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Before You Begin

Every story you have ever loved began the same way.

Someone was going about their ordinary life — working, walking, drinking tea, arguing about nothing — and then something arrived that changed the quality of everything that followed. Not dramatically. Not with a soundtrack. Just quietly, the way mornings change when a season turns.

This is a Sri Lankan story. But it is not an exotic one. There are no kings, no ancient temples used as backdrop, and no coconut trees inserted for atmosphere. There is only red soil, jungle sounds, the smell of sawdust, and two young men who built things with their hands and believed, for a long time, that they had already found everything worth keeping.

They were not wrong. They had simply not yet learned that life does not ask permission before it adds something new to what you already treasure.

Or takes it away.

Read slowly. The story is short. The feeling it leaves behind is not.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


The Scaffolding of Brotherhood

Zzzzz-thwack. Zzzzz-thwack.

The saw didn't care that it was barely seven in the morning. Neither did I.

"Roshan." Tissa's voice came from somewhere behind me, slow and unbothered. "Shall we take a tea break now?"

I didn't stop. "I thought I'd finish this first, then take a break."

"I bought a chocolate cake when I went to town yesterday, since I know you love it. So have your tea first."

I stopped immediately — actually, my hands stopped on their own the moment I heard the words chocolate cake.

He was smiling and leaning against a half-built wall, a big piece of cake in one hand and a cup of tea in the other — that expression on his face, the one that meant he was serious and laughing at me at the same time. White sawdust sat on his eyebrows like he'd aged thirty years overnight. I pointed at it. He crossed his eyes trying to see it. We both lost it.

That was us. That was always us.

Three years on the scaffolding. Moving from site to site, building roofs, doors, frames, and pantry cupboards for families we'd never meet — shelter for other people's comfort. We slept in a timber wadiya at the edge of the site — one room, two camp beds, a window that never fully closed.

People in our village had a saying about us: "Talking badly about one of them is like playing guitar to a deaf elephant." They meant it as a compliment — that our loyalty to each other was too strong to break.

They weren't wrong.

We'd grown up three houses apart. Same lane, same school, the same boys to play with — born four months apart, which Tissa insisted made him the elder and therefore always right, which was the most ridiculous thing I'd ever heard, and I told him so regularly.

"Do you ever think about doing something else?" Tissa said one evening. We were on the roof, lying flat, watching the sky go from orange to purple. Below us, the surroundings were beginning their night sounds — frogs first, then everything else.

"Like what?"

"I don't know. Something indoors."

I thought about it. "No."

"Me neither," he said immediately. "I just wanted to know what you'd say."

"What would I say? We're qualified carpenters. Our fathers were carpenters."

He was quiet for a moment. Then — "When do you want to go home next?"

I turned my head toward him. The purple had deepened. The first star was showing.

"Next long weekend, if the Mahabage house's pantry cupboards are done."

"They'll be done," he said. Not boasting — just fact. When Tissa said something would be done, it got done.

"Amma keeps calling," I said. "She thinks I've forgotten her."

"My mother thinks I've turned into a jungle creature. Last time I went back, she smelled my shirt and made a face."

"She wasn't wrong."

"Absolutely not." He stretched both arms above his head. "Friday, then. We go together, come back Sunday night. You buy the peanuts this time."

"Yes, I know it's my turn — you bought them last time."

"I know. That's why I said this time."

I threw a wood chip at him. He caught it without looking, pretending to be annoyed.

Nothing was off-limits between us. Nothing. You could bring Tissa your most embarrassing thought at two in the morning, and he'd either fix it or laugh at it with you — and somehow both felt the same. He knew things about me I hadn't told another soul. I knew things about him that would have surprised anyone who only saw his calm face and assumed nothing moved underneath it.

No secrets. Not one.

"You know what your problem is," he told me once, chewing on a mango, completely unprompted.

"Tell me."

"You think doing things fast means doing them well."

"Doesn't it?"

"Ask the doors you built at Gampaha."

I opened my mouth. I closed it. The doors at Gampaha had needed fixing.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay," he agreed, and offered me the other half of the mango.

That was us too. No long argument. No wounded silence. Just — okay. Next thing.

The scaffolding always came down eventually. That was its whole purpose: hold things up until they could stand on their own, then disappear. Every structure we ever built, we built knowing we'd dismantle the scaffolding at the end.

What Tissa and I had built was the opposite of that.

It wasn't going anywhere.
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The Bloom Appears

The morning was moving the way good mornings do — without fuss. The saw was singing, the wood was behaving, and Tissa had just said something about a foreman with poor practical knowledge who acted like he had an engineering degree — and I was trying not to laugh so hard I'd lose a finger.

Zzzzz-thwack.

"I'm telling you," Tissa was saying, grinning at the plank, "the man measured the doorframe with his own arm just to show off how accurate he was. But when I checked it with a tape measure, it was off — we'd have had to do the work twice over if we'd gone by his numbers. Still, I've heard my father say the old carpenters used to measure like that too, by feel, and got it right. So, I suppose experience and skill can give you that kind of instinct."

"Brother — excuse me."

We both stopped.

It was a voice. Soft. Almost apologetic for existing.

We looked at each other first — the way you do when you're not sure if you heard something or imagined it. Then we looked down.

She was standing at the edge of the path below, looking up at us. Young. A new face. Neatly dressed in a pale purple cotton saree, a dark umbrella held under one arm, a couple of books pressed against her chest like a shield, and a flask. She had the look of someone confused by unfamiliar surroundings.

"Sorry to disturb you," she said. "Can you help me?"

Something about the way she said it — quiet, genuine — made both of us straighten up at exactly the same moment.

"Of course, sister," Tissa said.

"Of course," I said.

Simultaneously. Like two parts of the same machine that had just been asked a question neither expected.

She blinked, then smiled — just briefly, just at the awkwardness of it — and looked down at her feet for a second.

"I'm new to this village. Today's actually my first day." She looked back up. "I've been transferred to the school here. I'm a teacher. My boarding aunty gave me directions this morning, but now I've reached this point and there are side roads, and I'm not sure which—"

"Sister, the school isn't far at all," Tissa said, already moving to the edge of the scaffolding for a better angle.

"Not far at all," I said again.

She pressed her lips together, clearly trying not to smile at us.

Tissa shot me a look. Let me handle this.

I stepped back and gestured elaborately, as if granting him a stage.

He gave her directions the way Tissa did everything — calmly, clearly, in the right order. Take the left fork past the mango tree. Follow the wall until it ends. The school gate is the blue one, you can't miss it. He even told her roughly how many minutes it would take.

She listened carefully, nodding once or twice, her finger tracing the invisible map he was drawing in the air.

"Thank you so much, brother," she said when he finished. "Really — I was starting to feel a bit lost."

"You'll be fine, sister," Tissa said. "It's a straight road from the mango tree."

She adjusted the umbrella under her arm, tucked the book more firmly against her chest, and turned onto the left fork. We watched until the path curved and the trees took her.

Then neither of us said anything.

The saw sat where I'd left it. The plank sat where it had been sitting. Everything was exactly the same.

I picked up the saw.

"Beautiful and pleasant teacher," I said — not particularly to Tissa. Just out loud, the way you'd remark on nice weather or good wood.

"Hmm," said Tissa.

Just that. Hmm. The sound a person makes when they're agreeing with something they don't want to discuss.

I glanced at him. He was already looking at the plank.

"I wonder where she's boarding," I said.

Tissa looked up then. "Why are you so interested?"

"I'm not interested. I just wondered, that's all."

"You wondered."

"People wonder things, Tissa."

He smiled at the plank. Said nothing. Which was somehow worse than if he'd argued.

Zzzzz-thwack.

The next morning, I noticed it within the first hour.

Tissa was working, yes — measuring, marking, doing everything correctly. But every few minutes his eyes would drift to the road below. Just for a second. Then back to the wood. Then, a few minutes later, back to the road.

I didn't say anything. I filed
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