
Table of Contents

Copyright

Disclaimer

Author Note

Chapter One — The Question

Interlude — The Kitchen Fund

Chapter Two — The Gate

Interlude — The Receipt

Chapter Three — Meera Menon

Interlude — The Two Days

Chapter Four — Two Days

Chapter Five — Shankar’s Questions

Chapter Six — The List

Chapter Seven — The First Route

Interlude — The Returned Bottle

Chapter Eight — The Ledger

Chapter Nine — The Monday Man

Chapter Ten — The Second Route

Chapter Eleven — The Big Order

Chapter Twelve — Jithu’s Shortcut

Chapter Thirteen — The Label

Interlude — The Quiet Room

Chapter Fourteen — The Door Closes

Chapter Fifteen — A Drink in the Rain

Chapter Sixteen — The Missed Delivery

Chapter Seventeen — The Empty Room

Chapter Eighteen — The Open Tender

Chapter Nineteen — The Price Sheet

Chapter Twenty — The Record Room

Chapter Twenty-One — The Smaller Promise

Chapter Twenty-Two — The Monsoon Ledger

Chapter Twenty-Three — Jithu’s Name

Chapter Twenty-Four — A Place at the Table

Chapter Twenty-Five — The Full Bid

Chapter Twenty-Six — The Key

Chapter Twenty-Seven — The Storm Route

Chapter Twenty-Eight — The Shortage

Chapter Twenty-Nine — The Room to Grow

Chapter Thirty — The Buyer at the Gate

Chapter Thirty-One — One Signature

Chapter Thirty-Two — The Price of No

Chapter Thirty-Three — The Foundation

Chapter Thirty-Four — The Open Chair

Chapter Thirty-Five — The Missing Pallet

Chapter Thirty-Six — The Other Depot

Chapter Thirty-Seven — The Boardroom

Chapter Thirty-Eight — The Terms of Trust

Chapter Thirty-Nine — The Name He Earns

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright

[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 George Thaikkoodan Albert All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted by any means without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or other uses permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons or events is coincidental.
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This novel is written for entertainment and reflection. The business situations and practices shown in the story are fictional and are not financial, legal, or professional advice. Readers should seek qualified advice for decisions affecting their own businesses or finances. No particular business result is promised.
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Author Note
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This story begins with an uncomfortable question: what happens when a person mistakes money for respect? Arun’s answer is not simple. He hurts people, loses his way, and has to face what his choices cost. His second chance is not forgiveness on demand. It is an opportunity to do the work and accept the consequences.

I wanted this to be a story about ambition without easy success, love without ownership, and trust that must be earned in ordinary decisions. The events and characters are fictional. I hope Arun’s journey stays with you because of the choices he makes—not because anyone tells you what to think.
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Chapter One — The Question
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The first time Arun told Meera he loved her, he was thinking about her father’s land.

He was not thinking about the coconut groves or the old tiled house in Thrissur. He was thinking about the number Devarajan had mentioned at dinner: three crore rupees. The figure had lodged in Arun’s mind like a key left in a lock.

Meera sat beside him beneath the verandah lamp, unaware that the silence between them had already become a calculation.

“You’ve gone quiet,” she said.

“I’m trying to remember the first thing you told me.”

“That I don’t like men who pretend to listen?”

“You said you don’t trust people who agree too quickly.”

She turned toward him. “That sounds more like something I would say.”

Arun smiled. It was the smile he used when he wanted someone to feel seen. He had practised it in mirrors, shop windows, even the dark screen of his phone. But with Meera, the smile sometimes arrived before the lie. That frightened him more than the lie itself.

“I love you,” he said.

The sentence came out softly. It sounded true. He almost believed it.

Meera watched his face for a moment, then looked toward the house. “My father wants to speak with you.”

Arun’s stomach tightened. “About us?”

“About you.”

Across the courtyard, Devarajan stood in the doorway. He had not been watching them, or had been watching long enough to know what he needed. His white shirt was buttoned at the throat. In one hand he held a folded paper.

“Arun,” he said. “Come inside.”

Meera rose. “Appa—”

“Just a conversation,” he said.

Arun followed him through the hall and into a room lined with ledgers. Devarajan closed the door. He did not sit behind the desk. He stood beside it, leaving the chair for Arun.

That small courtesy unsettled him.

“Do you love my daughter?” Devarajan asked.

“Yes.”

“Would you still want to marry her if she had no money?”

Arun felt the pause before his answer. It was tiny, a fraction of a second. Devarajan saw it.

“I don’t understand the question,” Arun said.

“You understand it perfectly.”

The folded paper trembled in Devarajan’s hand, not from age but anger held tightly in check. He placed it on the desk. It was a copy of a debt note bearing Arun’s signature.

“You borrowed this money from a supplier in Palakkad. You told him you had a confirmed order. There was no order.”

Arun looked at the paper. “I was going to repay him.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“People who owe money always have a word for a date they cannot name.”

Arun’s jaw hardened. “If you know all this, why invite me to your house?”

“Because my daughter asked me to.”

“And you want me to leave.”

“I want the truth.”

Arun let out a careful breath. He could still make a story. He could say the debt was old, that the supplier misunderstood, that he had been planning a legitimate business. He had used those explanations before. They usually worked long enough.

Devarajan waited.

“Your daughter has a good heart,” Arun said. “She sees something in me.”

“That was not my question.”

For one reckless instant, Arun wanted to tell the truth. Then the number returned: three crore. He saw a house with a gate that opened for him, a bank balance no creditor could threaten, a life where nobody looked down at his worn shoes.

“I love her,” he repeated.

Devarajan’s expression did not change. “Take two days.”

“Two days for what?”

“To decide whether you want my daughter or the life you think she can buy you. After that, come to the old factory. Alone. We’ll speak there.”

“And if I don’t come?”

“Then I will know your answer.”

Devarajan opened the door.

Meera was waiting in the corridor. She looked from her father to Arun, searching both faces.

“What did he say?” she asked.

“Two days,” Arun replied.

“For what?”

He could have told her. Instead, he reached for the old smile.

“To think.”

That night, Arun placed the debt note beside Meera’s number on his phone. One paper showed the person he had become. The other showed the future he wanted to take.

He stared at both until morning, and by morning he had not chosen. He had only discovered that the choice would cost him something either way.
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Interlude — The Kitchen Fund
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The warden kept the kitchen-fund ledger in a locked drawer beneath the cupboard where the steel plates were stacked. Arun knew the drawer had a loose corner because he had watched her open it every evening.

The day he stole the money, he told himself he was borrowing it. A boy named Suresh had been mocked for wearing a torn shirt, and Arun wanted to buy him a new one before the visiting donors came. He took two hundred rupees from the envelope, bought a shirt at the market, and hid the remaining change beneath his mattress.

Suresh wore the shirt the next morning. He looked at Arun as though he had been given a future. Arun told him a donor had paid for it.

The warden found the missing money that evening. She gathered the children in the dining room and asked who had taken it. Nobody spoke. Arun watched Suresh smooth the new shirt across his chest.

“I did,” Arun said.

The warden asked him to return the shirt. Arun refused. “He needed it.”

“He needed to know the truth too.”

The warden did not take the shirt from Suresh. She made Arun work in the kitchen for a month, scrubbing pots after the others had gone to bed. Each night she wrote the value of his work in the ledger and subtracted it from the amount he owed.

“You could have told me he needed a shirt,” she said one evening.

“You would have said no.”

“Maybe. Then you would have had to hear no and decide what to do.”

Arun scrubbed harder. “I wanted to help him.”

“You wanted to be the person who saved him.”

The sentence stayed with him because it was partly true. He had wanted Suresh to remember who had given him the shirt. He had wanted the power of being needed.

When the debt was paid, the warden showed him the ledger. “This is what happens when you repair a mistake. You don’t erase the page. You add what you did next.”

Arun stared at the thin columns. He did not understand the lesson. He understood only that the warden had kept the shirt on Suresh’s back and still made him answer for the money.

Years later, when he kept the old debt notes in his own notebook, he would remember the kitchen: the steam, the soap on his hands, and the warden refusing to let him call theft a gift.
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Chapter Two — The Gate
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At seven years old, Arun arrived at the orphanage carrying a cloth bag and one shoe.

The other shoe had come off somewhere between the bus stand and the district office. He had not noticed until the woman beside him pointed down at his bare foot. By then the bus had gone, the rain had started, and the man who had brought him had disappeared.

The woman took him through a green iron gate.

Inside, boys ran across a courtyard chasing a ball made of old socks. Their laughter stopped when they saw him. Arun tightened his hand around the bag. It held a shirt, a steel tumbler and a photograph with a crease down the middle. He did not know what to say when the warden asked his name, so he said it twice.

“Arun.”

The warden wrote it in a book.

“Any surname?”

He shook his head.

“Parents?”

He looked at the photograph. His mother’s face had faded where the fold crossed it.

The warden shut the register. “We’ll sort it out later.”

Later became a word that followed Arun through childhood. Later, someone would come for him. Later, the papers would be completed. Later, he would understand why the adults lowered their voices when he entered the room.

At the orphanage, food arrived in steel bowls and affection arrived in portions. The children learned which adults noticed good marks, which ones noticed a clean bed, and which ones noticed nothing. Arun learned quickly. He kept his shoes beneath the cot. He folded his blanket. He learned songs for festival days because visitors liked to hear children sing.

He also learned that a smile could change the amount of rice in a bowl.

The first time he stole, he took two sweets from the warden’s desk. He ate one and hid the other in his pillow. The next morning, a younger boy found it and asked if he could have a piece.

Arun said no.

The boy cried. Arun kept the sweet. That night he ate it in the dark and tasted nothing.

Years later, people would describe Arun as charming. They would not know that charm had begun as a way to keep what little he had.

The orphanage had rules, but the outside world had prices. Arun met that world at the tea shop across the road. Its owner kept a black notebook under the counter. The older boys bought tea on credit and promised to pay on Saturday. Some did. Some vanished. The shopkeeper remembered both kinds.

One afternoon, Arun watched a man come in wearing a new watch. The shopkeeper stood up, pulled out a chair and poured tea without being asked.

When a labourer in a torn shirt came in, the shopkeeper pointed to the standing counter.

Arun saw the difference. He did not yet understand the man’s debts, his kindness, or the reasons for the shopkeeper’s caution. He saw only the chair.

That evening, he asked the warden why people treated the man with the watch better.

“Because people notice what you show them,” she said.

Arun heard something else: show them money, and they will make room.

At fourteen, he began selling small things to classmates: pencils, paper, sweets from the market. He was good at remembering what each boy wanted. He was better at making them believe he had only one left.

At sixteen, he borrowed money for a second- hand phone and sold it twice—once to a boy from school and once to a man who came to the orphanage looking for cheap electronics. The boy never got his money back. The man threatened to report him. Arun returned the phone and said the boy had lied.

The warden believed neither of them. She made Arun work in the kitchen for a month to repay the cost.

“You’re clever,” she told him while he scrubbed a pot. “That is not the same as being wise.”

Arun hated the sentence because it sounded like pity.

When he left the orphanage at eighteen, he carried a plastic folder of documents, two shirts, and the old photograph. The gate closed behind him with a long metallic groan.

He stood outside for a while, waiting for the feeling of freedom.

What came instead was fear.

A room cost money. Food cost money. Every job wanted an address, a reference, or a person who would answer for him. He found work unloading crates at a wholesale market. The first week, he was paid late. The second week, the supervisor blamed him for missing stock. Arun knew he had not taken it, but nobody asked what he knew.

The tea shop lesson returned: money made people listen.

So he stopped waiting to be heard.

He began by collecting advances for goods he could not guarantee. Then he borrowed from one man to repay another. When he learned how easy it was to sell a policy to someone who feared illness, he sold a policy that did not exist.

He told himself he would fix every lie as soon as he had enough money.

The lies did not wait. They multiplied faster than the money.

By twenty-nine, Arun had built a small reputation in the markets: quick, persuasive, useful when an order needed to be found, dangerous when a promise needed to be kept. He still owned the photograph. He kept it in a drawer with unpaid bills and unopened letters.

He never opened the letters.

The past, he believed, could be kept quiet if he stayed ahead of it.

The first year outside the orphanage taught Arun the cost of being invisible. At the wholesale market, he carried sacks until his shoulders burned and waited at the end of each week for the supervisor to decide whether his work had been worth paying for. The supervisor called him “boy” even after learning his name. When Arun asked about the wages he was owed, the man pointed to a ledger and said the numbers would be checked later.

Later arrived on a Tuesday, in the form of a sealed envelope pushed under the market office door. It held less than the amount Arun had calculated. He went inside to argue. The supervisor tapped the ledger. “You were absent two mornings.”

“I was at the clinic with a fever.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I called.”

“I don’t remember.”

Arun looked at the page. His name was written in a hand that was not his. He wanted to tear it in half. Instead, he asked for a copy. The supervisor laughed, but the laughter weakened when Arun said he would return with the market manager.

The missing wages were paid the next day. It was the first time Arun had won by making someone check the record. He kept the envelope in his pocket all the way back to his room. That night he called the orphanage warden, but when she answered, he said only that he was doing well. He could not bear to tell her that the smallest victory had taken everything he had learned about being ignored.

Years later, he would confuse that victory with a different lesson. He would think the point was to become clever enough that no one could deny him anything. The truth was simpler and harder: a record could protect the person who had no power, but only if the record told the truth.

Then he met Meera Menon, and for the first time he wanted a future that had witnesses.
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