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“No one has found the worth of the ruby of the heart;
 its value cannot be estimated.” 

- Sri Guru Granth Sahib





CHAPTER ONE – 1995

Mallory Jones

No turning back now. Seattle was finished – a closed door seven thousand miles away.

The plane landed at Rangoon’s Mingladon International Airport after a series of ominous bumps on the rough runway. Mallory stalled at the top of the stairs, unable to breathe in the scorching heat. Behind her, another passenger cleared his throat with a hurry-up sound, so she started down. As she crossed the simmering tarmac, languid youths in green army uniforms cradled guns as they lounged in the shade. Reading about a country ruled by a military dictatorship was one thing – seeing armed soldiers everywhere was still a surprise. One of the young men returned her curious look with a bright smile. Mallory dipped her head in acknowledgment. She remembered being a teenager holding a weapon.

Perspiration snaked down her back in the sultry arrivals hall. The immigration line was short, but each traveler’s passport was reviewed with excruciating deliberation. The excitement of arrival after the twenty-nine-hour journey dissolved into annoyance at the delay. She hated small people abusing their little bit of power. An officer gestured for her to approach. Perhaps feeling her enmity, he stamped her passport with a quick thud, wafting the odor of his garlic-infused lunch.

An astonished customs agent stared in disbelief at the assortment of expensive knives in Mallory’s suitcase. “But I’m a chef,” she explained to a trio of worried-looking officials. “See? I have a business visa.”

After an hour of waiting for approval from an unseen higher-up allowing Mallory to keep her knives, she finally stepped out into a mad scrum of taxi drivers and porters, all pushing and shouting for her attention. The hammer of humidity and aggressive touts backed her up against the building. Her deliberately built tower of expectations crashed onto the steaming hot pavement. The golden ticket of a job opportunity didn’t seem quite so marvelous now.

A whiff of mothballs and a tap on her shoulder. An ancient man stood before her wearing a faded black jacket and broken spectacles held together with tape. “May I be of assistance?” He extended his gnarled hand in a handshake. “My name is U Hlaing. I am heading into town, and we might share a taxi?”

“No, thank you.” Mallory whipped out her automatic reply. A lifetime of well-meaning strangers had taught her to always, always, just say no. 

His wrinkled smile sagged. “Of course,” he said. “At least take this?” He handed her a crisp, ironed handkerchief.

She blotted her face – another whiff of mothballs. Something about the smell of camphor reminded her of childhood, but long ago, before it became a time of dread. The man peered at her with worry and a hint of something else – a kind of caring. Like a tropical Santa Claus with gifts of kindness in his back pocket. Did the longyi everyone wore here even have pockets? She smiled.

“Thank you. Does the offer to share a ride still stand?”

“Of course!” U Hlaing clapped his hands at two boys squatting on the curb, and within seconds she found herself seated in the back of a decrepit Toyota sedan chugging toward Rangoon, her bags stuffed into the trunk and a plastic bottle of cold water in her hand. Patches of pavement rushed by through rusted-out holes in the car’s floor as her hair whipped around her face with little stinging kisses, but she didn’t care. 

Black-trunked trees with vivid scarlet blossoms lined the road. Wooden huts sold woven baskets, straw brooms, and terracotta cisterns large enough to hold a person. Everything appeared dusted with the same reddish earth. She inhaled the curious fragrance unique to Southeast Asia of sweet jasmine and sour sewage. Dense traffic clogged the route as they neared the city’s center. An overloaded bus with people hanging on the back bumper belched a puffy cloud of black exhaust she tasted on her lips.

“Where are you staying?” U Hlaing had declined to sit next to her in the back, explaining it seemlier for him to be in front.

“I don’t have a place yet.” She pulled out her Lonely Planet guide with the names of the hotels she’d highlighted. “Are you familiar with these?”

He peered myopically through his thick eyeglasses. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know. The addresses are downtown, near the river. Not the best place for a young lady alone. May I suggest the hotel where my granddaughter works? Many foreign visitors stay there.”

***

The Bagan Inn on Po Sein Road was a two-story wood and stucco building surrounded by lofty trees and a well-tended garden. Spiky dark red and orange anthurium plants lined the driveway. As the taxi passed, a bare-chested man in shorts and a peaked straw hat paused his weeding of the vivid green lawn to smile and wave. Purple oleander flowers planted around the doorway of an adjacent building gave a sweet fragrance to the air at the end of the long drive. Mallory relaxed for the first time in weeks.

U Hlaing jumped out and hobbled into reception. He returned, followed by a lovely woman in her late twenties with a frangipani blossom tucked into her glossy upswept black hair. She had a curious yellow paste on each cheek in a stylized sunflower design.

“My granddaughter, Cho Cho,” U Hlaing introduced. “She will take care of all your needs. Her English is excellent.”

Mallory nodded hello. “My name is Mallory Jones. I want a room, please.” She didn’t ask how much a night in the lovely hotel might cost, delighted at the thought of having an expense account for the first time in her life.

After check-in and saying goodbye to U Hlaing, Mallory followed Cho Cho through an open common area to a modest but charming room. A window high in the wall framed tree branches; a teakwood armoire with built-in drawers held additional storage. Best of all, a glorious air conditioner hummed against the heat. She stretched her hands up into the beautifully-cool air. 

“Please take a moment to freshen up.” Cho Cho placed Mallory’s bag on the bed. “A cold drink and light snack will wait for you in the room outside when you’re ready. We can discuss what you want to do while visiting our country. I’ll be happy to make any arrangements for you.”

“Thank you.” Mallory hesitated a moment and then asked, “May I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What’s on your face? Is it medicinal?”

Cho Cho touched her cheek and smiled. “This is thanaka. Most Burmese women put it on in the morning. It is cooling for the skin with a sweet fragrance, like sandalwood. Now, may I ask you a question, Miss Mallory?”

“Sure.” Mallory liked the young woman’s spirit, peeking out from behind the polite veneer. 

“Why have you come to Burma?”

Long answer or short? Mallory opted for the simplest reply. “I’m here to open a restaurant.”





CHAPTER TWO

Thierry Aubert

Paris shone in the fleeting blue twilight that inspired so many great artists. Warm for early spring, Thierry shrugged off his leather jacket. He was tall and slim with jet-black hair and a classic Gallic nose - his handsome face marred whenever he smiled, revealing crooked, nicotine-stained teeth. He gazed across the street as shadows crept up the marble façade of his ancestral home, now the Picasso Museum. Music spilled from a nearby cafe as a chic neighborhood woman waited for her small dog to finish shitting on the pavement.

He spat in disgust at both the dog and his lost heritage. The only benefits of being of noble birth in France were ignominy and destitution. He drew out a blue envelope of Gitanes tobacco and deftly rolled a cigarette as the middle-aged woman crossed the street, dragging the small dog behind her. At least she had nice legs. With a shrug, he turned and strode down the sidewalk, flicking his lighter to life. He was late for his father, who waited around the corner in his flat on Rue Vielle du Temple.

Punching in the security code, he pushed open the door of the three-hundred-year-old building. A covered walkway led to an airy space enclosed by stone walls once used to house horses. High windows looked down on the empty courtyard and overflowing trash bins. He ran up the steep curving staircase to the third floor. Water stains on the carpet indicated another pipe had burst somewhere. Thierry had argued with his aging father about moving to a more comfortable and accessible place. But Roger refused to leave his beloved Marais district, where he still felt close to the forgotten glory of his ancestors. Regardless of their tumultuous relationship, he preferred to be near his father. After the death of his mother, Roger remained his only living relative, leaving Thierry with the dubious honor of being the last of the House of Aubert. The family had been in steady decline for over two hundred years.

The key slipped into the lock. Thierry expected his father’s usual loud complaining, but only silence greeted him. The small apartment appeared unchanged – filled with expensive antiques and Roger’s prized portrait of Émile Zola by Manet – but a foreboding sense of absence tingled Thierry’s senses. His father had explicitly told him to arrive at six o’clock, as he had something important to discuss.

 “Roger?” he called. “Papa, are you here?” 

Unwashed dishes filled the sink. The bed was unmade, gauzy curtains still drawn shut. A valuable old leather-bound book lay open on the Persian rug, spine cracked. Nearby, an unfamiliar satellite phone rested on the marble-topped table beside a parchment paper note. A man’s severed finger wearing Roger Aubert’s gold family crest ring rested in his father’s priceless celadon-green Chinese jade bowl.

Thierry wrenched open the stiff paper and read: Interpol is listening. Take the phone to the park behind Notre Dame.

Ears buzzing with panic, he stormed from the apartment. The district’s distinctive buildings reared on either side, but fury blinded him as he ran toward the Seine. At the cathedral, he scanned for watchers. Anyone could be behind the abduction, but he had a good idea. Maurice Costa’s Brise de Mer Corsican mafia was known for dismembering their enemies. Thierry had repeatedly warned his father of the risk of partnering with such a man. Not a man, but an animal – a shark who only existed to eat smaller fish. Had greedy Roger stolen from the king of thieves himself?

Thierry took several calming breaths, just another attractive young man on a bench watching people and pigeons. With the bulky phone in his lap, his eyes tracked the edges of the park, the lines of the church, for anything unusual. He rolled another cigarette, lit up, and inhaled blue smoke. A young child cried out for his mother to push him on the swing. Minutes passed like the time it took for a mountain to wash to the sea.

The phone rang. “Are you there?” A voice demanded in Corsu, the French dialect of Corsica. “Your fool of a father’s apartment is under surveillance.”

“Where is Roger?”

“He is alive. For now. We have a job for you,” said the man, his harsh voice and raspy grate that of a lifelong smoker. “We want you to go back to Burma. There’s been a sighting of the Heart Stone ruby.” 

Shocked at the proposition, Thierry ground his cigarette into the dirt with his foot. “You know it can’t be done. The country is a police state with eyes everywhere.”

The man’s sandpaper breath grated in his ear. “Do you want to see cher papa again?” 

“Let me speak to Roger,” he shouted. An old man, feeding torn baguettes to the pigeons, turned to look.

“Calm down, my boy. I know you’ve been searching for the stone, and now you will find it. It’s simple – the old man for the gem, plus a hefty commission. And you will have the help of my contact. He’s an old friend of yours.” Costa chuckled with a deep phlegmy sound that had nothing to do with mirth. “It will be a wonderful reunion.”

“How long have you been watching me?” Thierry hissed into the receiver.

“You’d better get moving. L’Anglais is waiting,” the gangster said.

Birds scattered up into the sky at the sound of the phone shattering on the cobblestones. The child on the swing regarded him with enormous eyes. The mother pulled the boy off the seat and, holding his little hand, marched toward the exit gate, perk ass twisting, high heels clicking on the slate gray stones.





CHAPTER THREE

Mallory

The scritch, scritch sound of palm trees outside Mallory’s window woke her from a paralytic jet-lagged sleep. The fronds rubbing together made a noise that was driving her crazy. Her travel alarm clock read 7:39. But morning or night? The thirteen-and-a-half-hour time difference was mind-numbing. And how can a time zone be measured in half-hour increments? She counted backward with her fingers. Right now, she would be in the midst of the first rush of evening dinner reservations. She’d been managing restaurants for years and knew her way around a kitchen better than her own body. But setting up a new business venture in a foreign country? Laying on the soggy sheets, the enthusiasm that had fueled her decision to come to Burma melted away. With a groan, she rolled off the bed. 

After a cold shower and an unsatisfactory cup of coffee, she rallied. No more moping about. Mallory was hired to manage a project and her new boss would want an update. Her guidebook was light on details about the hospitality industry in Burma, but before leaving she’d read what she could find at the Seattle library. For decades the government had closed all the windows and doors and put out a closed sign. But her new employer had promised things were different. The open-for-business sign was turned on and flashing. She tried not to panic that he hadn’t replied to her arrival fax. He was probably busy. It would all be okay. Besides, she couldn’t go back.

At reception, Cho Cho wrote the word bookstore in Burmese on a bit of paper. Apologizing that there were no on-demand taxis, she suggested Mallory might walk to the boulevard and flag one down. She pressed an old umbrella into Mallory’s hands. “Handy for rain or to keep the dogs away.”

“Dogs?”

“Yes, Miss. Many dogs in Burma.” 

Beyond the hotel’s long driveway, the road meandered down a hill lush with palms, drooping mango trees, and houseplants grown ridiculously huge. No animals chased her, but she almost fell several times on the sidewalk, skate-rink slippery with monsoon debris. Shrill birds called to one another across the treetops as insects churred a blanket of sound. One unseen bird caught her attention, the call coming from far away, sounding poignant and alone. 

Mallory arrived at the boulevard sweaty yet exhilarated by the small accomplishment. But the excitement fizzled as she stood beside the road, watching impossibly crowded buses roar past. After long minutes, a tiny blue taxi stopped, and a grizzled man with white hair and betel-stained red teeth asked, “Where you go?”

“Downtown?” She clambered into the back. 

Years of British colonial rule had left Rangoon with gracious boulevards and an organized grid street plan. Still, the capital city’s infrastructure had suffered terrible neglect in the thirty-three years since Burma’s independence. Viridescent ribbons of mold streaked every surface. The liquid heat and faded facades enhanced the impression of grand architecture melting into decay. 

Her driver stopped before the Innwa Government Bookstore, a once stately two-story white-washed building. Mallory climbed out of the mini truck taxi, holding out several of the kyat notes she’d exchanged at the hotel. With a grin, the man grabbed a pink five hundred note and sped off. Displayed heaps of magazines and moldering paperbacks crowded the sidewalk in front of the shop. Tip-toeing around the piles, Mallory entered the black maw of an entrance. The electricity was out.

“Do you have books in English on doing business in Burma?” she asked an older man seated behind a wooden counter.

Obviously delighted to have a potential customer, he slipped off his stool and shuffled toward her. “We have plenty. Please take a look.” He beckoned her to a table near the shadowy rear of the store and handed her a hardbacked book that smelled of mildew. A slippery insect with long antennae sped across the page as she opened it. The man chuckled nervously. “Silverfish like books very much.” 

“Do you have anything more recent?” The book had been published in 1952.

The man’s smile shifted. “No, I’m afraid not.” His shoulders rose and fell in a what can you do gesture. “No private business since government coup in 1962.”

But it was 1995, and the country was supposed to be wide open, welcoming new ventures. The government needed the hard currency of foreign investment. Mallory stood outside the bookshop, uncertain of what to do next. At home, she would talk to other restaurant managers or go to the local chamber of commerce. Did Rangoon even have business associations? Most people passed by with smiles and nods, but some shot dark stares and walked around her as if she might contaminate them with her foreignness. They’d probably kick her out of the country if they knew the truth.

“Minglaba! Where you come from?” asked a blushing teenager, prompted by her giggling friends. The four school girls wore green longyi with white cotton tops, their long hair in braids or held back with ribbons. 

“I come from America,” Mallory said, relieved by their happy excitement. “What are you eating?” She pointed to the small plastic bag one of the girls was holding.

The girl’s eyes went wide with alarm at the direct question. She looked to her friend for help. “Pancake,” said the friend. “Very delicious. You like?” 

An animated discussion ensued that Mallory guessed had to do with whether or not to offer Mallory a bite. Consensus reached, the English-speaking girl took her hand. “Come, we show you.”

Near the end of the block, a street vendor had set up under a makeshift shelter – a tarp suspended over his mobile kitchen to protect from sun and rain. He grinned at the arrival of the school girls towing Mallory like a trophy. His betel-stained teeth and greasy ponytail didn’t inspire confidence, but the girls didn’t hesitate to place an order. Grabbing a ladle, he poured batter over a hot griddle with the expertise of a Michelin-starred chef. Her stomach growled in anticipation as the pancake bubbled and steamed. After a few moments, he flipped it over, revealing a crispy brown surface. 

“You like egg?” asked the English speaker. The sight of the fluffy pancake removed any doubt about eating on the sidewalk. With a nod, the cook quickly fried an egg, placed it on top, and rolled up the treat. The first bite was as delicious as she’d hoped; a Burmese Egg McMuffin extraordinaire. 

As she devoured the first good meal since her arrival, Mallory fielded questions from the school girls about Madonna and other celebrities she might have met. The girls’ sweet naivety – assuming Mallory was someone who hung out with the famous just because she was American – charmed her. But soon, late for afternoon classes, the girls flew off like sparrows, leaving Mallory alone, wiping her greasy fingers on her skirt. 

She began to walk toward the river, stepping across open drains and broken sidewalks. A sudden shower emptied the street of pedestrians. Mallory continued, welcoming the warm rain taking the edge off the heat. One foot before the other, like walking through several feet of water. With a start, she noticed people watching her from doorways and windows as if a spotlight followed her, signaling her out as different. Not only because she was strolling like a fool in the downpour, but they watched for something else, something unsettling. 

Suddenly the school girls’ giggling questions didn’t seem so sweet. Mallory’s back tingled from the stares. Three young men huddling on their haunches in a sheltered doorway went silent as she passed. A beggar woman cradling a baby to her breast held out a hand with fingers eaten away by leprosy. Finally, another taxi stopped. Back in her air-conditioned room, she stretched out on the narrow bed, shivering in her rain-damp clothes, kicking herself for being a gullible fool. She may have escaped a bad situation back home only to land in something worse. Out of the proverbial frying pan into the fire.

The job posting in Seattle Weekly Magazine’s help-wanted section had been light on details but intriguing. Motivated Executive Chef wanted for an international restaurant project. Generous salary, living expenses, autonomy. Well, Mallory was motivated, all right. Desperate even. Thirty-three years old with an empty bed, bank account, and future. The first time she’d dialed, no one picked up. The hiccup of a ringtone was strange, and she imagined the phone ringing in a forlorn office on another planet. 

But the second time, a polite man with an English accent answered. 





CHAPTER FOUR

Thierry

Why was the bread in Asia so repugnant? Thierry found Burma disgusting for many reasons, but especially the cuisine. The Frenchman crushed his lit cigarette into the runny eggs on his plate and pushed away the cup of what the waiter had called coffee. Late-season monsoon thundered outside the window but did little to cool the dining room’s temperature. His contact was late. He wondered if his father was still alive or if all his other body parts had been sliced into bits and fed to Maurice Costa’s hungry pigs. 

The Winner Inn was a converted two-story home, set back from busy Inya Road. Like most of the houses in Rangoon, iron security bars fronted the windows and doors. Decorative design work did little to diminish the similarity to a prison. He hated the thought of being locked in a room with no chance of escape. A friend had recommended the place for its central location and fair price, but Thierry regretted the choice already. 

“No more,” he waved away the eager waiter who attempted to bring him another cup of coffee. “But, take this plate before I am sick.” Thierry pushed his rattan chair back from the table. The downpour stopped, and the air conditioning finally began to dent the turgid atmosphere. The other breakfast guests left, and the room was his. He reached to the floor and pulled up the leather portfolio containing his notes. 

Two years before, Thierry had learned about the Heart Stone ruby at a gemology conference in Bangkok. Expensive jewels were often deceptive fakes and a professional thief needed the expertise to recognize the difference. The presenter had passed around a counterfeit jewel the size of a quail egg as an example. The forgery was of a legendary ruby first mentioned in thirteenth-century scrolls depicting Kublai Khan’s invasion of the kingdom of Pagan – now Burma.

Thierry had held the facsimile up to the light, his fingers trembling with the memory of a story from his family’s history. In the 1880s, his ancestor, Laurence Aubert, had traveled to Burma on behalf of Napoleon III to trade guns for gems. Laurence reportedly returned to France with tales of fist-sized gems, but no deal. Thierry stood in the middle of that Bangkok conference room, captured in a fairytale of the past and potential for the future, determined to find the real ruby.

He had visited Burma twice, following clues, and would gladly drink all the bad coffee in the world to find the famous gemstone he believed to be hidden somewhere in the country. What a thrill that would be to hold it in his palm and feel its ancient heart grow warm. And now – after a rumor was whispered in a Corsican gangster’s ear – it had been found. But the gangster wanted it for himself and held his father as leverage.

“May I bring you anything, sir?” The young waiter hovered and then fled from Thierry’s glare.

Outside the window, the downpour restarted. He picked up his father’s family crest ring and slipped it on his finger. The only item of value left of La Famille Aubert, a worthless seven-hundred-year-old name. With barely contained fury, he tore open a packet of cigarettes. 

He had to find that stone.





CHAPTER FIVE

Mallory

She was certainly on her own now, Mallory mused as she chewed on her fingertips, waiting for breakfast to be served. She would happily kill someone for a decent cup of coffee. After her adventure downtown the previous day, prickly heat had sprouted under her arms and between her thighs. A copy of Martin’s most recent fax – received while still in Seattle – was tattered from rereading. At least she had the money. The only other guests in the dining room were a tall man in a shiny tight suit with a heavy Russian accent and a tan Italian man in tennis shorts with a metal briefcase at his feet. They looked like extras from a spy movie. 

Martin Payne was indeed British, but lived and worked in Hong Kong. He managed an investment group that planned to open a restaurant in Rangoon, Burma. The employment application had appeared simple enough. Past executive chef-level management experience. References. Twelve-month contract with a year-to-year renewal option. Was she interested? He would provide additional details. She readily gave him the fax number of the restaurant where she worked, not caring if her boss noticed.

She’d been working as head chef for over three years with the empty promise of the general manager position dangled before her like a carrot. But her disgust for the restaurant owner had grown until she didn’t know if she could wait any longer. She had to quit before she did something stupid.

Mallory’s roommate, Liz, was shocked to learn Mallory planned to move to the other side of the world. “Are you insane? How can you trust these guys?”

Maybe I can’t, Mallory thought. How can you trust anyone? 

If Mallory’s feasibility report received the green light from his group, Martin had explained, the architect and building contractor they used for past regional projects would come to oversee construction. The salary was more than she’d ever earned. When a package arrived with a plane ticket to Rangoon and an envelope filled with fifty crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, she’d ruffled the notes like a tiny book, inhaling the inky perfume of wealth. Packing her life into two suitcases had been remarkably easy.

***

“Good morning, Miss Mallory.” Cho Cho stood by her table, looking fresh as a cucumber. “May I join you?”

“Sure.” 

“Are you enjoying our city?”

Mallory shrugged. “It’s a bit overwhelming.”

Cho Cho perched on the edge of a chair. “Perhaps I can be of assistance? Transportation can be challenging in the city without a car. My friend’s husband could work for you as a driver.”

Mallory sat back in surprise. “Does he speak English?”

“His English is not so good. But…” The young woman took a deep breath. “You might consider hiring me as your assistant?”

Cho Cho went on to explain that her salary at the hotel was the equivalent of forty dollars a month. A driver would expect a little more for the use of his car, plus gas. A salary paid in US dollars would be a significant bonus for them. Mallory understood the importance of a good crew; she’d hired and fired more than her fair share of workers. But without knowing the project’s final budget, she hesitated. 

At that moment, the young man who served as both the waiter and room cleaner set a plate of watery eggs and soggy white toast before her. From previous experience, Mallory knew the bread tasted like chalk.

“Do you not like the food here?” Cho Cho remarked as Mallory pushed away the dish.

“Actually, it’s kind of bland.”

“The cook assumed Westerners don’t want to eat our local food.”

“I’m a chef, so of course I want to sample the local cuisine.” The memory of yesterday’s pancake made her stomach grumble.

“Would you like to try something else?” That morning’s leaf design on Cho Cho’s cheeks gave the impression she’d just slipped out from a fairy-tale forest. Something about the sweet young woman inspired confidence.

“That would be great.” Mallory made a snap decision. “And you’re hired.”

Cho Cho clapped her hands. “And Edward, the driver?”

“Him, too.”

Cho Cho called the server and spoke animatedly in Burmese. Turning back to Mallory, she said, “It won’t take long. I sent him to a noodle shop just down the street.”

“Can we invite the driver for breakfast, too? I want to meet him.”

“I will tell him to come, but he will be uncomfortable eating with us.”

“Because I’m a foreigner?”

“No, because you have more status.”

Status. Mallory rolled the word on her tongue like a piece of candy. She was glad there wasn’t a mirror handy because she knew she wouldn’t recognize the woman in the reflection.

As she waited for her second breakfast of the morning, a table was set up in the garden - the heat wasn’t so uncomfortable in the shade. Cho Cho moved back and forth, bringing dishes and utensils. The young server came running up the drive, holding bulging plastic bags held aloft in victory.

“You will like this, I think,” Cho Cho said as she emptied the contents into various bowls. “Ohn no kauk swe is a mild noodle dish made with coconut milk.” 

A fragrant cloud of steam encompassed Mallory’s face as she peered into a bowl of thick, creamy broth. “This looks wonderful.” She took a slurping bite of noodles and laughed as the broth dribbled down the front of her blouse. Everything was better after a decent meal. “After breakfast, can you take me to a local market so I can see what kinds of foodstuffs are available?”

“Sure, boss.” Cho Cho grinned. “There is one not far from here.”

***

The expansive wet market stood under an open-sided tin roof, with crowded aisles between wooden tables loaded with varied foodstuffs. Mounds of vividly colored fruit and vegetables stretched along the walkway, some familiar and others wildly exotic.

“What are those?” Mallory pointed at a chest-high pyramid of bright pink objects shaped like overgrown cactus grenades.

“That is nagar ahmahthee, dragon fruit,” Cho Cho said.

The vendor, squatting on the ground with a towel wrapped around her head, grabbed one of the grenade fruits and deftly sliced it open, revealing a white interior speckled with tiny black seeds. She handed a piece to Mallory. The flavor was surprising – more kiwi-tart than the bubblegum-sweet the pink color implied. Familiar shallots, garlic, and small brown potatoes overflowed from dusty baskets inside the market. Bags of ground turmeric and coriander spiced the air; mountains of greens, tied into bundles, wilted in the heat.

Strolling through the plentitude, Mallory imagined reworking tried and true recipes with the local ingredients. Recipes were dependable friends, but the strange fruit and vegetables fired her imagination. She desperately wanted a new kitchen to experiment with Rangoon’s intriguing blend of familiar and exotic. Cooking was part chemistry and part magic, and Mallory was a skilled magician.

After a short time, the heat spawned a pungent sauna under the metal roof, and the profound stench caused her eyes to water. In the fish section, a girl scraped the body of an iridescent fish with an iron knife. A woman in a blue and green striped longyi haggled over a plastic bag of pink shrimp. A bucket of live eels tumbled over each other.

Deeper into the market, the concrete flooring became dirt. Chickens in woven bamboo cages squawked in fear. Fat flies swarmed glistening skinned carcasses hanging from rusty hooks while a cleaver-wielding man in a white skull cap chopped at the ribs of an unfamiliar animal. Goat? Sheep? Mallory had butchered her fair share of beasts, but this was too much. Her delicious breakfast threatened to join the mess on the ground.

She signaled to Cho Cho—time to go. Stumbling over uneven ground, she fled into the waiting car. “Take me back to the hotel,” she told Edward as Cho Cho slid onto the seat beside her.
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