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this is what happens
(when nobody’s around) 
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in the here and now 

Sardines. My teeth start to itch as the ever-increasing crowd 

of people pack themselves in. Summer brought with it bouts of 

heat and humidity, so everyone smells like they’re roasting meat, 

the collective sweat pushing the dampness in the air to greater 

extremes. In this pathetically underequipped six-car train along 

the Yamanote line, I feel like a sardine. 

I’m heading towards Yoyogi park, the Harajuku station side. 

Not intentionally—I tried to get off at the Shibuya station, like I 

always do, but the throng of people was so overwhelming that I 
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couldn’t get out in time. The doors even closed on a lady as she 

was alighting; she managed to jostle about until her arm was free, 

but her shopping bags were left behind, sitting lonely on the floor. 

Since I was heading back towards Shibuya anyway, I picked up her 

bags and bowed sheepishly at the other passengers—suspicious of 

my motives—assuring them that I was heading back that way to 

return them to her. 

Yawning, I hold onto the handrail and try as hard as I can to 

keep my lids open. I’m so tired that I can’t help but nod off re-

peatedly, even while standing. I curse the valium-codeine cocktail 

I’d taken. When had I decided that was a good idea? 

I grip tighter on the shopping bags and the handrail, taking 

deep breaths and shaking my head side to side. Wake up, I tell 

myself. I need to wake up. I gaze with blurry vision at the lush 

greenery of Yoyogi park, and a small amount of fear sparks within 

me. My palms begin to sweat. 

The girl in front of me is so close that I can smell what sham-

poo she used this morning. I can’t see anything much about her, 

except that she has great hair. Fine, soft, silky, shiny, charcoal-

coloured, shoulder-blade length hair. Not bright orange or some 
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other stupid colour, which a lot of girls these days like to have—

the current “fashion.” It smells like sweet green apples. 

Through the window, I see a flash of white as the train shoots 

along. My eyes roll to the back of my head, and no matter how 

hard I try to grab onto the railing, it’s no use. I whimper a little, in 

the middle of a crowded train, holding someone else’s shopping 

bags. Through the fine strands of the girl’s hair, I notice an un-

usual mark on the back of her neck. It’s the last thing I see as my 

eyes involuntarily close, and it all fades away. 

— 

I swear I only blacked out for a second, because I manage to 

stop my whole body from toppling over. I shake my head and 

strain to open my eyes. I didn’t bump her, but she’s no longer 

there. Did she move? I spin around, and notice that the once-

crowded train is now empty. Completely, astoundingly empty. 

There isn’t a single soul nearby. Where has everybody gone? 

Running through the silent, still train, I see nobody. I stop for 

breath and hit an emergency call button, but it yields no response. 

I’m completely alone. Shit. That’s the last thing I want to happen, 
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especially in between two train stations with no way out, staring 

smack bang at Yoyogi park. I can tell something bad is going to 

happen. I just know it. 

I dash for the place I’d come from, and scoop up the shopping 

bags. I find a seat and rummage through them, searching for any-

thing that might be of use. Oh please, lady, tell me you bought a 

crowbar when you went shopping! But, there’s nothing— 

What was that? 
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kites and choco-banana crepes 

When I was five, I suddenly grew an obsession with flying 

kites. My parents, indulging in my newfound hobby, would take 

me down to Yoyogi park every fine Sunday so I could fly these 

fantastical creatures in the air. I was the happiest at that time—

knowing nothing and not caring that I didn’t, loving kites and not 

caring if there was nothing else in this world. 

It was on one of these days, on an almost uncomfortably hot 

summer’s day, when it all turned sour. My mother had just given 

me a brand new ¥50 coin to go buy a chocolate banana crepe 
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from the crepe stand. Running as fast as my little legs could take 

me, I barely avoided knocking into the man at the end of the 

queue. 

I turned around to wave at my mother, who smiled and waved 

back. She would never take her eyes off me, over-protective as she 

was. With all the patience a child can have, I shuffled slowly 

through the queue. 

All of a sudden, I started to feel really drowsy. My eyes clu-

msily rolled back and forth, around and around, as I looked for 

my mom. Something was wrong with me. I was so scared that I 

barely noticed the exposed tree root that I happened to trip on, 

falling over and hitting my head on the I-wish-it-were-softer 

ground below. 

— 

I must’ve fainted for a few seconds, a minute at the most. At 

first I thought it would be a good idea to cry, but it didn’t last 

very long. I’m a man, and I’m supposed to be strong—dad tells 

me that all the time. Besides, it wouldn’t have done any good: the 

park was empty. There was nobody around. 
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I ran to the spot where my mother was waiting; nothing. I ran 

to the swingset where it’s always busy with kids, and mothers, and 

mothers picking kids up when they’ve fallen off the swings: noth-

ing. There was absolutely nobody. 

At that stage I began to panic. You know that feeling you get 

when you’re hyperventilating, feeling like you’re about to throw 

up, and thinking you’re about to urinate, all at the same time? 

That’s exactly right. 

Before it got messy, I heard a girl’s voice call out. I looked in 

the direction from which I thought it came, but I saw nothing. 

Just trees. Suddenly, something jammed stuck in my throat. I 

couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think. And, like the 

precursor to a vision, I saw the girl—dressed all in white—slowly 

emerging from the greenery. 

She made a beeline towards me, like a belly dancer that’s just 

warming up. It was almost painfully slow. I knew she was coming 

for me, but I couldn’t do anything to change the situation. I just 

stood there and stared. Her eyes spoke to me. They told me 

things, things a five year old on his way to get a choco-banana 

crepe should definitely not know. They told me of her; of me; of 
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the things she would do to me; was doing to me; had already done 

to me. I clamped my eyes shut to keep the thoughts out. 

— 

The next thing I knew, I was lying facedown in dirt. A police 

officer was hunched over me, trying to drape one of those silver 

blankets over my naked body. I screamed and scurried away from 

her, only crying in relief when I heard the worried screams of my 

mother close by. 

A million questions were thrust at me like little sharp needles 

into a pincushion. I could feel them prickling my skin, making 

me queasy. I couldn’t answer a single one—I didn’t have any idea 

what happened. The policewoman tried to keep my mother at 

bay, asking her questions in hushed tones. I heard her say “penis 

… evidence … rape.” I didn’t know what rape meant. Dad just 

held me tight as tears ran silently down his cheeks. 

I’d found out the meaning of the word rape later on in life, of 

course, along with what happened from the authorities. But I 

couldn’t quite remember it for myself. I was made to see psychia-

trists, trauma councillors, chaplains, everyone. 
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Nobody was ever caught, though I was never sure there was 

even anybody to catch. Everyone told me that someone did bad 

things to me, so I believed them. They said it was a person. I said 

it was a witch. It’s not surprising that they couldn’t find the cul-

prit—they were looking in the wrong realm. They needed to 

search the other world. 

I never touched a kite again. 
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armed with a leek 

Music starts to play in the train, over the intercom. It’s a 

crackly version of Albinoni/Giazotto’s Adagio in G minor, the 

haunting notes making me shudder with chills. The volume 

slowly increases until it feels as if an orchestra were playing di-

rectly inside my brain. 

I find nothing useful inside the old lady’s shopping bags—the 

best I grab out is a leek. Unsuccessfully trying to exchange my 

rabid panting for deep calm breaths, I creep one foot in front of 

the other, heading somewhere … anywhere. Wherever. I hold the 
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leek like a baseball bat, thankful there’s nobody around. I look like 

an idiot. 

I come across a girl, frozen on her seat. Was she there before? 

I can’t recall. Her hair partially obscures her downturned eyes. She 

has a small button nose, sitting above a small but pouty set of 

pinkish lips. She has nicely shaped ears. I stoop down to eye-level, 

and gently shake her shoulder. 

The music suddenly cuts out, leaving me with just the throb-

bing of blood in my ears and an unsettling, disturbed feeling. It 

slowly dies down while I try to speak to her, to see if she’s alright. 

I can hear a slight murmuring; thinking it’s coming from her, I 

turn my ear closer to her face. A foot. Six inches. I can see the 

few freckles on her cheeks. 

Violently, her head snaps straight as her eyes throw darts at 

me, nearly giving me a heart attack. I let out the smallest of 

yelps—feeling ashamed as I do—while my hand flies off her 

shoulder, and I reel backwards, falling on my ass. She looks at me 

coldly for the first few seconds, before her lips twitch themselves 

into a lopsided smile. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. 

“Hello, Hiro.” 
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How does she know my name? 

“We’ve met before, you and I. Don’t you remember me? That 

hurts, Hiro-san.” 

We’ve met? When? 

“Once, when we were quite young. Also, you were standing 

behind me on the train just now—did you forget already?” 

The girl with the green apple shampoo? 

“You do remember!” She giggles softly. 

She’s reading my thoughts? How is she reading my thoughts? 

What’s going on; what am I doing here; how did I get here; why 

are you here; who are you; when did you know me; what the fuck 

is going on? 

“Calm down, Hiro. I’ll answer all your questions. We first 

met when you were five; I was nine. You liked to fly kites back 

then; I liked to play on the swings. Only I couldn’t really play on 

the swings, I could only watch all the other kids play. I liked 

watching you. Imagine my surprise when one day you could watch 

me back!” 
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Blank; I still don’t get it. What is she talking about? Is she a 

ghost? Am I a ghost? I’m talking to a ghost whilst holding a leek. 

Maybe I’ve just gone crazy. A girl is listening in on my thoughts, 

who may or may not be a ghost, and I may or may not be a ghost, 

but I have a leek, and she doesn’t. 

“Oh, but you’re not crazy, silly. You and I were meant to be, 

you see. I always thought something was wrong with me … I 

wasn’t like the other children. Then you came along, and you were 

the first one, you could see me. You talked to me. Quite lost, 

scared and crying. I was the dependable shoulder for you to lean 

on. Your onee-san.” 

Rage boils to the surface, lighting my eyes on fire and my 

muscles into action. The witch! I leap up, hellishly intent on bash-

ing her face with the leek, bashing her face until she bleeds vege-

table juice, getting revenge on this witch, this cursed witch who 

stole my childhood. 

She falls back onto the seats, not even attempting to shield 

her face from my rapid leek attack. Her smile stays, like an indes-

tructible china doll, and every now and then she lets out a giggle. 

Her hair slowly fades to a stunningly bright white. After less than 
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five minutes I’m stuffed; leek has flown everywhere; the witch 

looks as beautifully preserved as ever. 

“We can’t be hurt, silly. Least of all by each other. Don’t you 

remember who I am? Who … you are?” 

I let out a few tired puffs, looking into her almond eyes. She 

sits up gently, dusting off her dress, sorting out the flyaway wisps 

of her luminescent hair. Magical hair. A girl with magical hair 

that smells like green apples. Once I catch my breath, I speak for 

the first time in this vacant world: 

“No … I don’t remember a thing. They told me I was abused. 

You abused me. You’re a witch.” 

Smiling patiently, she strokes my cheek in a way that can only 

be described as affectionate. Her eyes well slightly with tears; her 

lips pout ever more so. Her fingers are soft and dainty—nay, she 

is soft and dainty all over. 

“I’m not a witch, Hiro. Besides, even if I were, it would mean 

you are too. You and I are the same. I never abused you; you gave 

yourself willingly to me. I, too, gave myself willingly to you. We 

lived in this place for an eternity and more. We loved each other. 
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“One day, in this world where only you and I existed, you were 

taken from me. Back to that world you went, with only the 

memories you came in with. Your mind was forced to forget me, 

and this place. I wished, for an eternity again, for you to return. 

You finally have. 

“We’re different to normal people, Hiro—we don’t exist in 

that world. We can’t. But we’re not meant to be in this world, 

either. We’re nowhere children. We’re in limbo. We’ll never fit in 

there; we’ll never fit in here. The only thing we have is each other. 

“Don’t you see? You’re a limbo child, just like me.” 

I look away from her, angrily brushing away tears. 
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an eternity away 

I scream out “Noooooo!” at the top of my lungs, in a crowded 

train on the Yamanote line. Everyone stops and stares at me like I 

were some homeless crazy bum, which I’m not. At least, I don’t 

think I am. I can’t remember how I got here, or why I’m here—

but nevertheless, here I am. 

I feel like I’m missing something; as if there was something 

vitally, crucially important that I managed to misplace. That the 

me standing in this traincar isn’t really me, but a shadow of me—
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as if I haven’t been here for a million years … for an eternity, 

even. I’m not sure what’s going on. 

Maybe I forgot something from the grocery store—I’m hold-

ing some shopping bags. Maybe I missed my stop—I’m at Yoyogi 
park when I, by all rights, should have gotten off at Shibuya. But 

something tells me it’s more important than that. 

I get off at the Harajuku station, clumsily making my way to 

a bench. Sitting down, I fumble through the bags. I don’t think I 

forgot any groceries; in fact, I don’t think these are even mine. 

Why am I holding onto them? 

I’m definitely missing something. I feel like I’m not meant to 

be here. Like I’m in limbo; in the void. As if there was somewhere 

else I’m meant to be. Or someone else I’m meant to be. Tears 

start to roll down my cheeks. I’m not sure why, but they’re not the 

sort of things that would stop due to logical reasoning. 

I feel empty and alone. 

Like a nowhere man. 

In my head, a song I don’t recognise softly plays its sorrowful 

tune. 




