
MUMBAI STILL OWES ONE TICKET.
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Every Morning, One Seat Stayed Empty for Thirty Years. 
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    For the millions of strangers who stand shoulder to shoulder every morning, and for the one who chose to stay behind. This is for the city that remembers in silence.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The best portion of a good man's life: his little, nameless, unremembered acts of kindness and of love."— William Wordsworth

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Heat of Arrival
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The air in Mumbai did not just surround a person; it embraced them with a heavy, damp weight. Mara Quinn stepped out of the airport terminal and felt the moisture immediately cling to her skin. It was a heat that smelled of sea salt, diesel fumes, and the sweet, overripe scent of tropical fruit. To anyone else, it might have been overwhelming. To Mara, it was the smell of a new story.

She was a tall woman with eyes that had seen the sunrise over the Andes and the sunset across the Sahara. Her profession was travel writing, but her passion was the machinery of human movement. She did not care for luxury hotels or private tours. She cared for the way people got from one place to another. She cared for the pulse of a city, and Mumbai, she knew, had the most frantic pulse in the world.

"Taxi, Madam? Taxi?"

The voices swirled around her like a flock of birds. She smiled and shook her head, adjusting the strap of her heavy leather satchel. She was not looking for a taxi. She was looking for the local line. She wanted to see the veins of the city—the railways that carried millions of souls every single day.

Mara spent her first night in a small, narrow hotel room in Colaba. The walls were thin, and the sound of the city never truly stopped. There was the constant honking of horns, the rhythmic shouting of street vendors, and the distant, metallic screech of train wheels. She lay on top of the thin sheets, watching the slow rotation of the ceiling fan. She had come here to write a book about the great railway systems of the world, but she felt a strange restlessness. Usually, she knew exactly what her first chapter would be. Here, the city felt too big to pin down. It was a giant puzzle with too many pieces.

The next morning, she woke before the sun. The sky was a bruised purple color when she reached Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus. The building itself was a masterpiece of stone and history, with gargoyles and arches that looked like they belonged in a gothic dream. But Mara was not there to admire the architecture. She was there to witness the rush.

As the sun began to peek over the horizon, the station transformed. It was as if a dam had burst. Thousands of people poured onto the platforms. Men in crisp white shirts, women in vibrant silk sarees that looked like moving rainbows, and students with heavy backpacks. They moved with a terrifying, beautiful efficiency. They did not walk; they flowed.

Mara stood near a pillar, trying to stay out of the way. She watched as a train pulled into the platform. Before it had even come to a full stop, people were leaping from the open doors. Before those people had even cleared the area, others were pushing their way inside. It was a dance of desperation and habit.

She checked her watch. It was seven thirty in the morning. She took a deep breath and stepped toward the tracks. She wanted to experience the legendary "Super Dense Crush Load" that she had read about in her research. She wanted to feel what it was like to be one of the many.

The train hissed as it rolled to a stop. Mara allowed herself to be swept up in the current of human bodies. She did not have to use her own muscles to move; the crowd simply carried her through the door. Inside, the heat was even more intense. The air was thick with the scent of jasmine hair oil and sweat. People were packed so tightly that she could feel the heartbeat of the person standing next to her.

Every inch of floor space was occupied. Men hung from the overhead bars. People sat on the luggage racks above the seats. It was a masterpiece of spatial engineering. There was not a single square centimeter of wasted space.

Or so she thought.

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the carriage, Mara noticed something that made her heart skip a beat. In the center of the car, near a window, there was a seat.

It was a standard wooden bench, worn smooth by decades of use. Three people were sitting on it, but the fourth spot—the one right next to the window—was empty.

Mara blinked. She looked around the carriage. There were at least fifty people standing in her immediate vicinity. Some were elderly. Some were carrying heavy bags. One man was balanced on one leg because there was no room to put his second foot down. Yet, none of them moved toward the empty spot.

The train jolted forward, beginning its journey. The passengers swayed in unison, a single organism of cloth and flesh. Mara watched the empty seat. She expected someone to jump into it at any moment. At the next station, more people piled in. The crush became even tighter. A young man was pressed directly against the edge of the empty seat, his hip brushing the wood. He looked down at it, then looked away. He continued to stand, his face glistening with perspiration.

Mara felt a prickle of professional curiosity. This was an impossibility. In a city where space was the most precious commodity, a vacant seat on a peak-hour train was like a gold bar lying on a sidewalk that no one would pick up.

She waited until the next stop. As the crowd shifted, she found herself closer to the bench. She decided to test the reality of what she was seeing. She reached out and placed her hand on the back of the seat. The wood was cool.

She began to lower herself, intending to sit.

"Please," a voice said.

It was soft, but it carried a weight of absolute authority.

Mara froze. she looked up. An elderly man was sitting in the spot next to the vacancy. He wore a simple beige shirt and thick glasses. His hair was as white as the salt on the coast. He was not looking at her with anger. His expression was one of gentle, tired kindness.

"Please, Madam," he repeated, his voice barely a whisper over the roar of the wind through the open doors. "Not today."

Mara straightened up. "Is it broken?" she asked, her voice clear and inquisitive.

The old man shook his head slowly. "No. It is not broken."

"Is it reserved?" she asked. "I did not see a sign."

The man looked out the window, his eyes following the blurred buildings of the city. "There is no sign," he agreed.

"Then why can I not sit?" Mara asked, not out of rudeness, but out of the natural instinct of a journalist.

The man did not answer immediately. He adjusted his glasses and looked at the empty space as if he were looking at an old friend. The other passengers nearby had gone quiet. They were not looking at Mara, but she could feel their attention. It was a heavy, collective silence that seemed to insulate the empty seat from the rest of the chaotic world.

"It is just the way it is," the man finally said. "It stays empty."

"For how long?" Mara pressed.

The man shrugged his thin shoulders. "Since I was a younger man. Since before the monsoons of the great flood. It has been a long time."

Mara looked at the other passengers. A woman holding a small child was standing just three feet away. The child was heavy, and the woman looked exhausted. But she did not even glance at the empty seat. She leaned against a pole, her eyes closed, accepting the burden of standing.

"Does everyone know why?" Mara asked the elderly man.

He smiled, a sad, flickering thing. "Everyone has a different story, Madam. But everyone has the same respect. Please. Leave the seat for the one who is not here."

The train began to slow down for the next station. The old man stood up, signaling that he was getting off. As he moved toward the door, he gave Mara a small, polite nod. Another man, much younger and carrying a briefcase, moved into the spot the old man had just vacated.

He sat down in the third spot on the bench. He looked at the empty window seat next to him. Then, with a deliberate and calm motion, he shifted his briefcase so that it rested on his own lap, making sure it did not spill over into the empty space.

Mara stayed on the train for five more stations. She watched as people got on and off. She watched as the carriage grew even more crowded until people were literally spilling out of the doorways. Not once did anyone attempt to sit in that seat.

When she finally stepped off the train at her destination, her mind was racing. She forgot about the architecture of the stations. She forgot about the technical details of the locomotives. All she could think about was the void.

In a city of twenty million people, a single empty chair was the loudest thing she had ever heard.

She pulled out her notebook and wrote a single line on the first page: Mumbai is a city where every inch is fought for, yet it holds a space for a ghost.

She knew then that her book had changed. She was no longer writing about railways. She was writing about the mystery of the seven forty-five express. She was going to find out who that seat belonged to, and why a whole city had decided to keep a thirty-year-old promise.

As she walked away from the platform, she felt the city watching her. It was a city of secrets, hidden in plain sight. She looked back one last time as the train pulled away. Through the window of the moving carriage, she saw the blur of colors and faces. And there, amidst the chaos, was the small, still patch of brown wood. Empty. Waiting.
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Chapter 2: The Sea of Moving Souls
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Mara Quinn did not sleep well that night. The image of the empty seat was burned into her mind like a photograph left too long in the sun. She sat at the small wooden desk in her hotel room, the glow of her laptop the only light in the space. She searched every corner of the internet. She looked for "Mumbai train legends," "ghost seats," and "railway mysteries."

She found stories of haunted stations where phantom whistles blew at midnight. She found articles about the incredible bravery of commuters during the monsoon floods. She even found a blog post about a dog that supposedly rode the trains alone to visit its owner’s grave. But there was nothing about a single, specific seat on the 7:45 express that no one would touch.

This absence of information felt significant. In the modern world, everything was recorded. Every quirk of a city was usually turned into a tourist attraction or a viral video. If this tradition had existed for thirty years, why was it not on any map? Why had no one written about it?

The answer, she suspected, was that it was not a spectacle. It was a secret kept by the people who lived it every day. It was a piece of the city’s soul, and the city was not in the habit of selling its soul to strangers.

The next morning, Mara was back on the platform. The air was even more humid than the day before, a thick blanket of gray clouds hanging low over the city. The monsoon was coming, and the city seemed to be holding its breath.

She found the same spot on the platform. She watched the people waiting for the 7:45. They were a sea of moving souls, each one focused on their own destination, their own worries, their own lives. Yet, there was a strange, silent order to the chaos. They lined up in invisible rows, knowing exactly where the doors would stop.

When the train arrived, the surge began. Mara was more prepared this time. She moved with the crowd, letting the force of the people push her into the carriage. She fought her way toward the middle of the car.

The seat was there. Empty.

The train was even more crowded than yesterday. A group of students was huddled together near the door, their laughter loud and bright. One girl, perhaps eighteen years old, was carrying a heavy stack of textbooks. She looked exhausted. She was leaning against the back of the seat, her eyes scanning the carriage for a place to rest.

Mara watched her closely. The girl’s eyes landed on the empty window seat. A look of confusion crossed her face, followed by a spark of hope. She began to move toward it.

"Excuse me," she said softly to the man sitting in the middle spot.

The man was middle-aged, wearing a neatly pressed blue shirt. He looked up from his newspaper. He didn’t say anything. He simply placed his hand gently on the empty space of the bench. He didn’t push her away. He just occupied the air above the seat with a quiet, firm gesture.

The girl stopped. She looked at the man’s hand, then at his face. She seemed to recognize something in his expression—not a refusal, but a reminder. She nodded slowly, stepped back, and adjusted her books. She continued to stand for the rest of the journey.

Mara felt a lump in her throat. It was not a moment of conflict. It was a moment of shared understanding. The girl was likely new to this specific route, or perhaps she had just forgotten for a second. But the city had reminded her.

Mara decided she couldn't just watch anymore. She needed to talk to someone who didn't look like a commuter in a rush.

She got off at the next major hub, Dadar Station. This was the heart of the Mumbai railway network. It was a place where two major lines crossed, a sprawling labyrinth of bridges, platforms, and stalls. The sound was deafening—the announcements over the speakers, the roar of the engines, the thousands of footsteps.

She walked toward a small stall selling tea—cutting chai, as they called it here. The vendor was a man named Govind. He was small and wiry, with skin the color of polished mahogany and a mustache that was perfectly trimmed. He moved with a speed that was dizzying, pouring hot, milky tea from a height into small glass cups without spilling a single drop.

Mara waited until the small crowd around his stall thinned out. She ordered a tea and leaned against the counter.

"Busy morning," she said, trying to sound casual.

Govind grunted, his eyes never leaving his work. "Every morning is busy. Mumbai does not sleep, and Mumbai does not stop to rest."

Mara took a sip of the tea. It was hot, sweet, and spicy with ginger and cardamom. It felt like a bolt of energy. "I saw something strange on the 7:45 today," she said.

Govind paused. He looked at her for the first time. His eyes were sharp and intelligent. "Many strange things happen on the trains, Madam. People are born on these trains. People fall in love on these trains. What did you see?"

"An empty seat," Mara said. "In a car so full that people were hanging out the doors. Why does no one sit in the window seat of the fourth carriage?"

Govind’s expression changed. The professional mask of the vendor softened into something more somber. He wiped the counter with a damp cloth, moving slower now.

"Ah," he said. "You are a traveler. You notice the things we forget we are seeing."

"Why is it empty?" she asked.

Govind looked around, as if checking to see if anyone was listening. "There are many stories. You ask ten people, you get ten answers. My father, he used to have this stall before me. He told me the seat is for a hero. A man who saved a hundred lives during the Great Panic."

"The Great Panic?" Mara asked.

"Long ago," Govind said, his voice dropping. "Before the turn of the century. There was a rumor of a fire, or a bomb. It does not matter now what it was. What matters is the stampede. Thousands of people running in the dark. It was a terrible day. They say one man stood his ground. He directed the crowd. He kept them from crushing the children. And then, he was gone."

"Did he die?" Mara asked.

Govind shrugged. "Some say he died. Some say he just walked away into the rain. But that seat... that was where he was sitting when the panic started. People started leaving it for him, in case he came back. Or in memory of the fact that he wasn't there to sit in it because he was busy saving them."

Mara wrote the words The Hero in her notebook. It was a beautiful story, but it felt like a legend. It felt too polished, too perfect.

"Is that what everyone believes?" she asked.

"No," Govind said, a small smile playing on his lips. "The newspaper seller on Platform 3, he will tell you it was a thief. A man who stole from the rich to give to the poor, and the police caught him right in that seat. He says the seat is cursed for the police and blessed for the poor."

"And the ticket inspectors?"

Govind laughed. "The inspectors? They don't see anything they don't want to see. They know the rules. But they also know the city. There are rules written in books, Madam, and there are rules written in the heart. The seat is a rule of the heart."

Mara thanked him and paid for her tea. As she walked away, she felt the weight of the task ahead of her. Govind had given her a lead, but he had also given her a warning. The truth was buried under layers of myth.

She spent the rest of the day wandering the station. She watched the ticket inspectors in their black coats. She watched the porters in their red shirts, carrying massive trunks on their heads. She saw the way the city moved—a massive, complex machine powered by human will.

She realized that the empty seat was a glitch in the machine. It was a moment of stillness in a world of constant motion.

As the sun began to set, casting long, orange shadows across the tracks, Mara felt a sense of determination. She didn't just want the legend. She wanted the person. If the tradition started thirty years ago, there were people still alive who were there on the day it began. There were records, even if they weren't digital.

She thought about the elderly man from the first day. “Please... not today.”

His voice hadn’t been full of superstition. It had been full of grief.

Mara walked back toward her hotel, her mind churning. She was no longer looking at the crowd as a sea of moving souls. She was looking at them as a collection of witnesses. Every person she passed might hold a piece of the puzzle. Every person might be a guardian of the secret.

She stopped at a small bookstore near the station. It was a cramped, dusty place with books piled from the floor to the ceiling. An old woman sat behind a desk, reading by the light of a single bulb.

"Do you have any books on the history of the Western Line?" Mara asked. "Specifically from the 1990s?"

The woman looked up. Her skin was wrinkled like a dried plum, but her eyes were bright and sharp. "The history of the trains is not in books, daughter. It is in the tracks. Why do you care about the nineties? It was a loud time. A violent time. A time of many changes."

"I'm looking for a story about a seat," Mara said.

The woman froze. She placed her bookmark carefully in her book and closed it. The silence in the shop suddenly felt very heavy.

"You are the writer," the woman said. It wasn't a question.

"How do you know that?" Mara asked, surprised.

"Word travels fast in the stations," the woman replied. "The tea vendor speaks to the porter. The porter speaks to the sweeper. The sweeper speaks to me. You are asking about the window seat on the 7:45."

Mara felt a chill. She had only been in the city for two days, and already, she was being watched.

"I am just trying to understand," Mara said gently.

"Understanding is a dangerous thing," the woman whispered. "Sometimes, we leave things empty because if we filled them, we would have to face how much we have lost. Go back to your hotel, writer. Write about the buildings. Write about the food. Leave the seat alone."

The woman turned back to her book, signaling that the conversation was over.

Mara stepped back out into the humid night. The neon signs of the shops blurred in the light rain that had finally started to fall. The city was no longer just a backdrop for her book. It was a character that was talking back to her. It was a character that was telling her to be careful.

But Mara Quinn had never been good at being careful. She took out her phone and looked at a map of the railway line. She traced the path of the 7:45 express. Tomorrow, she wouldn't just ride the train. She would start at the very beginning of the line. She would find the place where the story started.

As she walked, she noticed a small, hand-painted sign on a wall near the station entrance. It was faded and peeling, but she could still make out the words.

The city remembers what the people forget.

Mara smiled. "Not this time," she whispered to the rain. "This time, I'm going to make sure the people remember, too."

She reached her hotel, her shoes clicking on the wet pavement. She felt a strange sense of belonging, despite being a stranger. She was part of the rhythm now. She was one of the many souls moving through the dark, searching for a place to sit, or a reason to stand.
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Chapter 3: The Forbidden Window

[image: ]


The moon was still hanging in the sky, a pale, silver coin, when Mara Quinn reached Borivali Station. This was one of the major starting points for the southern-bound suburban trains. She had decided that watching the seat during the journey was not enough. She needed to see the seat at the moment of its birth—the moment the train emerged from the yards and began its day.

The platform was eerily quiet at four in the morning. The massive iron girders of the station roof looked like the skeleton of a sleeping beast. A few stray dogs curled up near the ticket counters, and a sleepy-eyed security guard leaned against his wooden lathi, watching the tracks.

Mara walked to the edge of the platform. The air was cool and smelled of damp stone. Somewhere in the distance, a low rumble began to vibrate through the concrete under her feet. A single yellow headlight appeared, cutting through the morning mist.

It was the seven forty-five express, though at this hour, it was simply a collection of empty metal boxes being moved into position. The train hissed as it glided alongside the platform. The doors were open, revealing the dark, cavernous interior.

Mara did not hesitate. She stepped onto the train.

Without the crush of thousands of bodies, the carriage felt different. It was vast and hollow. The fluorescent lights overhead flickered to life, humming with a low, electric buzz. Mara walked toward the middle of the car, her footsteps echoing against the metal floor.

She found it. The window seat.

In the emptiness of the early morning, it looked entirely ordinary. The blue paint on the metal frames was chipping. The wooden slats of the bench were stained by years of contact with clothing and skin. There was nothing supernatural about it. There was no velvet rope, no sign, no flowers.

Mara sat down in the seat.

As soon as her weight hit the wood, she felt a strange shiver. It was not fear, but a profound sense of intrusion. She felt as though she had walked into someone’s home without knocking. She looked out the window. The view was of the darkened tracks and the flickering signal lights of the station.

She ran her hand over the surface of the bench. She was looking for something—a carving, a name, a date. Her fingers caught on something near the corner, where the wood met the metal frame of the window.

She leaned in closer. Underneath several layers of grime and old varnish, someone had scratched a tiny mark into the wood. It was not a name. It was a simple shape—a small, lopsided heart with a line drawn through the center. It was so small that a casual observer would never notice it. It looked like the work of a child or someone in a great hurry.

"You should not be sitting there, Madam."

Mara jumped, her heart hammering against her ribs. She looked up to see
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