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Chapter One: Hidden Fear


“Achala, have you finished your homework?”


Achala’s pen slipped slightly. She caught it before it fell, her small fingers tightening around it.
“Yes, Thathi…” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper.


Nelson Weerakoon, standing tall in his crisp white shirt, folded his reading glasses with slow precision. At forty, he still carried himself with an air of quiet authority - every movement neat, every word measured. His dark eyes, calm but sharp, settled on his daughter.

Good,” he said with a single nod. “You have one hour of free time. Use it wisely - read something meaningful or practice your drawing. No idling, Achala. Understood?

“Yes, Thathi.”

She kept her eyes on her notebook until she heard his footsteps retreat down the hallway. Only then did she let out the breath she’d been holding so tight in her chest.

Nelson Weerakoon wasn’t like most fathers. Some saw him as overly strict, others admired him as a man of unshakable principles. After losing his beautiful wife the very night Achala was born, he chose never to remarry - a decision that earned quiet respect among villagers, who still spoke of his loyalty in hushed tones. In many ways, he had inherited the same stern dignity as his own father, once the revered head of their village.

Now, in a tidy rented house tucked away on a quiet lane in central Colombo, Nelson managed his home with the same quiet discipline he brought to his role as a civil servant. Every evening, like clockwork, he returned at exactly seven o’clock, the faint scent of aftershave trailing behind him. Everything in his life had its place - neat, measured, and efficient. He had hired a kind, mature woman known as Mala Aunty to handle cooking, cleaning, and to care for  Achala during the day, until he returned home.

There was only one man who matched Nelson stride for stride - his cousin, Uncle Walter Wickremanayake. A senior officer at Police Headquarters, Walter lived with them in Colombo and travelled to his hometown in Kandy once a month. Ten years older than Nelson and broader in build, he carried himself with the same quiet dignity - firm, alert, and composed. Yet whenever his gaze rested on Achala, a gentle warmth would flicker in his eyes, softening his otherwise stern presence.

Walter had a wife and two sons back in Kandy - though Achala had never met them. Each time he returned from his visit home, he brought her storybooks and little gifts, small gestures that made her world feel a little wider, a little brighter - even if her father’s rules remained unchanged.

Sometimes, late at night, Achala would sit cross-legged just outside the dining room door, knees tucked to her chest, quietly listening to the low murmur of her father and Uncle Walter’s voices. They spoke of politics, Buddhist philosophy, crime, and duty - all the weighty, distant things that felt far removed from the secret world she carried inside.

She would close her eyes and imagine other things instead - the gentle smile she’d seen in the faded photos of her mother, whose name she carried like a hidden gem in her heart. She dreamed of soft hands brushing her hair, of laughter that filled this too-quiet house. But then Thatha’s footsteps would echo again, and the dream would slip away like a frightened bird.

Just as her eyelids began to grow heavy, his voice called from the doorway.

“Achala, you can sleep now. You have to wake up at five. Did you set the alarm?”

“Yes, Thathi.”

“Good. Now go wash up and wear your pyjamas. Off the light and go to sleep soon. Understand?”

“Yes, Thathi.”

She watched him turn away, his footsteps fading down the hallway. Quietly, she slipped into the soft hush of her little bedroom. After a warm body wash, she changed into a simple cotton pajama - the only kind she owned. Nightdresses were never allowed; Nelson always insisted pajamas were proper for sleeping, so she never questioned it. Then, pressing herself beneath the ticking clock on the wall, she curled into her usual corner of silence and let sleep fold over her, just like every other night.


Chapter Two: Paper World


Every morning, after the sun rose soft and sleepy over Colombo’s tiled roofs, Achala’s day began the same way - with her father’s quiet voice outside her door.
“Achala, get up. Time to wash and dress. We’ll leave at seven sharp.”

She would hurry into her freshly pressed uniform - a crisp white blouse and pleated skirt - and wait by the gate, clutching her satchel with both hands. Nelson Weerakoon would lock the front door with his usual precision, then walk beside her to the car. Every morning, he dropped her at school on his way to the office. He never let her walk alone - not even once.

Achala had a small circle of friends at school - Thilini, Varuni, and Kanchana - and she got along with them easily. They laughed together, shared books, and during free periods, her friends often chatted about weekend trips, family outings, or theatre shows. Achala listened intently, soaking in every detail like stories from a world just beyond her reach.

Her friends knew about the quiet, disciplined life she lived at home, but they never judged her for it. Instead, they often said, “You’re lucky, Achala. You have everything to yourself - no siblings to quarrel with, no one to share your room or books.” They admired her neatly ironed uniform, her high-quality shoes, and the quiet grace she carried. Even her father, Mr. Nelson, earned their quiet respect - a man of few words but unmistakable dignity.

Each day, Nelson would arrive during his lunch break to take her home. By then, Auntie Mala had already swept the floors and prepared their midday meal. They ate together in calm silence, a simple routine as steady as a heartbeat. By 1:30, Nelson would return to the office, and Achala would slip back into her world of books, drawings, and careful order - a world that felt safe, still, and entirely her own.

Auntie Mala carefully swept every corner, folded Achala’s sheets into neat, crisp folds, and polished the large glass cabinet in the sitting room until it sparkled. She cared for Achala deeply, loving her like her own daughter. Every now and then, she would bring little treats-bundi, muscat, or peanuts-knowing how much Achala enjoyed them.

But once the dishes were washed and stacked away with care, and the evening meal simmered gently on the stove, Auntie Mala would secure her saree, slip the key back into her pocket, and step quietly into the fading dusk. The lock would click softly, the house would settle into silence, and Achala’s world would shrink again to the gleaming floors, locked doors, and the steady footsteps of her father or Uncle Walter.


So Achala created another world-her own secret kingdom of paper and dreams.
Her hands were small but skillful, tracing delicate swirls along the margins of her homework. Her notebooks were so immaculate that teachers would sometimes hold them up to the class as examples-perfect lines, every letter as neat and clear as print.


Her wardrobe was just as flawless. Nelson never overlooked a single detail-flowered frocks for holidays, crisp dresses for visitors, socks folded in pairs, and even underwear that matched each outfit. Thatha made sure everything was just right. Sometimes, quietly and without a sound, Achala would slip a pair of scissors from the drawer to snip a sleeve shorter, tighten a waist, or soften a neckline into something more playful. Nelson never noticed- or perhaps he chose not to.

But Achala’s true treasures weren’t the pristine dresses or the perfectly lined rows of shoes. They were the paper dolls she crafted with delicate care-each one striking, unique, and brought to life by her quiet artistic touch. She kept them safely tucked in a plastic box, hidden at the back of her cupboard like a secret she cherished.

When the chores were finished, the doors locked, and her father’s voice rumbled behind the rustle of the evening newspaper, Achala would quietly slip open the plastic box from the back of her cupboard - her most treasured secret. Inside lay five delicate paper dolls: Shalini, Asha, Anju, Shayama, and Kakuli. Each one was drawn with loving pencil strokes, their eyes alive with mischief and grace, each owning a wardrobe of hand-cut frocks, skirts, glittery party dresses, slacks, and blouses - all shaded and trimmed with her artistic flair.

She would gently spread them across her study table like honored guests, her fingers fluttering like a stylist backstage. Then came the whispers.

“Shalini, don’t wear pink today. Try the blue chiffon - it’s cooler…”

And then came Asha, bold and cheeky: “I’m wearing this yellow frock with the pink flowers to the party!”

“No, no,” Achala would say, switching to Asha’s teasing tone, “That’s too loud! Go with the magenta blouse and the black tight skirt. Much more elegant for the evening.”

One by one, she dressed them for tea parties, birthday surprises, moonlit concerts, and farewell dinners, their world blooming with sparkle and imagination. In this tiny kingdom of paper and color, Achala wasn’t alone. She had sisters, friends, companions - ones who giggled with her, listened to her secrets, and let her be the version of herself no one else ever saw.

Sometimes, mid-party, her gaze would drift toward the window. Beyond the glass, boys ran barefoot on the dusty playground, cricket bat slicing through hot air, their laughter wild and free under the burning sun. But Achala stayed in her world - quiet, magical, and all her own.

She always found her gaze drawn to the darker boys - the ones most girls passed over without a second glance. At fifteen, she couldn’t quite explain it, but there was something in them that stirred her artistic eyes - a quiet depth, an untold story, a certain rawness that others never paused to notice. Her friends would often tease, saying, “You always pick the odd ones, the ones no one else would think twice about.” But to Achala, they weren’t odd - they were real, and that was what made them beautiful.

She couldn’t explain it - but something stirred deep in her chest whenever she saw tall boys, rough around the edges, unrefined and sun-darkened from play or work. It wasn’t fear, exactly. It was more like a tightness, a strange ache she didn’t have words for. At fifteen, she knew she was too young to feel things so sharply - and yet, in the quiet of her small room, those feelings sometimes swelled until they pressed against her ribs. She would close her eyes, breathe slowly, and try to dream them away.

So she drifted further into the world she made for herself - where paper dolls twirled in hand-drawn ballrooms, whispered secrets under penciled trees, and laughed without sound. There were no footsteps there, no sudden doors closing her in. In that fragile kingdom of sketches and folded dresses, Achala’s heart could flutter safely - with hopes no one could see, and wishes no one could lock away.
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