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Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.

Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy
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0
The Subway



It sounded like the wail of a newborn.

I took off my earphones and shifted my gaze toward the sound. A woman was sitting in the priority seats holding a crying baby in her arms. The subway car was packed. Commuters clung to straps and handrails, their eyes glued to their screens as if they couldn’t hear the baby’s cries.

“Sorry, honey, just a little longer,” the woman whispered to her child. He must have had a fever. Red in the face, the baby continued to cry despite his mother’s attempts to soothe him. She seemed acutely aware of the people around her, as she reacted to every shuffle and sigh as though they were unspoken complaints. Someone gasped for breath, taken over by a coughing fit. Then, like floodgates bursting open, a voice exploded through the air.

“Shut that thing up already!”

My shoulders jerked up. Timidly, I turned my head to see who had shouted. A man in a suit stood across from the mother and baby. He was probably on his way to work. He ran a hand through his unkempt hair and trembled in his rumpled suit, his voice growing more heated. “Everyone’s sick of it! You’re the mother—make it stop!”

“I’m sorry …” The woman hunched over her child and bowed her head repeatedly. Startled by the shouting, the baby let out an even louder scream.

“What kind of person drags a baby onto a packed train? Have some damn sense. You’re torturing the kid too!”

At that moment, the train jolted as the brakes kicked in. The man stumbled, crashing into another passenger before slamming his head against the door between cars.

“Goddammit!”

His voice crackled with rage.

Clutching a strap for support, he leaned forward until his face was close to the baby’s.

The mother glared up at him. His greasy hair stuck to his forehead, which was furrowed deep with anger.

“You’ve got some nerve, looking at me like that. You think I’m the bad guy here, huh? I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking!”

He gestured wildly, trying to draw agreement from the people around him, but no one responded. The other passengers tapped their screens, staying silent and motionless. His murky eyes drifted in my direction, and I quickly turned away.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the train window—white earphones dangling from my hand, pale skin, cracked lips, and dark circles beneath bloodshot eyes. I felt repulsed by the man and helpless at my own inaction. But instead of confronting either, I slipped the earphones back in, as if sealing myself off from it all. I tapped one lightly. Pop. The noise canceling kicked in, and all the sound around me vanished.

Turning my gaze from the real and uncomfortable, I looked down at my phone and opened my X app. A screen grab from a first-person shooter appeared on the screen—someone firing a machine gun inside a ruined building. Ear-splitting explosions. Spurts of blood. The screen wavered and blurred, and the words “GAME OVER” floated into view. An ad for a new war game.

I scrolled down my feed, and my screen filled with a young boy, screaming, surrounded by smoking rubble. It was probably somewhere in the Middle East, after a bombing. Dark blood ran down his face as he wandered through the remains of a city. I scrolled again. Footage of a city being bombed under a night sky. I could no longer tell whether these images were real or just part of the game.

As I scrolled, the fiery explosion unfolding across the night sky gave way to high school girls in uniform dancing to a pop hit. I scrolled down further to see a cat hopping around on two legs. A model posing with a luxury handbag. Two men brawling inside a convenience store. A lab rat with a human ear growing from its back. A group of teenagers attacking a homeless man in an underpass. A president somewhere delivering a provocative speech. An influencer offering a detailed rundown of cosmetic surgery procedures. With every flick of my thumb, all kinds of images spilled out in a never-ending stream, appearing and disappearing in an instant. It all seemed random, but apparently this was content selected by AI, based on my viewing and search history. If that was true, then maybe this endless feed of images was just a mirror of my soul.

Turning away from the crying baby and the shouting man, scrolling past the tragedies on my feed—somehow they felt like the same thing.

I swiped my thumb across the screen. A butterfly flitted through a luxury resort in one clip, followed by a job ad for temporary staff. Then, the low rumble of a siren, like the sound of the earth groaning, poured through my earphones. I stopped moving my thumb and stared at the screen. A coastal town was being swallowed by a tsunami. Houses, boats, everything reduced to rubble in an instant. A boy was screaming, fleeing from the surging wave. I tensed, my body rigid, as I watched the muddy waters engulf the town. Then a soft chime sounded through my earphones, and a message popped up:

Where are you?

I opened my messaging app. The sender’s icon was a black cat—it was from my ex. We had broken up just last month, after being together for years. There hadn’t been a clear reason or cause. But a certain incident had cast a lingering shadow on our relationship—a shadow that only grew darker with time until we could no longer see how we felt about each other. We broke up, as if to escape it. There was sadness, of course, but also a strange sense of relief. I think she must’ve felt it too. So then, why was she texting me now? Puzzled, I moved my thumb and typed out a response.

I’m on the subway. About to arrive at today’s temp job. What’s up?

I’m at the doctor’s

What’s wrong?

I’m pregnant

My finger froze above the screen. I stared at the message, unable to reply. Another one followed.

I can’t believe this happened right after we decided to break up

A baby’s cry echoed in my ears. I couldn’t tell if it was coming from inside the train, or from somewhere in my mind.

What do we do? Her messages kept arriving, each one punctuated by that soft chime. I felt my chest tighten. I looked up from my screen and saw my own distressed face reflected in the train window. Light streaking past. A baby crying. A man shouting. Straps swaying overhead. I felt like I had seen this scene before, somewhere.

What do we do? I asked myself again, just as the train pulled into my stop. I pushed through the crowd toward the doors, catching a glimpse of the infant. Still wailing. The mother, bowing again and again in apology. The man, still yelling. Around them, commuters stood motionless, blank-faced, staring down at their phones. The whole scene looked surreal, like a pantomime on a stage.

Swept along by the tide of people, I stepped onto the platform and began climbing the stairs with unsteady feet. From beyond my earphones, I could just hear the melody that signaled the next train’s arrival. I recognized it—Maurice Ravel’s Boléro. My mother loved that piece when I was a child. A single melody repeated over and over, gradually rising as if it were spiraling upward. Even the rumble of the subway sounded like its rhythm now. Moving in step with that rhythm, I merged into the neatly ordered column of people ascending the stairs. I glanced down at my phone again, still unsure what to say. Then, it rang.

“Hello?” I answered, my earphones still in.

Silence. Faintly, I could hear a baby fussing on the other end of the line. She was probably in the waiting room at the OB-GYN.

“Hello?” I asked again.

A hoarse voice finally responded. “You saw my messages?”

“I did.”

“What do we do about the baby?”

I stopped halfway up the stairs, completely at a loss. The soft whimpering in the background turned into full-on crying.

“Move it!” barked a large man behind me, jolting me back to reality.

“Sorry …” I mumbled, bowing my head. He shot me a glare as he brushed past. I averted my gaze and started climbing again.

“I guess you still can’t decide,” she said, her voice tinged with resignation.

“Huh?”

“You always said you couldn’t picture yourself as a parent …”

I couldn’t find the words. I just kept walking. I reached the top of the stairs and headed toward the ticket gates.

“I felt the same way, too, about starting a family. I just couldn’t do—”

Her voice cut off suddenly. A man in a rush slammed into my shoulder, and my phone slipped from my hand, clattering to the floor. I yanked off my earphones and picked it up. Ticket gate chimes, a cascade of footsteps, the low rumble of the subway flooded into my ears all at once. Pain throbbed in my shoulder where he’d hit me. I looked down at my phone.

The upper-left corner of the screen was shattered, a deep crack running through its center. I’d only bought it three months ago. Sighing, I put my earphones back in. Her voice returned.

“… and when the doctor said that, I started thinking about it more seriously. She was right—it’s not something I can deal with on my own. That’s why I called you.” I strained to piece together what I’d missed. Then she asked, “Are you even listening?”

“Hm? Uh-huh.” I tapped my phone at the ticket gate and stepped through. I turned right and began climbing a narrow, dim stairwell. Back when we were together, she asked me that all the time—Are you listening? To her, it seemed like I was always distracted, always missing the things that mattered.

“What do we do?” I could hear more babies crying on her end of the phone. A tight knot of panic and guilt clenched in my chest. I started coughing.

“Which hospital are you at? I’ll ask if I can get the day off.” Still coughing, I slipped off my gray nylon backpack, unzipped it, and started digging around inside. After sifting through a bottle of water, a power bank, a small towel, and extra masks, I finally found my asthma inhaler. I put it to my lips and inhaled deeply.

“You don’t have to go out of your way …” she said in a pitying voice.

“No, it’s fine. Really.”

It was a big decision, and neither of us could deal with it alone. I took a deep breath to steady myself and started up the dark stairwell toward the exit.

“I think I’ve already made up my mind,” she said.

“You’ve … made up your mind?”

When I didn’t know what to say, I just echoed her words—something she used to call me out on all the time when we were together.

“I’ve decided what I’m going to do.”

“Wait,” I said, flustered, coughing as I broke into a run. “I’m coming. I’ll be there soon.”

“I … keeping …” Her voice was breaking up.

“Hello? The signal might be bad.”

“… not keeping it.”

“Hello?”

“Not-not-not … keeping-keeping-it-it-it-it-it-it.”

Her voice fell into a bizarre, mechanical loop, rising to a shrill pitch before cutting out altogether.

“Hello? Hello?!”

I reached the top of the stairs and glanced at my phone. No signal. The antenna icon was gone.

What the hell …

Then I noticed the time on the cracked screen: 88:88. Had the fall broken it? Why now, of all times? I jabbed at the screen in frustration, but the call wouldn’t go through.

“Damn it,” I muttered, taking off my earphones. I glanced sideways at a middle-aged man as I rushed past.

Ahead, a long passageway stretched out before me. The walls were lined with white square tiles that reflected the cold glow of the fluorescent lights. A yellow panel hung from the ceiling, emblazoned with the words “↑Exit 8” in bold black letters.

[image: A long tiled corridor with square wall tiles and a smooth floor. Posters line the left wall, and doors are on the right. Overhead lights run along the ceiling. A sign above reads Exit 8 with an upward arrow and Japanese text.]
On the left wall, there were six posters: an ad for a dental clinic, a promo for an M.C. Escher exhibition at a museum, a notice from a judicial scrivener’s office. These were placed next to an advertisement for a beauty clinic, a recruitment ad for high-paying part-time work, and a poster instructing commuters to mind their subway manners. To the right, a sign with a large pair of eyes indicated that security cameras were in operation. There were three metal doors lined up on the wall on the right, with a fire hydrant next to them. Each door was labeled: Electrical Room, Employees Only, and Terminal Test Valve Room. Two exhaust vents loomed above.

Still keeping an eye on the reception icon on my phone, I turned left at the end of the corridor. A row of coin lockers lined the wall—seventeen of them in all. At the far end stood a photo booth.

[image: A rectangular overhead sign with an upward arrow on the left, Japanese characters at the center, and Exit 8 on the right. The sign hangs above a tiled corridor with lights along the ceiling.]
[image: A square wall vent with horizontal slats sits centered within a tiled wall. The vent has a framed border, with slight marks along the lower edge. Grid lines of tile surround it evenly.]
[image: Three framed posters are mounted on a tiled wall. The left poster reads, With a Smile, and has a dental interior space. The center poster reads Maurits Escher with an artwork. The right poster contains Japanese text and small illustrated figures.]
[image: A photobooth stands against a tiled wall with Japanese text at the top. The booth has a control panel with sample images and options, a curtained entry, and a stool inside. A cabinet and folded cloth lie beside it.]
[image: A tiled wall with a metal fire hydrant cabinet at the center featuring circular speaker grilles and a button panel above. A metal door stands to the right and has a small sign in Japanese. The floor is tiled.]
[image: A metal door is centered on a tiled wall with a small sign in Japanese at eye level. Vents sit near the ceiling on both sides. Electrical boxes and a switch appear on the wall. The floor is tiled.]
[image: A tiled floor with a square tactile paving area at the center, covered in raised dots. Linear tactile strips extend from two sides, intersecting the square. Surrounding tiles form a grid pattern.]
[image: A tiled wall divided by a vertical metal strip at the center. On both sides, small wall-mounted control panels and a switch are spaced apart evenly across the grid of tiles.]
I caught a glimpse of my distressed face in the narrow mirror fixed to the front of the photo booth. Between the coin lockers and the booth, I noticed a blue tarp and pieces of cardboard laid out across the floor. On top of them, dirty blankets and grimy bags were heaped into a small mound. Scattered in front were paper cups from familiar coffee and fast-food chains, a few of them holding coins. It looked like a homeless person’s sleeping spot, but no one was there.

I turned right again and a tall yellow sign with an arrow came into view. It pointed toward Exit 0.

“Zero?” I murmured in puzzlement. The number felt off. Beneath it were names of places I didn’t recognize: Nanbu Park, Yonago Temple, Happongi Crossing. Where was I now?

[image: A tiled wall with two mounted signs. The left sign reads Information with text lines in Japanese. The right sign reads Exit 0 with a right arrow and lists destinations. An open corridor appears at the right.]
My phone still read “no service.” I had to get outside. I had to get to the hospital. I picked up my pace, turned left, then right—then left and right again—only to find myself pausing once more in confusion. In front of me stretched the same white passageway. On the ceiling, a yellow sign reading “↑Exit 8.” Six posters on the wall. The security camera sign. Three metal doors. A fire hydrant. Two exhaust vents above.

I was sure I’d just seen this.

I felt bewildered, but kept walking.
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