town. He was seen night before last
with Nyo May down by the lake.”

Ko Win's mind raced. Better that Ali have Nyo May
than Thin Thin. He knew he couldn'’t say that.

“No.”

“Yes.”

Minutes after her call, the same car that sped down
Padauk Road when the 969 sticker was spotted at SALON a
year earlier slid to a stop at the corner, and two men crossed
in front of SMILE to The Cloud. Thin Thin locked the front
door, leaving her bicycle inside, and followed them to the
car. Halfway, she turned around and looked back at Ko Win.
Frozen for a second, he looked at the rocks in both hands,
as if for the first time. Together with the broken glass, they
were a warning signal for Nyo May, Ali, Thin Thin and Ko
Win. He placed the rocks carefully on a table, as if they
were live grenades.

Ko Thant watched this. He thought of himself a year
ago and Ko Win and Thin Thin today and the common threat
of the rocks. He had a sidecar rider recently who taught
literature at Yangon University. As was his curious way, Ko
Thant asked the professor to describe his favorite book.
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The man quickly said Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet,”
the tragic story of star-crossed lovers caught in a feud
between two noble Italian families. Ko Thant saw the
parallels. Ko Win and Thin Thin were Romeo and Juliet.
Their families, the Capulets and Montagues were Myanmar’s
Muslims and Buddhists:, the Nazims and Maungs. Ko Thant
could only hope that Ko Win and Thin Thin would escape
the poisonous and deadly fate of Romeo and Juliet.
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CHAPTER
PRESSURE

Ever since Ko Thant was chosen as leader of the Tharye Narye Group,
the sidecar stand became his office. Several chairs found their way from SMILE,
allowing visitors a comfortable spot to gossip, vent their concerns and lobby their
causes. His visitors tried to pick quiet times, but since the news of Ali and Nyo
May broke, that was seldom possible as agitated young Buddhists and Muslims
circled the CrossRoads like sharks waiting for blood in the water.

U Maung and Thiri stopped by one morning before opening their shops.

“We've got to protect Nyo May,” said U Maung.

“She won't be happy,” said Thiri. “Neither of them will be.”

U Maung replied, “Both Nyo May and Ali will be better off with their own
people. You must talk to them.”

Ko Thant, listening politely, said, “There is nothing | can do.”

From U Maung, his voice raised, “Yes, there is. They will listen to you.
You have been through this. You almost died last year. This is heading in the
same direction. You know what could happen to Ali and Nyo May. You're the one
who can stop this.”

U Maung and Thiri had always been direct and honest in their approach,
but this talk about Ali and Nyo May was a charade. U Maung waited for, but got
no response from Ko Thant. Like a petty thief telling lies in the interrogation
room under the knowing stare of a seasoned prosecutor, U Maung finally broke.

“Ko Win does not belong with Thin Thin. She’s a fine person, but he
belongs with a Buddhist and she belongs with a Muslim.”

This visit was all about Ko Win and Thin Thin, not Ali and Nyo May. They
wanted Ali to leave Nyo May so he could renew his pursuit of Thin Thin. They
wanted Thin Thin to forget Ko Win and rejoin Ali. Ko Thant knew this all along.

“Let’s just hope everybody does the right thing.” Ko Thant's dodge did
little to comfort U Maung and Thiri as they retreated to their shops.

Friends of Nyo May, friends of her parents, conservative older women
customers of SALON faithful to the monks, a couple from the mosque, and several
others tried their hand with Ko Thant. They all received the same “Hope for the

best” and “Nothing I can do” along with Ko Thant’s signhature sympathetic smile.
n
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CHAPTER alll

MONKS REACT

Independence Day always meant a parade
for Monsong, even during the dark decades of the
dictatorship. This year, following close after the
democratic elections, the people who had not known
freedom for fifty years were more than ready to
celebrate a day known for patriotism and historical
reflection.

“It will draw attention from all over the
country. A thirty-five-year-old Muslim living in Yangon
and Calcutta swoops in to Monsong and snares a
twenty-two-year-old Buddhist girl. He abandons his
Muslim lover and she immediately turns her
attention to prey on a Buddhist boy,” said the monk
addressing his Monsong monastery. “This is no time
to celebrate. We must call on the people of Monsong
to come together and cancel the parade. There
will be no Independence Day celebration here while
Islam threatens our nation and its laws. All of
Myanmar will be watching.”
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The local monks were easily swayed. They
had met with Nyo May’s parents, who were furious
with their daughter’s refusal to break off with Ali.
Even Ali's parents let it be known from Yangon that
they were angry about their son’s relationship with
a Buddhist girl. Still, there was no groundswell from
the people of Monsong for stopping the parade,
now just two days away. The-Tharye Narye Group
did not speak out in support of the monks, but
neither did they lobby in favor of the parade.

A telephone call to the Monsong Chief of
Police from the monks threatened that if the parade
were not cancelled there would be violence in the
streets. Within hours the Police Chief revoked the
parade license, citing public safety concerns. In
reality, the police and the monks knew that cancelling
the parade was a way to cause violence rather than
away to stop it. It would encourage the citizens of
Monsong to attack the Muslims for spoiling
Independence Day.

By late Tuesday afternoon, word had
spread that Thursday’s parade was off. The police
said “postponed,” but everyone knew that meant
“cancelled.” Preparations, at considerable expense,
were already underway. Disappointed kids cried
about the cancellation. It was a huge setback so
soon after the euphoria of the national elections,
but broken promises were nothing new to the people
of Myanmar.

At 7pm, Ko Thant felt dejected as he looked
around the CrossRoads. So much had gone well in
the last year. Now, on the threshold of a new
beginning, progress was reversed by a few monks
who masqueraded as leaders of Myanmar’s most
honored and revered institution. Everyone had
hoped that Ko Thant might find a solution.
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What had he done? Nothing. For the first
time since coming to Monsong over twenty years
ago, he thought of returning to his tiny village, away
from all of this. Even his near death experience a
year ago had not made him consider giving up and
going home. He thought of Nabeelah, wishing she
could give him advice from the grave, something to
restore peace and harmony.

As he headed home to his tiny apartment,
Ko Thant called aTharye Narye member and, almost
as an afterthought, asked him to schedule a meeting
for tomorrow night. He had no ideas or expectations,
but at least it might appear to the community like
their organization cared.
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CHAPTER
STRANGE HAPPENINGS

Fourteen of the twenty Tharye

Narye members sat around a room at the

Bandstand: five women and nine men, ages

twenty to forty, consisting of nine Buddhists,

three Christians, and two Muslims. In

addition to promoting civic and business

activities, they sometimes smoothed over

community misunderstandings and

economic disputes, but religion was a topic

generally avoided. They wanted to find a

way to minimize the economic damage and

bad feelings of the cancelled parade, to

Q look forward, not back. They wanted to plan
QE) the next positive event. After an hour and
= ( ) as the meeting drew to a close, the mood
\@/ remained gloomy, with few ideas and no
\\{( . i consensus. More than one

= /
N ~ .
) # member glanced at their
AN\ =

> watch or phone.
(S ° O o “We've done what we
= g can,” someone said.
“l don't feel like we've
done anything,” Ko Thant
replied.




“We can't defy the police order,” said a tour
guide.

“It's not really their order, they're just
reacting to the monks,” said Ko Thant. The room
was silent for a moment.

“The monks are the problem!”shouted a y
young Muslim shop owner. His face reddened after
his emotional outburst.

“The Muslims are the problem!” an older
Buddhist tailor shouted back with equal intensity.

Anger had joined frustration.

“We're finished here,” said a conservative
and respected teacher. She stood up to —
leave. | —

“Wait, this is a teachable
moment.” A burst of laughter swept
through the room as Ko Thant used the
exact wording the teacher often used
in Tharye Narye meetings whenever
the group approached and
threatened to avoid a sticky
subject. She looked around,
smiled sheepishly, and sat
down. The hostile mood had
popped like a balloon.
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What next? Here's the teachable moment, but what
do | teach and how do I teach it? He was barely a student,
much less a teacher. The word “teacher” made Ko Thant
think of the word “professor.” He remembered telling the
crowd at hisTharye Narye welcoming party that his riders
were his professors. Now, out of nowhere, one rider came
to mind. Several years ago, an actor who was passing
through Monsong as Ko Thant's rider watched as many
people along their route, men and women, young and old,
bantered with Ko Thant, shouting hellos, laughter and bits
of news and gossip. The actor had said he would like to be
a sidecar driver so he could learn from all these different
characters.

“It reminds me of an acting class years ago,” the
man had said, “where everyone was encouraged to talk at
the same time—-to another person, to themselves, to no
one in particular. And each student had multiple personalities,
their own as well as different characters from a movie, play
or book. Everybody talked at once. The words and ideas
bounced around, sometimes off the wall, sometimes fading
away, sometimes picked up by another student. Good actors
cannot be cautious or shy. They must not care what they
look and sound like or what other people think.”

Ko Thant shared his memory with the group, and
for a minute they sat silently perplexed. Then something
strange happened: the “teachable moment,” a new game.
The meeting turned into an acting class, all talking at the
same time and in multiple personalities, loud and confusing
and in different accents, depending on their character. They
were free to say anything, no way to trace back who had
said what to whom.

“I blame the British.”

“No, the Indians.”

“No, the Chinese.”

“Don’t forget the Norwegians.” Laughter.
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“Hurrah for democracy. Let's celebrate. Oh wait,
not allowed.”

“There is nothing wrong with wanting your kids to
marry someone like you.”

“Speak for yourself.” Laughter.

“I blame the police.”

“The monks.”

“The Muslims.”

“The Buddhists.”

“The Tharye Narye.”

“The Nats.” Laughter.

This went on until around 8pm when a restaurant
owner who missed the first part of the meeting showed up
with food and beer. Then it started up again, especially for
those fueled with alcohol.

“We're not young leaders, we're young followers.”

“And some of us not so young.”

“We've been without freedom for so long, we don't
know what it looks like and what to do with it.”

“The only thing this country does well is lose. And
play dirty. Just look at the national football team.” Some
laughter, but mostly groans of agreement.

“Red cards for all of us.”

“A war over a couple that may not even be a couple.
They took a walk in the park. No one saw them even holding
hands.”

It was nearly midnight when the beer ran out. At
the CrossRoads, the members headed home, fanning out
in all directions. The nearby residents had been curious
about the meeting, but they went to bed hours earlier,
resigned to a tomorrow without a parade.



CHAPTER
INDEPENDENCE DAY

Parades started on Thazin Road down by
Monsong Lake, in the park where Ali and Nyo May
strolled less than a week ago, and where Ali and
Thin Thin had earlier done the same.

It was a quiet morning at the monastery.
The buzz had died down with the parade
cancellation.

Ye Htut’s bench was unoccupied at this early
hour.

As all twenty Tharye Narye members left
the park and started toward Thazin Road and the
CrossRoads and the Bandstand, the police met them.

“The parade has been cancelled.” The tone
was non-threatening, but the police positioned
themselves to block the road.



I CROSSROADS 11

“This is not a parade. We gathered in the park to
honor Independence Day. That is finished, and now we are
just walking up to the Bandstand for our regular monthly
meeting,” said Ko Thant.

“No marching in the street for groups of more than
five,” said a policeman.

“We're walking, not marching. We will divide up
into four groups of five.”

This puzzled the police. They were accustomed to
demonstrations but not to the breaking of their barricades.
These also were not the type of demonstrators they normally
encountered. They were community leaders who were not
shouting or waving signs. These were people the police
knew and respected, and the Tharye Narye members were
older than most of the officers. Resigned, the police allowed
the four groups of five to pass through their makeshift
barricade.

All was quiet in the first two blocks. But after
that, people in the surrounding
neighborhood became aware that f{, '
something was going on. The kids and
dogs sensed it first. Curious
groups began to form on
both sides of Thazin Road.
When the parade was
cancelled, an order
was issued that no
marchers and no
music would be
allowed on Thazin
Road.

What's an
Independence Day
without music?
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Somewhere in the distance, you could hear the faint but
familiar sound of “Doepot Wine”. Then from another direction and
closer, a second, and louder version of the same sounds. Suddenly
from every neighborhood, a crescendo of marching bands playing
“Doepot Wine”. Hand-slap drumbeat, crashing cymbals, piercing flute
and clacking sticks. Traditional, patriotic, humorous and joyful. The
storm clouds parted and sunshine washed over Monsong.

The police decided it was better to let the Tharye Narye
marchers get to the Bandstand than to try and stop them here in the
roadway. The music was not being played on Thazin Road. This
was not technically a forbidden parade along a forbidden route with
forbidden music. This was a celebration breaking out all over town,
not illegal and impossible to stop. Neighbors poured into the streets.
Decorations and costumes and snacks materialized. Every shape,
size and kind of musical instrument came out for its moment in the
sun. An old man, his toothless smile fifty years in waiting, held his
three-year-old great-granddaughter over his head, her wide eyes
leaping from fear to excitement, from tears to laughter.

By the time they approached the CrossRoads, the side
streets were jammed. Thazin Road was still clear, with only the
police walking behind Tharye Narye. Would the CrossRoads, where
Ko Thant, Ko Win, Thin Thin and Nyo May worked, where last year’s
trouble centered, be the catalyst for defiance and violence? It looked
inevitable that the crowds would pour out onto the forbidden Thazin
Road. The seductive music dared them to eat the forbidden fruit.

If that happened, the police would know what to do. Their
batons were at hand, as were the tear gas and rifles with live rounds.
It was the exact situation that those who had called off the parade
were hoping for.

Somehow, word spread in that lightning fast way that
Monsong and other small towns in Myanmar were famous for. Do
not go on Thazin Road. Go by the side roads and alleys to the
Bandstand. You can cross Thazin Road, that is not illegal.

No authority gave these orders. No decision was made
beforehand. It was spontaneous. Now, after fifty years of fear and
inaction, with last month’s elections and the thoughts of this
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Independence Day, it was time to exercise their freedom from fear.
Monsong was heading for the football field in front ofthe Bandstand,
along the side streets and back alleys and across yards and dirt
paths, using every route except Thazin Road.

Ko Thant looked around in disbelief. His group had left their
meeting last night having decided to make a low-key statement with
their walk today. They had told no one. Their goal was not to draw
the community out in an illegal protest. They meant only to register
a mild rebuke over the parade cancellation. Nothing had been planned
for today at the football field.

“What do we do now?” he said to no one in particular, which
was just as well, since no one could hear him.

It was a beautiful day. Why not just sit on the grass in front
of the Bandstand. It turned into the largest community picnic ever in
Monsong; no speeches; no schedule; no timetable; no grouping by
race or religion. Everyone shared equally in the moment. Music was
everywhere. No classical concert ever sounded as beautiful as this
spontaneous expression of the pulse and heartbeat of the people,
their town and their country. Ordinary citizens expressed
extraordinary emotions.

Ko Thant didn’t see Ko Win or Thin Thin or Nyo May or Ali,
but they might have been somewhere in the crowd. Most stayed
until dark. No one would ever forget that day.



CHAPTER M»

COLD DRINK STAND

The next morning Thin Thin and Ko Win stood at
the Cold Drink Stand. It was the same time and place where
they had met a year ago to decide the fate of their closed
shops. That was a life changing meeting. This one was
more important.

“Have you ever been here?” Ko Win smiled.

“You asked me that the first time.” No “first kiss”
confessions from Thin Thin.

“I never got an answer.” He kept the smile.

He had called her yesterday afternoon at the height
of the Bandstand celebration.

“Are you going to go?”

“Are you?”

“I feel like it’s better to stay away.”

“Sodol.”

“I have another idea,” said Ko Win.

Now they stood alone in the cool morning air.




I CROSSROADS 11

“Once again, Ko Thant saves the day.”

She nodded. “For now anyway.” It was
an answer Gannie would have given.

A pause.

“What do you think?” he said.

“About what?”

“About us.”

A long and uncomfortable pause.

“l want to be with you. | want to marry
you. I love you,” He said.

She looked up at him.

“Do you know what you're
saying?”

“I hope so,” he said.

“People will not be happy. Start
with U Maung and Thiri and my parents
and just keep spreading out from there,”
she said.

They both pictured the expanding
circle of rejection. She thought of the
possible consequences.

“Will Ye Htut come back?”

“l doubt it. Not if he knows what'’s
good for him.”

“What about Ali?” Ko Win dreaded
bringing up his greatest concern.

“He called a few days ago and asked
if 1 would reconsider,” she paused as if to
reflect on her time with him. “I said no.” She
looked at Ko Win.”He will go back to Yangon or
Calcutta.”

He did not want to show the huge
relief he felt. Instead, he asked, “And Nyo

May?”

-----
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“I'm not positive, but | don't think that was ever serious.
She told me Ali was using her to try and make me jealous. She was
just having a fling with a handsome older man. When all the uproar
started, she was happy to leave him.” Ko Win’s mind was still back
on the Ali and Thin Thin part. He hardly heard her Nyo May theory.

Thin Thin looked up at Ko Win again. He leaned over and
kissed her lightly on the lips. She put her arms around his neck and
buried her face in his chest. Her tears were a mixture of fear,
uncertainty and joy.

They walked hand in hand up the path to the spot with a
panoramic view. In the distance, the lake met the park and the
monastery. Thazin Road came toward them to the CrossRoads,
where their short past had played out and hopefully their long future
would unfold. Both thought they could make out Ko Thant at his
sidecar stand, a most reassuring sight. Off to the right down Padauk
Road, they could see the mosque, the Nazim compound and, further
on, the Monsong hospital. Below them and to the left of the
CrossRoads were U Maung and Thiri’'s house and the cottage Ko
Win shared with Sanda and the twins.

“Where will we live?” asked Ko Win.

“That will be the least of our problems,” she said. “No one
will speak to us. No one will come to our shops. No one will even
come to our wedding.” She smiled at her pathetic predictions.

“Don’t be afraid.” Ko Win was glad that he could at least
pretend not to be afraid. “Ko Thant will be there for us. He will bring
our friends and customers back. And the twins will come to the
wedding, if I can improve my Danbauk.”

He held her tightly and the intensity of their long kiss marked
the beginning.
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CHAPTER

THE WEDDING?

It was after 9pm in late August and Thin
Thin was finishing up at The Cloud. Ko Win came
from next door, silently approaching her from behind
and placing his hands affectionately on her hips.

“Your day couldn’t have been as long and
hot as mine.” He kissed her gently on the back of
the neck.

“You didn’t have to tend to boiling pots all
day.” She smiled, looking surprisingly fresh and cool.

The sat facing each other, hands linked,
across a small table.

“Why do we have to sit in the dark to
discuss our future?” he said.

They both knew the answer. Everyone
around the CrossRoads had heard about their
January decision to marry. Their families knew, but
would not talk about it, hoping the young couple
would change their minds. Ko Win and Thin Thin’s
reaction was an equally stubborn refusal to bring
up the subject with those family members closest
to them. The months from January to August
dragged slowly by.
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“Let’s pick a date. That will force the issue!!" He tightened
his grip on her hand. “How about two weeks from now?”

She returned the pressure. “Are you sure you want to go
through with this?” Both were sure.

As with all good gossip in Monsong, word immediately
spread of a date chosen.

Within days, Ye Htut was back in town. On his parents’
desolate farm, he had, months earlier, gotten news of the Ali-Nyo
May “affair,” but he didn’t know either of them and he was too lazy
to react. A Muslim marrying into his own family was another matter.
It was really his wife’s family, but in Ye Htut’s mind, Sanda belonged
to him, so her family was his. And the Muslim was Thin Thin, who
he had tried but failed to drive from Monsong eighteen months ago.
And Ko Win, who had personally banished him, must be repaid.
Having done little on the family farm but sit around and drink while
his parents and brother and sister struggled to coax enough to eat
out of the rocky soil, he looked even worse than when he had slithered
away from Monsong, but he was welcomed by his old bench mates,
who likewise had not aged well.

They drank for two days, catching Ye Htut up on Monsong
intrigue and, in their eyes, the disturbing trends toward a more
inclusive and diverse society taking shape throughout Myanmar. With
the improving economy, it was hard to find excuses for not working,
but they pretended that the jobs available were beneath them. Ye
Htut stayed away from the CrossRaods and Sanda, Toe Toe and
Soe Soe, but word quickly spread that the parasite had returned.

“This is not going to happen.” Alcohol provided the fuel for
the words and the impetus needed to drive Ye Htut next door to the
monastery and the same nationalistic monk from whom he got 969
stickers nearly two years ago.

If the last eighteen months were humiliating for Ye Htut,
they were equally so for the rogue monks and their fading Ma Ba
Tha sponsors. In the national elections of late 2015, Ma Ba Tha
supported the military backed USDP, losers in a landslide NLD victory.
Their status as a legitimate organization and their influence were
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now being publically questioned by the leading Buddhist religious
group Ma Ha Na as well as the government’s Minister of Religious
Affairs and Culture. Calls were made for a definition of hate speech
which could be used as a basis of taking legal actions against
offenders.

Things were changing quickly throughout the country, but
there were still many monks and citizens who felt a fight must be
waged at all costs to maintain the purity of Buddhism and protect it
from the encroachment of radical Islamists. Several Monsong monks
were part of that angry nationalistic sentiment. They saw their power
disappearing and, in desperation, were willing to defend the anti-
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Muslim Race and Religion laws and join Ye Htut's effort to stop the
marriage of Ko Win and Thin Thin.

The nationalist monks were not the only ones fighting change.
Setting the wedding date did not change the attitude of the Maungs
and Nizams. They let it be known that in additions to their disapproval,
they would not attend the wedding ceremonies.

In early September, one week before the wedding date,
despite the searing heat and a looming monsoon downpour, Ye Htut
rounded up more than fifty people at the CrossRaods to listen to the
angry monk.

“I have known most of you all your life. Monsong was always
a peaceful Buddhist town. That peace is being threatened by Muslims
who want to take over your country, your town and your families.”

Ko Win saw the gathering from inside SMILE. He knew Ye
Htut was back and saw immediately what this demonstration was
about. His first reaction was to confront the monk, but fearing for
Thin Thin’s safety, he instead slipped next door to The Cloud and
they left by a side entrance to a friend’s house several blocks away.
U Maung and Thiri also left the CrossRoads just as the monk started
talking, returning home to make sure Sanda, Toe Toe and Soe Soe
were safe.

Ko Thant found himself sitting at the sidecar stand
surrounded by the crowd and looking directly up at the monk. Eighteen
months ago he had almost died while trying to lead Ko Win and Thin
Thin from danger during a similar situation just steps from this spot.
Seeing them just now leaving the scene safely and not fearing for
his own safety, he remained in his front row seat to watch the
proceedings.

“The Muslims almost killed you.” The monk stared down at
Ko Thant. He turned and gestured toward SALON, then back again
over Ko Thant's head toward SMILE and The Cloud. “They want to
take over your businesses one at a time. It is already happening.”
He paused. “This marriage must be stopped. The children, and there
will be many, will be forced to convert to Islam.” He gestured with a
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clenched fist, thrusting at individuals in the crowd. “You must stop
this racial and religious pollution. Take whatever action is necessary.
The Isalmic radicals are willing to take lives and to die themselves.
We must fight fire with fire.” The monsoon downpour arrived on
cue, as if ushering in the apocalypse.

Ye Htut watched the gathering, unobserved, from behind a
building down Thazin Road. When he saw the flight of Ko Win and
Thin Thin on one side and Thiri and U Maung on the other, and the
cheering crowd with the community leader Ko Thant sitting in their
midst, he flushed with excitement over his demonstration’s apparent
success. It looked like the community and the monks were joining
forces to stop the wedding.

Things happened at lightning speed after the monk’s
CrossRoads speech.

With the help of a Tharye Narye lawyer and on the
organization’s letterhead, Ko Thant filed a formal complaint with the
Monsong police claiming the monk’s remarks constituted hate speech.
The police accepted the filing and referred it to the government’s
Department of Religion and to the Buddhist leadership organization
Ma Ha Na. The filing contained a word-for-word transcript of the
CrossRoads speech. Ko Thant, sitting just feet from the monk, had
the good instincts to place his cell phone, which was out of sight on
a small shelf under his desk, on “record.”

Copies of the transcript made its way to the Maung and
Nazim families. The monk’s poisonous speech, instead of
strengthening their opposition to the marriage, was a step too far.
In their hearts, they still opposed Thin Thin and Ko Win's plans, but
the monk’s hatred, slander and call for violence went over the line.
They could not allow themselves to be associated with his hate
speech.

The families first met separately. Thin Thin was not close
to her parents, but they were still her parents. They spoke of
Nabeelah and her desire for Thin Thin to be with Ali. They also
knew Gannie trusted Thin Thin’s judgement and respected Ko Win.
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U Maung, Thiri and Sanda met with Ko Win. They would
much prefer a Buddhist wife for him, but all three admired Thin Thin
and saw how well the two got on together.

Next, the families held a long meeting without Ko Win and
Thin Thin in attendance. The discussions were passionate but civil;
after all, both were opposed to the marriage. But in the end,
they decided that politics, prejudice, religious zealotry and family
pressure should not dictate the future for Ko Win and Thin Thin.
They agreed to accept the marriage and attend the ceremonies.

Ko Win got word to the benches that Ye Htut had twenty
four hours to leave Monsong for good. For a coward like Ye Htut, the
consequences for refusal did not need spelling out. He was on his
way back to his pathetic family plot on the next bus out of town.

The wedding was less than a week away. Ko Thant would
be the best man and Toe Toe and Soe Soe would be ring bearers.
Buddhists and Muslims would be welcome guests and Danbauk was
on the menu, with both the Nazim and Maung family promising to
bring their special ingredients and share in the preparation.
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