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Chapter One:Entangled
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“Hi Ronald, come... come in... I was waiting for you, man...”

Rukshan’s voice rang out from the bedroom, half-muffled by the pillow he hadn’t bothered to push aside. His tousled hair and rumpled T-shirt matched his lazy morning mood, but his grin brightened the room. His best friend Ronald—a lanky, easygoing guy with a magnetic smile—stepped in like he owned the place.

“Still in bed? Dude, it’s almost ten! Aren’t you supposed to be a serious factory man now?” Ronald teased, flopping onto the corner of the bed without waiting for an invite.

“Don’t remind me,” Rukshan groaned, rolling over with dramatic flair. “You know what my Appachchi did yesterday? He walked into the workshop with the Technical Manager while I was struggling with a faulty Juki machine and questioned me like I was some misbehaving schoolboy. I mean seriously, Ronald... in front of everyone! It felt like the manager was my homeroom teacher and my father the principal.”

Ronald chuckled, shaking his head. “Classic Mr. Wijemanna. That man’s built like a CEO but wired like a drill sergeant.”

Rukshan sighed. “And Manager Peter tried to soften it. He said, ‘Don’t take it to heart, Rukshan, your father’s just trying to teach you from the ground up.’ But still... I’m his son, not some random trainee.”

“Maybe that’s exactly why he’s so hard on you,” Ronald offered. “To prove to everyone that you’re not getting special treatment.”

Before Rukshan could respond, a gentle knock followed by the door creaking open announced a familiar presence.

“Hi Ronald, how are you?” Matilda—Rukshan’s ever-smiling mother—stepped in, holding a small laundry basket. “I didn’t know you were here. Did he offer you any refreshment at all?”

Ronald grinned. “See, Aunty? I’ve been here for over an hour, and your son’s acting like a grumpy old hermit. Not even a glass of water!”

Matilda laughed warmly. “That’s typical. He’s been sulking all morning. Anyway, Amanda baked almond cake today. I’ll send some tea and cake through Jane.”

She turned to her son, now sitting upright and looking slightly more awake.

"Son, now that you have the motorcycle, could you please remind Simon to deliver a thousand string hoppers to Auntie Bella’s place by tomorrow evening? She’s hosting a party, and I told her Simon’s are the finest."Rukshan flared up. “No, Amma! I can’t! I’m not going anywhere. Everyone here just uses me to run errands. I swear, no one wants to hear what I’m going through!”

Before Matilda could scold or soothe, Ronald stood up, hands raised like a peacekeeper. “Aunty, it’s alright. Just give me the address. I’ll drop the message to Simon on my way home. No big deal.”

Matilda beamed. “Thank you, Donald—bless you. I’ll send the address with Jane, along with the tea.”

As she walked out, Rukshan threw a pillow at Ronald. “It’s Ronald, not Donald!”

Ronald winked. “What can I say? Your mom likes me more.”

They both burst into laughter, and for a moment, the air felt lighter. But just under the surface, Rukshan’s mind wandered—back to the factory, back to the heavy eyes watching his every move. And somewhere in between, he found himself longing for something... or someone... to break him free from the expectations that weighed him down.
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Chapter Two:Spark
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It wasn't hard to find Simon's place. In fact, just whispering the words "String hopper House" was enough. Every tuk-tuk driver in the area knew exactly where to go.

"Ah, String hopper Simon's! Turn left near the temple, third house after the jackfruit tree!"

Ronald cruised down the narrow, bumpy road until he spotted a humble little house tucked behind a sagging wooden fence. Though the house itself was modest, the veranda stretched long and wide, like it was trying to make up for the lack of grandeur elsewhere.

He gave a short honk—peep-peep—and leaned on the steering wheel casually.

A few moments later, the wooden front door creaked open. Out stepped a girl. Not just any girl.

She looked around twenty, with a slim figure and long, silky black hair loosely tied back. She wore a simple cotton dress wrapped over a cotton cloth, and her hands—dusted lightly in flour—hinted she'd been elbow-deep in string hopper dough. Yet nothing about her was messy. In fact, she looked like someone who belonged in a perfume ad... who just happened to have a bit of rice flour on her fingers.

She peeked toward the car and shaded her eyes from the sun.

Ronald blinked twice. And then once more for good measure. He could not believe how effortlessly stunning she was.

She stepped closer. "Yes, Sir? Any order?" Her voice was bright, playful... and just the tiniest bit bossy.

Ronald opened his mouth. Nothing came out. For the first time in years, his tongue forgot how to be charming.

"Uhh... I... umm..." he stammered like a confused radio signal. "N-no... n-no order."

She tilted her head. "Then what? Delivery or quality complaint?"

He laughed nervously. "No no, nothing like that! I—I came to give a message. To Simon."

"Ahh, Thatha is busy inside, kneading away," she said with a grin. "Tell me, I'll pass it on."

Ronald chuckled. "Oh, I see..." He liked her already.

He cleared his throat and got serious. "Okay, message is: Madam Matilda reminds about the 1000 string hoppers. They must be delivered to Madam Bella's residence tomorrow evening. No excuse. Strict deadline. National emergency-level delivery."

She nodded. "Sir, we are aware of it. We're actually preparing the flour for tomorrow's order right now."

Ronald grinned. "What's your name, sister?"

"Erandi."

Then she glanced at him without asking his name in return. She seemed hesitant to ask, even though there was something forward about her manner.

"I'm Ronald," he offered. "Can I come tomorrow also to make sure the order is in safe hands?"

She laughed. "Oh, that's not necessary, sir, but if you want to make sure of the delivery time, you can come here and check."

"Okay, Erandi... just wondering, how many of you are running this place?"

"There are five of us," she said, leaning on the gate. "Thatha, Amma, my brother Pramodh, sister Saranya, and me.

"They stood there for a moment, grinning like old friends. Ronald felt something spark inside him—not dramatic fireworks, but something more real. A quiet little fizz.

"I better go," he said, reluctantly turning toward the car.

"See you tomorrow."

Erandi just gave an approving smile.

As he drove off, he couldn’t stop smiling. His mind was full of things he wanted to tell Rukshan. Not about Simon. Not about the thousand string hoppers.

But about Erandi—the girl with flour on her fingers, quick words, and a smile that felt like the best part of his whole week.
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Chapter Three:Whispers
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“Who is Erandi?” Simon asked, stepping out of the steamy kitchen, brushing flour off his arms.

“No, Thatha... not a customer,” Erandi said, quickly tucking her hair into a loose bun. “A gentleman came just now. Said he was here on behalf of Madam Matilda—to remind you about tomorrow’s thousand string hopper order.”

Simon smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Ah, that’s just like her—always thinking ahead. She never leaves anything to chance. She’s the one who introduced us to Madam Bella, after all.”

From the next room, Amma called out in her calm, steady voice. “Simon, why not talk to Madam about Saranya? She’s good with the Juki machine, and she really needs a job. If she can get a word in with Samuel Sir, it might just work out.”

Simon rubbed his chin, thinking. “Hmm, that’s a good idea. Madam won’t say no. She’s helped me before when things were tough.”

From the corner of the room, Saranya perked up like a flower leaning to sunlight. “Shall I give you my CV, Thatha?”

Simon turned to her with a warm nod. “Not tomorrow, Saranya. I’ll visit the day after. Keep it ready, alright?”

“I really want to do something on my own... earn a little monthly,” she murmured, a quiet kind of hope softening her tone.

While the family spoke, Erandi stood by the kitchen counter, sifting flour, lost in another world altogether. The face of that unexpected visitor—his polite smile, the way he leaned slightly on the car door, the way his eyes had met hers for just a second too long—played like a reel on repeat in her mind. She felt it all over again, the strange flutter in her chest, the way her heart tripped over itself when he stammered at her first word.

He wasn’t like the other boys who hung around the boutique throwing cheesy lines and exaggerated grins. This one seemed... grounded. Gentle. Different.

She bit her lower lip and smiled to herself.

Then—

“ERANDI!”

She jolted, nearly spilling the rest of the flour. Promodh stood with arms crossed, glaring at the mess on the tray.

“The flour, for heaven’s sake! Half of it is on the counter!” he barked. “How many times do I have to tell you—concentrate, will you?”

“I’m sorry, Ayya. I was just... thinking about—” she started, flustered.

“Thinking? You keep daydreaming like this, and we’ll be out of business by next week,” he muttered, shaking his head. Promodh, the taskmaster, wasn’t one to tolerate mistakes. He handled most of the heavy work—pounding rice, mixing batter, managing orders—rarely asking for help, and expecting nothing less than focus from others. Even Simon didn’t argue with him much. He was the kind of man people respected and feared in equal measure.
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