
Table of Contents

Copyright

Disclaimer

About the Author

Chapter One: The Same Hour

Chapter Two: The Boy Behind the Counter

Chapter Three: The Winning Ticket

Chapter Four: The Price of a Story

Chapter Five: What the Marks Could Not See

Chapter Six: The Admission Price

Chapter Seven: Small Numbers

Chapter Eight: The Screens

Chapter Nine: What the Screens Left Out

Chapter Ten: The Door Next Door

Chapter Eleven: Who Gets to Wait

Chapter Twelve: The Picture on the Wall

Chapter Thirteen: The Missing Column

Chapter Fourteen: The Dress in the Window

Chapter Fifteen: The Record

Chapter Sixteen: The Family in the Room

Chapter Seventeen: What the Fire Left

Chapter Eighteen: The Damage That Did Not Burn

Chapter Nineteen: The People Still Winning

Chapter Twenty: The Offer

Chapter Twenty One: The Room Above the Salon

Chapter Twenty Two: No One to Clap

Chapter Twenty Three: What Ray Had Kept

Chapter Twenty Four: The Envelope

Chapter Twenty Five: One Chair

Chapter Twenty Six: The First Rent

Chapter Twenty Seven: What They Called Success

Chapter Twenty Eight: The Price of Staying

Chapter Twenty Nine: The Terms

Chapter Thirty: The Other Bank

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright

[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 George Thaikkoodan Albert All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without the copyright holder’s prior permission, except for brief quotations in reviews and uses permitted by applicable law.

English edition

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Disclaimer

[image: ]


The Risk is a work of fiction. Its characters, dialogue and personal histories are invented. Real place names are used as settings; the story does not claim to document actual people, interviews, hospitals, businesses or events. Any resemblance to actual persons or particular events is coincidental.

The gambling, trading and business episodes explore decisions and their consequences. They are illustrative scenes, not financial advice, investment recommendations or promises of profit. The healthcare episodes are fictional and do not provide medical guidance.

The story questions explanations that treat any single factor as a guarantee of success. Its characters’ beliefs about fate, birth stars and manifestation belong to those characters.
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George Thaikkoodan Albert is an author and entrepreneur, and the founder of GOTOSHARP, a digital learning platform. His work brings together writing, digital publishing and online learning.

In The Risk, he explores a question at the centre of many success stories: why can people follow apparently similar paths and reach very different outcomes? Through fiction, he examines ambition, preparation, opportunity and chance, alongside the personal cost of treating success or failure as a verdict on someone’s worth.
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Chapter One: The Same Hour
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At two minutes past two on a Tuesday morning in March, Tom Ellison entered the world protesting. Forty minutes later, along the same hospital corridor, Priya Chowdhury arrived so quietly that her mother asked twice whether she was breathing.

The ward sister assured her that she was. Outside, rain polished the ambulance bay. Inside, two fathers waited beside a machine that sold tea neither of them wanted.

Peter Ellison had left his corner shop in the care of his brother Ray. Suresh Chowdhury had finished a late shift moving patients through another hospital. Peter offered Suresh a biscuit from a packet crushed in his coat pocket. It was the beginning of an acquaintance neither man expected to last.

Their wives shared a bay for two days. Elaine admired the small dark curl above Priya’s ear; Leela said Tom looked like a man disappointed with his hotel. They laughed more loudly than the hour warranted. When they left, they exchanged addresses on the back of a visiting card.

Years later, both families would remember the births as simultaneous. They were close enough for a story. A photograph showed the babies side by side, one furious and one asleep, and under it Elaine wrote SAME HOUR, SAME START.

It was affectionate. It was also the first thing the photograph could not tell them.

It did not show Peter’s shop, the unpaid repairs, or the flat above it that meant the family had a home even in a bad month. It did not show Suresh’s rented house, the sister who could mind Priya after school, or the cousin who would one day explain how to apply for nurse training. There were things each household possessed that the other would need. There were troubles neither yet knew it carried.

For a while, none of that mattered to the children.

They met properly at seven, at a birthday party in the back of the shop. Priya took charge of cutting the cake into equal pieces. Tom watched the knife travel and asked why the icing flowers counted as equal if only three children got one.

“Then you cut it,” she said.

He did, badly. They remained friends.

By sixteen, teachers spoke of them in different voices. Priya’s name arrived with expectations. Tom’s arrived with a pause.

He could repair a shelf, remember what twenty customers bought, and tell from the delivery driver’s face whether the milk would be late. In a timed examination he lost the question halfway through answering it. His teachers saw an intelligent boy who would not apply himself. His father saw a boy who worked until nine without being asked. Both descriptions caught something; neither contained him.

Priya liked examinations. They had edges. You were told what would be tested and when the test would end. At home, her father’s shifts changed without warning and her mother’s headaches could cancel an entire evening. The printed order of a question paper felt generous.

On the afternoon their results arrived, Tom folded his sheet before Priya could see it.

“You don’t have to hide it from me.”

“I’m hiding it from myself. You’re incidental.”

She laughed, then stopped. He was looking past her at a teacher congratulating a boy whose father had already arranged work experience for him.

“You’ll do something,” she said.

“That’s what people say when they can’t think what.”

They walked along the canal because neither wanted to go straight home. At a lock, a broken service bridge ended above a narrow channel. A boy from their year stood on the remaining stones while his friends shouted for him to jump.

He jumped. His trainers struck the far edge; one slipped, and his friends caught his jacket. Then he stood laughing, shaking his hands as though the danger had been part of a joke he controlled.

“See?” someone called. “You just have to go for it.”

Another boy climbed onto the stones.

Tom moved before he had decided to. He caught the second boy’s sleeve.

“The edge is wet.”

“He did it.”

“I saw.”

The boy pulled free but did not jump. He swore instead and went down the steps. For a moment Tom was the coward who had interrupted the afternoon. Then a boat entered the lock, and everyone forgot him.

On the walk back, Priya asked whether he would have made it.

“Probably.”

“Then why stop him?”

Tom looked at his shoes. “I don’t know what probably means when you’re the one falling.”

At the shop, Peter read the results without speaking. Then he put the paper beside the till.

“We’ll work out the next bit.”

Tom had prepared himself for anger. The quiet almost undid him.

That night Ray came round with a bottle and a story about a man who had failed everything at school and now owned a house with gates. He told it warmly, intending kindness. Tom listened from the stairs.

By the time Ray reached the gates, an examination result had become a prophecy in reverse. Failure at school was almost an advantage. Tom wanted to believe him. It was easier than admitting that he did not yet know what he could do.

Across the city, Priya’s grandmother placed her results beside an old birth chart. The chart had predicted distinction. Her grandmother smiled as though the marks had finally arrived to confirm it.

In the next room, Priya’s cousin Nisha washed plates. She had been born that same night, under the same birth star according to the family astrologer. Her own results were upstairs, unopened by anybody else.

“You see?” the grandmother said. “It was written.”

Nisha dried her hands and looked through the doorway at the paper on the table.

She said nothing. Priya would remember that silence long after she forgot her marks.
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Chapter Two: The Boy Behind the Counter

[image: ]


On the Monday after his results, Tom arrived at school in his shop shoes. The soles had been cut by a broken jar the previous evening, and one of them made a small clicking noise on the corridor floor. He walked slowly to hide it.

The careers teacher had a form ready. There were boxes for grades, preferred courses, and occupations. Tom could see his own future waiting to be reduced to handwriting that would fit the spaces.

“Have you considered retail?” she asked.

“I’m already considering it six nights a week.”

She looked up. He regretted the joke. People who were trying to help him often mistook his embarrassment for insolence.

“Then you have experience. That’s a good start.”

“Is it a start if you’ve always been there?”

She put down the form. Outside, someone was dragging chairs across a classroom. Tom watched her decide whether to give him another ten minutes.

She asked what part of the work he liked. Nobody had put the question that way before. He could name everything he disliked: cold mornings, late deliveries, the old freezer, being introduced as Peter’s lad. Liking something required him to admit that he might choose it.

“I like knowing what people need before they ask,” he said eventually.

She wrote that on a separate sheet. Then she asked whether he liked the figures.

“I don’t know the figures. Dad does.”

“You could learn.”

It sounded simple in a room where nothing depended on his father agreeing.

She gave him details of an introductory business course and a contact at a larger retailer. Neither was a promise. One involved travel he would have to pay for. The other involved an interview. He put the papers in his bag, feeling both better and newly responsible for several things he could fail at.

At the shop, a delivery driver had left the wrong stock. Peter was arguing with somebody on the phone. Tom took the invoice, checked the boxes, and identified what should go back. He was good at it. The ease with which he solved the problem made him feel, perversely, more trapped.

When his father hung up, Tom put the course information on the counter.

Peter read it while a customer waited for change.

“What about your shifts?”

“It’s two evenings.”

“Our busy evenings.”

The customer looked away. Tom took the paper back before the disagreement became entertainment.

That night he calculated how much the course would cost, including the buses. He had saved a little money from occasional work his father paid him for. He had also promised to contribute towards a repair at home. For the first time he understood why people could agree that education mattered and still fail to arrange it.

Priya rang while he was adding the fares.

“You sound like you’re doing homework.”

He told her about the course. She said it sounded useful. He waited for her to say something about the results, to assure him that this qualification would finally reveal the person the examinations had missed.

She asked instead whether he wanted her to check the bus timetable.

He said yes.

The interview with the larger retailer came first. He borrowed a shirt from Ray. It was too broad across the shoulders and carried a faint smell of someone else’s aftershave. At the interview he explained how he handled deliveries, customers, and waste. The manager asked about a situation in which he had taken responsibility. Tom described a freezer failure and the improvised arrangement that saved some of the stock.

For ten minutes he felt articulate.

Then they asked him to perform a calculation under a time limit. He understood the question and panicked anyway. He could feel the waiting person becoming a teacher, the office becoming a classroom. By the time he found the answer, his confidence had left the building without him.

The rejection letter was polite. His father found it beside the till.

“Probably for the best,” Peter said.

Tom took the letter from him.

“For who?”

Peter’s face changed. They had frightened each other before either understood what the argument was about.

“You think I want to keep you here against your will?”

“I think you need me here and you won’t say it.”

A customer opened the door. They served him with extraordinary courtesy. After he left, Peter went upstairs and did not return until the evening.

Tom stayed at the counter, furious and ashamed. At six, Elaine brought him a sandwich he had not asked for. She placed it beside the tobacco display.

“Your dad couldn’t pay somebody to cover both nights,” she said.

“Then why didn’t he tell me?”

“Because he hears himself telling his son he can’t afford for him to learn.”

Tom looked at the sandwich. The shop had seemed like a force that belonged to his father. He was beginning to see how much of his father belonged to it.

They agreed on a compromise three days later. Tom would take a shorter course first. Peter would arrange cover for one evening, and Tom would cover a different shift. It did not resolve their argument about his future. It let him leave the building on Tuesdays.

His first tutor was a woman who had once kept accounts for a catering firm. When Tom said he was bad at numbers, she asked him how many crates of milk the shop sold before a bank holiday.

He answered without hesitation.

“Then don’t tell me that again until we’ve found out which numbers you mean.”

He liked her enough to dislike being corrected by her. For several weeks he made mistakes that had nothing to do with intelligence and a great deal to do with never having been shown a method. He made other mistakes because he rushed. She distinguished them patiently. It was a relief to discover that being wrong came in varieties.

At the end of the first term, he brought home an assessment with a respectable mark. Peter read it twice. Then he put it in a drawer.

Tom wanted him to leave it on the counter where customers could see it.

Years later, finding it in the drawer, he would remember that disappointment differently. At seventeen he needed a public verdict. His father had quietly decided the paper was worth keeping.

For now, the next Tuesday was enough. He had a bus to catch, a question he had not finished answering, and a key that would still open the shop when he came home.
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Chapter Three: The Winning Ticket
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Three years later, Ray put twenty pounds on a horse because its name reminded him of his father.

He explained the victory differently afterwards.

The horse was a fifty-to-one outsider in a race shown on the betting shop’s television. When it won, Ray received a thousand pounds in winnings and his twenty-pound stake back. He stood at the counter holding the money in both hands. For a warehouse worker accustomed to counting the days before payday, it was a startling sum.

Colin, who ran the dry cleaner’s, had put a hundred pounds on the favourite. Dougie had followed Ray with ten pounds on the outsider. Colin lost his stake. Dougie won five hundred pounds and received his ten pounds back. The three men had stood beneath the same television, equally certain before the race, and left with different slips in their pockets.

At Sunday lunch, Ray described the final furlong with a bread knife.

“You have to back yourself,” he said.

Peter moved the gravy out of the knife’s path.

“You backed a horse.”

“Same principle.”

“It doesn’t know you exist.”

Everybody laughed, Ray included. He was generous with a joke against himself while the money was still in his pocket.

He bought his wife a washing machine. He gave Elaine money for the leaking ceiling. He put a little aside. These were decent uses of a lucky afternoon, and for years Tom would find it difficult to question the lesson without feeling he was questioning
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