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George Thaikkoodan Albert is an Indian-origin British author based in the United Kingdom. His writing explores the emotional ties that shape our lives—the love we carry, the grief we struggle to name, and the moments that make us question what truly matters.

In The Silver Cord, he brings these themes into a story of family, second chances, and the mysterious boundary between life and death. He dedicates this book to the loving memory of his parents, T. V. Albert and Annamma Albert.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, hospitals, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or institutions is entirely coincidental.

The ideas in this novel about death, the soul, the five exits, the silver cord, karma, and rebirth are drawn from spiritual traditions and are presented here as storytelling, not as fact. This book is not medical, psychological, or legal advice. Readers facing serious illness or end-of-life decisions for themselves or a loved one should seek guidance from qualified medical professionals and the people they trust.

In loving memory of my dear Daddy, T. V. Albert, and Mommy, Annamma Albert.

To the ones who feel too much, carry too much, and hold on too tightly — this is for you.

There are five doors out of every life. Most of us are dragged through the wrong one.
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PART ONE — THE DOOR SHE MISSED

Chapter One: Between Two Jokes
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The first time Ananya Menon died, it happened between two jokes.

But the day began, as most of her days did, with a camera.

✦

“Okay, guys. Okay. It is five forty-five in the morning, which is a time I didn’t know existed, and in exactly three hours some very nice people are going to cut holes in my stomach.”

She held the phone at arm’s length on the balcony of their seventh- floor flat in Kadavanthra, the sky behind her a weak watercolour of pink and grey. The crows were already arguing on the electric wires. Somewhere below, a milk van rattled over a speed breaker.

“Gallbladder,” she told the lens, tapping her side. “Tiny organ. Huge attitude. Apparently mine has been making stones like it’s running a small quarry business. So today, we evict it. Keyhole surgery. In and out. Home by Sunday. I will be vlogging the whole recovery, so if you want to see me waddle around like a pregnant penguin, hit subscribe.”

She grinned. The grin was a tool, like a hammer or a ring light. She had built four hundred thousand subscribers on it.

“And if I die on the table,” she added cheerfully, “I want my funeral to be sponsored. Minimum two brand deals. Raghav knows the rates.”

She stopped recording, watched the clip back, and frowned. The joke at the end landed wrong. It came out of her mouth the way a cough does — automatically, before she could check it. She hovered over the delete button, then left it. People liked it when she was dark. Dark got shares.

Behind her, the balcony door slid open.

“Amma?”

Mira stood in the doorway in her school uniform, one sock up and one sock down, hair a dandelion of sleep. She was seven, and had recently decided that everything in the world was a story waiting to be told.

“Why are you up, chakkare? It’s not even six.”

“I heard you talking.” Mira padded across the cold tiles and leaned against Ananya’s legs. “Who were you talking to?”

“My people.”

“Your phone people.”

“My phone people.”

Mira considered this. “Amma, can I tell you my story? The one about the elephant? It’s very important. It has a mango tree.”

Ananya’s phone buzzed in her hand. A brand manager from a skincare company:

Hope the surgery goes well!! Can we still get the reel by Thursday?

Then another notification. Then three more. The morning was already pulling at her in a dozen directions.

“Not now, Mira. I don’t have time for your stories right now. Amma has to get ready for hospital.”

She said it the way she said a hundred things a day — quickly, half- listening, already moving. She saw Mira’s face fold in on itself, the way a paper boat collapses when it gets too wet. Then the little girl nodded seriously, as if she had expected nothing else, and went back inside.

Ananya noticed. She noticed, and she filed it under

later

, the way she filed everything that might make her feel something before she was ready.

On the way out of the flat, she stepped over Mira’s school shoes, still caked in dried mud from Friday’s sports practice.

I’ll clean them on Sunday, she thought.

When I’m home.

✦

Raghav drove. Amma sat in the back seat with a steel tiffin carrier of idlis that nobody would be allowed to eat, because Ananya was fasting for the anaesthetic, and because Amma’s love had always expressed itself in food that arrived at the wrong time.

“You should have done it at Lakeshore,” Amma said. “Mrs. Pillai’s son-in-law is at Lakeshore.”

“St. Gregory’s is closer, Amma.”

“Closer is not better. Your father always said—” She stopped, the way she always stopped when she reached the edge of a sentence with Appa in it.

The car went quiet. Raghav glanced at Ananya and then back at the road. Nine years married, and he still didn’t know how to touch the parts of her family that bruised. Neither did she.

“It’s a gallbladder,” Ananya said into the silence. “People have it done on their lunch break.”

“Then why are you filming it?” Amma asked.

Ananya didn’t have an answer for that, so she put on a song.

✦

St. Gregory’s Hospital rose out of the Ernakulam traffic like a white ship: nine floors of glass and air-conditioning, a chapel by the entrance, a small shrine to Saint Gregory under a neem tree where taxi drivers stopped to touch their foreheads. The reception smelled of floor polish and filter coffee and the particular sweetness of fear.

They processed her quickly. Wristband. Gown. A nurse who called her chechi and asked, shyly, whether she was

the

Ananya from YouTube, and then asked for a selfie, which Ananya gave, gown and all, because the grin was a tool and tools don’t take days off.

In the pre-op bay, she lay on a trolley under a thin blanket while a junior doctor drew circles on her abdomen with a marker. Raghav sat on the plastic chair beside her, scrolling his phone with the volume off. Amma had been sent to the waiting room with her tiffin carrier.

“You okay?” Raghav asked, without looking up.

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t have to be funny today, you know.”

“I’m always funny. It’s my brand.”

He smiled at his phone, not at her. He was a structural engineer — bridges, flyovers, the hidden bones of the city — and he trusted things that could be calculated. Love, for Raghav, was something that should hold weight without needing to be inspected. They had stopped inspecting it a long time ago.

While she waited, out of habit, she opened her own channel and scrolled through her old videos. There it was, eight years old now:

FIVE THINGS TO DO BEFORE YOU DIE (lol).

She had filmed it in pyjamas with a face mask on, reading out viewers’ comments in silly voices. It had done numbers. It still did numbers.

She tapped on the comments, the way you press a bruise to see if it still hurts.

There, near the top, pinned in her memory long after it had been buried by the algorithm, was one comment from a user called

lakshmi_r_87

:
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My father is on a ventilator. Please don’t joke about this.

In the video, Ananya had read that line aloud in a high, squeaky cartoon voice. Then she had said,

“Okay, Lakshmi, chill, it’s comedy,” and moved on. The clip of that moment had been cut into a short. The short had a million views.

She had never replied.

She closed the app.

✦

The operating theatre was cold and very bright. People in green moved around her with the cheerful efficiency of a kitchen at lunchtime. On the monitor above her head, three rows of numbers glowed in soft hospital green — heart rate, oxygen, blood pressure — neat and reassuring as a bank balance.

Raghav had been allowed in as far as the door. He stood there in a paper cap, looking ridiculous and scared.

“You’ll feel a little cold in the arm,” the anaesthetist said.

“I’ve felt colder in my YouTube comments,” Ananya said, and the whole theatre laughed, grateful for something to do with their nerves.

That was the first joke.

Then the cold climbed her arm like a careful animal, and the ceiling began to tilt.

She tried to think of something funny to say next. A closer. Every good video needs a closer.

“If I don’t make it,”

she began,

“tell my subscribers—”

She never found out what she wanted them told. The second joke was never finished.

“Ananya? You’ll feel sleepy now.”

She wanted to say

I’m not ready

, but the words didn’t form. Something inside her loosened, like a knot in a curtain cord, and the room stepped back from her.

On the monitor, a number dropped. Then another. Someone said a word she didn’t know. Someone else said it louder.

The last thing she saw was Raghav, who had somehow crossed the room, his hand hovering above her fingers. Not quite touching. He had always been like that — almost there, almost brave enough.

Then the hospital vanished.

It did not go dark.

It went bright.

✦

She was standing.

That was the first impossible thing. She was barefoot on something that felt like light made solid — no texture, no temperature, and yet it held her. There were no walls, no machines, no green-gowned people. Only a corridor of radiance running away in both directions, like a river that had forgotten how to be water.

“Okay,” she said aloud, because silence frightened her more than anything. “This is new.”

Her voice didn’t echo. It folded into the brightness, as if the light were listening.

She looked down at herself. She was wearing the hospital gown, but it was clean and soft, and the cannula was gone from the back of her hand. The marker circles on her stomach were gone too. Her body felt light in a way it hadn’t since she was a child — no tightness in her shoulders, no ache in her lower back from hours of filming, no constant low hum of a phone waiting to buzz.

It was the silence of the phone that frightened her most. For the first time in ten years, nobody needed anything from her.

Then she felt it: a tug in the middle of her chest, gentle but precise, as though someone had tied a thread to her breastbone and was testing its strength. She looked down. Nothing there. But she could feel it running behind her — a silver pull leading back to somewhere she could no longer see.

“That is your silver cord,” said a voice. “Don’t fight it, kanna. Just feel it.”

She turned.

The woman in front of her had a long braid over one shoulder and a nose-ring that caught light that came from nowhere. She wore a white mundu-neriyathu with a thin gold border, the kind Ananya had only ever seen in old wedding photographs. She looked exactly like the black-and- white portrait on Amma’s dressing table — only younger, and laughing.

“Ammachi?”

Her grandmother had been dead for nineteen years. Ananya had been fifteen. She remembered the smell of the funeral — camphor and jasmine and wet earth — and how she had refused to cry in front of her cousins, and had cried instead, for hours, into a pillow that smelled of Ammachi’s coconut-oil hair.

“You took your time,” Ammachi said. “Always late. Even for this.”

The voice undid her. It was exactly the same — dry, amused, a little hoarse from a lifetime of shouting at crows in the courtyard.

“I’m not dead,” Ananya said quickly. “I’m in surgery. It’s routine. They said—”

Ammachi raised one hand, and the words fell away like dry leaves.

“You are between,” she said. “The doctors are holding the body. We are holding the soul. This is the space between the doors.”

“Doors?”

“Five of them.” Ammachi smiled. “You always needed a picture to understand anything. Even your maths homework, you wanted drawings. So — doors. Every life has five ways out. The first is the easiest. Quick. Painless. Over before the mind can argue. People down there call it dying young.”

Somewhere behind Ananya, beyond the brightness, a machine began to scream. A thin, frantic beeping, like something trying to remember a rhythm. Under it, very faint, voices. Someone counting. Someone saying her name.

The cord in her chest jerked hard.

“That is the first door closing,” Ammachi said quietly. “You almost walked through it. But they are pulling you back.”

“The doctors?”

“Doctors. Machines. Your husband’s prayers. Your mother in the waiting room, holding her tiffin box like it is God’s own hand.” Something sad moved behind her grandmother’s eyes. “People who cannot bear to let go. Some people think love means holding the rope until their hands bleed.”

Ananya thought of Mira’s drawing on the fridge — three stick figures under a crooked yellow sun. She thought of the muddy school shoes by the door. Her chest ached.

“I have to go back,” she said. “I have a daughter. She’s seven. I have videos scheduled. I have—”

“Before you decide,” Ammachi said, “you must answer one question. It is the only question anyone is ever asked here.”

The light thickened, like air before a storm.

“Are your works finished?”

“My work? I have a content calendar till March—”

“Not your tasks.” Ammachi stepped closer, and her presence felt like warm rain on a hot afternoon. “Your

works

. The things you came to do.”

Ananya opened her mouth and closed it.

She thought of Mira on the balcony that morning —

Amma, can I tell you my story?

— and her own voice saying,

Not now, I don’t have time for your stories.

She thought of the little face folding like a wet paper boat.

She thought of her brother Kiran, whose number she had blocked four years ago.

She thought of

lakshmi_r_87.

And she thought of her father, and the three weeks in the hospital she never allowed herself to think about — the three weeks she kept in a taped-up cardboard box at the back of her mind.

“No,” she said finally. “I don’t think they are.”

Ammachi nodded, as if she had expected nothing else.

“Then go. But listen to me, kanna. Once you have seen this place, you don’t go back to the same life. You will see things. You will feel things. And every door you miss makes the next one harder.” Her hand touched Ananya’s cheek, feather-soft. “There are five. Don’t let them drag you through all of them.”

“Ammachi, wait—” The cord yanked.

The light shattered.

The hospital slammed back into place like a door on its hinges.
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