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    For the witnesses behind the wheel and the souls in the back seat.Every mile is a story; every passenger is a world.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main."— John Donne

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Meter is Running
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The rain in the city did not fall; it drifted. It was a thin, grey mist that turned the neon signs into blurry smudges of pink and blue. For Daniel Kareem, the rain was just another layer of weight on his shoulders. He adjusted his grip on the steering wheel of his Ford Crown Victoria. The leather was cracked, worn down by twenty years of hands clutching it through traffic jams and late-night shifts.

Daniel was forty-one years old, but his reflection in the rearview mirror looked older. His hair was thinning at the temples, and there were deep lines around his eyes that stayed even when he wasn't squinting at the road. He looked like a man who was constantly waiting for something to go wrong.

It was Friday, 10:00 PM.

To most people, Friday night meant the start of a weekend. It meant loud music, expensive drinks, and the freedom to forget the working week. To Daniel, Friday night meant the "Regular."

He pulled the taxi to the curb in front of a high-end apartment building on the East Side. The building was a tower of glass and steel that seemed to touch the clouds. A doorman in a gold-trimmed coat stood under a wide awning, looking down his nose at the yellow taxi.

Daniel checked the clock. 10:01 PM.

Exactly one minute later, the glass doors swung open. A man stepped out. He was tall and lean, wearing a dark wool coat that looked simple but moved like water. He didn't carry a briefcase. He didn't have a phone in his hand. He walked with a steady, quiet rhythm toward the taxi.

The doorman moved to open the car door, but the man waved him away with a small, polite gesture. He opened the door himself and slid into the back seat.

"Good evening," the man said. His voice was like a low hum—calm, steady, and entirely neutral.

"Good evening, sir," Daniel replied. He didn't look back. He never did. He just watched the man’s reflection in the small mirror. "Where to tonight?"

"The pier," the man said. "The old one near the warehouse district."

Daniel didn't ask why. For ten years, this had been the routine. Every Friday, the same man. Every Friday, a different destination. Sometimes it was a park in a neighborhood where no one walked after dark. Sometimes it was a quiet diner on the edge of the city limits. Once, it was just a bench overlooking the highway.

Daniel engaged the meter. The click-clack sound filled the small space of the car.

"Rough night on the roads?" the passenger asked.

This was the start of the conversation. It was always like this. Small, safe questions.

"The rain makes everyone forget how to drive, sir," Daniel said, turning the wheel to merge into the light traffic. "But it’s quiet enough now. The crowds are already where they want to be."

"That is a good place to be," the man remarked. He looked out the window at the passing lights. "Knowing where you want to be. Most people spend their lives in transit."

Daniel shifted gears. "I suppose that’s true. My job is to get them there, but half the time they seem disappointed when we arrive."

The man in the back seat let out a short, dry chuckle. It wasn't a mean sound. It was the sound of someone who found a secret truth in a simple observation. "Maybe the arrival is the problem. In the car, you are between things. You aren't a boss, or a husband, or a father. You are just a passenger. It is the only time some people are truly free."

Daniel looked at the man's hands in the mirror. They were old hands, spotted with age but steady. They weren't the hands of a man who did physical labor, yet they didn't look soft. They looked like hands that had held a lot of weight.

"I never thought of it that way," Daniel admitted. "To me, the car is my office. It’s the place where I count the minutes until I can go home and see my daughter."

"How is Maya?" the man asked.

Daniel felt a small surge of warmth. The man remembered her name. He always remembered.

"She’s sixteen now," Daniel said, a hint of a smile touching his lips. "She’s brilliant. Too brilliant for her own good. She wants to be an engineer. She spends her weekends drawing bridges and engines. She tells me my taxi’s transmission is inefficient."

"She has vision," the man said. "Vision is a dangerous thing if you don't have a place to put it. Do you still talk to her about architecture?"

Daniel’s smile faded slightly. He gripped the wheel a little tighter. "No, sir. Those are old dreams. I’m a driver now. Architecture is for people who have the time to look up. I have to look at the bumper in front of me."

"Looking down is a habit, Daniel. Not a requirement."

The man went quiet then. That was also part of the routine. The conversation would ebb and flow like the tide. There were no demands for entertainment. Sometimes they drove for forty minutes in total silence, the only sound being the rhythmic thump of the tires over the expansion joints of the bridge.

As they drove toward the industrial district, the glamour of the city began to peel away. The glass towers were replaced by brick warehouses and dark alleyways. The streetlights here were further apart, casting long, lonely shadows on the wet pavement.

Daniel pulled the car to a stop near the edge of the pier. The water of the harbor was black and restless, reflecting the distant lights of the tankers.

"We’re here, sir," Daniel said.

The man didn't move immediately. He sat for a moment, looking at the dark water. Then, he reached into his coat and pulled out a small roll of cash. He didn't look at the meter. He never did. He handed Daniel a fifty-dollar bill. The ride was barely twenty.

"Keep the change, Daniel. Buy something for the engineer."

"Thank you, sir. See you next week?"

The man paused with his hand on the door handle. He looked at Daniel—really looked at him—through the rearview mirror. His eyes were a piercing, intelligent blue, softened by a deep, unnamable sadness.

"Next week," the man confirmed.

He stepped out into the rain and walked toward the edge of the pier, his figure disappearing into the mist. Daniel watched him for a minute. He always waited until the man was safe, or at least until he was out of sight.

As Daniel drove away, he felt a strange sensation. It was a feeling he only got on Friday nights. For a brief hour, he hadn't felt like a struggling man with a pile of bills on his kitchen table. He hadn't felt like the guy who failed out of university because he couldn't afford the tuition after his father died.

He felt like a person.

He reached over and touched the fifty-dollar bill sitting on the passenger seat. He thought about Maya’s sketches. He thought about the man’s words: Looking down is a habit. Not a requirement.

Daniel turned off his "Vacant" sign. He had enough for the night. He wanted to go home and see his daughter before she went to sleep.

As he pulled onto the main road, a sudden, sharp sound echoed through the quiet cabin. It was his daughter’s ringtone. He answered it on the speaker.

"Dad?" Maya’s voice was urgent.

"I’m on my way, Maya. What’s wrong?"

"Nothing is wrong," she said, though she sounded out of breath. "I just... I found your old portfolio. The one in the back of the closet. Dad, why did you never show me the sketches for the library? The one with the glass roof?"

Daniel felt a pang in his chest. "Those are just old papers, Maya. I told you, I didn't finish."

"But the math is beautiful," she whispered. "You didn't just want to build a building. You wanted to build a way for people to see the stars while they read."

Daniel pulled the car over to the side of the road. He looked at his hands. They were the hands of a driver. But for a second, in the dim light of the dashboard, he remembered the feeling of a drafting pencil.

"Go to bed, Maya," he said softly. "We’ll talk in the morning."

"Okay. Goodnight, Dad."

"Goodnight."

He hung up and sat in the dark. The city hummed around him. He thought of the man on the pier, standing in the rain, looking at nothing. He wondered who the man was. He wondered if the man had anyone to go home to.

He didn't know then that the man on the pier was Adrian Vale. He didn't know that Adrian Vale was currently the third richest man in the world. And he certainly didn't know that his life, and the lives of thousands of others, were about to change because of a few words spoken in a moving car.
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Chapter 2: A Man of Few Words
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The morning sun did not favor Daniel’s apartment. It was a ground-floor unit in a building that had seen better decades. The light that managed to squeeze through the narrow windows was usually blocked by the brick wall of the neighboring building.

Daniel sat at the small kitchen table, nursing a cup of coffee that had gone lukewarm. He was looking at the stack of envelopes near the toaster. Most of them had windows in the front, showing his name and address in cold, typed letters. Electricity. Water. The remaining balance on the taxi’s lease.

In the other room, he could hear the scratching of a pencil against paper. Maya was awake. She was always awake before him on Saturdays, her mind already buzzing with equations and diagrams while the rest of the world was still trying to find its shoes.

She walked into the kitchen, her hair tied back in a messy knot. She was wearing an oversized sweatshirt that used to belong to Daniel. She held a piece of yellowed vellum paper in her hand.

"The structural load on this cantilever design is wrong," she said without saying good morning.

Daniel sighed, rubbing his face. "Maya, it was a student project from twenty years ago. I’m sure it’s wrong."

"No," she said, sliding the paper onto the table over his bills. "It’s wrong because you were being too cautious. If you had shifted the weight to the central pillar, you could have made the walls entirely out of glass. You were afraid it would fall, so you hid the view."

Daniel looked down at his own drawing. He remembered the night he had sketched it. He had been so full of fire then. He had believed that the world was something you could shape with your own two hands. Then his father’s heart had given out, the medical bills had piled up, and the fire had been smothered by the cold reality of rent.

"Sometimes you have to worry about the roof staying up more than the view, Maya," Daniel said softly.

"That’s what you always say," Maya replied, her voice dropping an octave. "You talk like the world is just a series of problems to be solved by staying quiet and working hard. But look at this passenger you always talk about. The one from last night."

Daniel looked up. "What about him?"

"He doesn't worry about the roof, does he? He pays you fifty dollars for a twenty-dollar ride. He goes to the pier to look at the dark. He’s not looking at the bumper in front of him."

"He’s different, Maya. He has... resources."

"He has a name, doesn't he?"

Daniel paused. He realized, with a start, that in ten years, he had never asked. "No. We don't do names. It’s just a ride."

"Ten years is a long time for a ride, Dad."

She took her paper and walked back to her room, leaving Daniel alone with his bills and his lukewarm coffee.



That evening, Daniel was back in the car. The rhythm of the city took over. Pick up a tourist at the museum. Drop off a couple at a steakhouse. Navigate the gridlock near the theater district.

Being a taxi driver was a lesson in being invisible. People talked on their phones as if he weren't there. They argued with their spouses, broke up with their partners, and conducted million-dollar business deals in the back seat, all while Daniel watched the road. To them, he was part of the machinery of the car—like the heater or the radio.

But the "Regular" was different.

The relationship had started ten years ago, on a night so cold the breath froze in the air. Daniel had been new to the job, desperate and tired. He had seen a man standing on a corner, looking utterly lost despite his expensive clothes. Daniel had pulled over, and the man had climbed in.

"Just drive," the man had said. "Anywhere quiet."

They had driven for two hours. At the end, the man had paid him three times the fare and asked if he worked every Friday.

Since then, the man had become a fixed point in Daniel’s life. Over the years, Daniel had watched the man’s hair turn from silver to white. He had seen the man look exhausted, or grief-stricken, or occasionally, deeply thoughtful. But he never saw him angry. And he never saw him with a phone.

The next Friday came, as it always did.

The man climbed into the back seat at 10:02 PM. The smell of expensive sandalwood and old library books followed him in.

"The botanical gardens," the man said. "The side gate."

"It’s closed at this hour, sir," Daniel said.

"I know. I just want to sit near the fence. The jasmine is blooming."

They drove in silence for a while. The man seemed heavier tonight, his shoulders slumped under the wool coat.

"Daniel," the man said suddenly. "Do you think a man can truly be known by the things he builds?"

Daniel thought of Maya and the portfolio. "I think we build things because we’re afraid of being forgotten. A building stays after we’re gone. A road stays. A taxi ride... it’s gone the moment the door shuts."

"Is that why you stopped being an architect? Because you didn't want to be forgotten?"

"I stopped because life happened," Daniel said, his voice a bit sharper than he intended. "My father died. I had to choose between a degree I couldn't pay for and a family that needed to eat. I chose the family."

"A noble choice," the man said quietly.

"Doesn't feel noble when I’m scrubbing vomit out of the floor mats on a Saturday night," Daniel muttered.

The man leaned forward, his face appearing in the gap between the front seats. It was the first time he had ever sat so close.

"You think your life is a series of failures because you didn't build the glass library," the man said. "But look at your daughter. You are building her. You are the foundation she stands on. If the foundation is strong, the building can reach the stars. If the foundation complains about the weight, the building cracks."

Daniel felt a lump in his throat. He stared straight ahead at the red tail lights of the car in front of him. "She wants to be an engineer. She told me my cantilever was too cautious."

The man smiled. Daniel could see the glint of his teeth in the mirror. "She sounds like she has a very good teacher."

"I don't teach her anything. I just drive."

"You teach her endurance, Daniel. You teach her that even when the rain is pouring and the night is long, you show up. You keep the meter running. That is more important than any blueprint."

They reached the botanical gardens. The air through the cracked window was sweet with the scent of jasmine, cutting through the smell of exhaust and city grit.

The man sat there for a long time, breathing in the scent.

"Money is a strange thing," the man said, almost to himself. "When you have none, it’s all you think about. When you have more than you can spend, it becomes a wall. It stops people from seeing you. They see the wall, and they start trying to find a way to climb
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