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Sophia Abe

At the heart of Tokyo, a set of old sweeping gates glow red every night to invite visitors from all over the world into the 
red light district Kabukichō, a neighborhood notorious for its extravagant activities and dark secrets. Strangely 
enough, in recent years, this vibrant fragment of the Shinjuku ward has become a playground for children to come 
together and play their games. And here enters Nobuyuki, a timid young man looking to discover the truth about the 
notorious Kabukichō Kids and the tumultuous lives they lead… and perhaps finding a place in this unruly crowd 
where he can finally be himself. 
     Inspired by Higuchi Ichiyo’s Child’s Play and the real-life phenomenon of teenagers gathering in Kabukichō to 

build a community called the “Tō-Yoko Kids,” the story illustrates the lives of youth in modern-day Tokyo and sheds 
light on societal issues that have yet to be properly addressed or recognized. While Higuchi’s works were written over a 
century ago, the themes concerning the perpetuation of gender roles and the various stigmas attached to socioeconomic 
statuses are very much relevant to the people of today. Through “Kabukichō Kids,” readers are encouraged to think 
critically about who the real perpetrators of these stories are, and what led these children to take the paths that they 
have chosen.

I am a third-year undergraduate student in the BEnvD program looking to double major in 
Japanese. While I rarely have time to pick up a book and read nowadays, I always enjoyed reading 
literature ever since I was a child. Out of the many works that I've read, however, the surreal and 
illustrious novels by modern Japanese authors such as Haruki Murakami and Yoko Tawada 
inspired me the most, thus bringing me to take more courses about Japanese literature. This short 
story is one I've written for a rewriting project in my EALL 272 course, and I tried my best I could to 
reflect the beautiful writing by Higuchi in Child's Play. I'm not much of a writer, but I enjoyed 
writing this story - hopefully, it's an interesting read.

Artist Statement

At the heart of Tokyo, a set of old sweeping gates glow red 
every night to invite visitors worldwide into Kabukichō, the red 
light district notorious for its extravagant activities and dark 
secrets. In recent years, this vibrant fragment of the Shinjuku 
ward has become a hot spot for children to come together and 
play with the unscrupulous adults lurking in this infamous 
neighborhood. While the city folk consider these misfit 
children to be nothing but trouble, some youths are drawn to 
their community, hoping to find like-minded friends who 
suffer from similar issues at home or school. Nobuyuki is one 
of these youths, a timid young man looking to discover the 
truth about the notorious Kabukichō Kids and the tumultuous 
lives they lead, perhaps finding a place in this unruly crowd 
where he can finally be himself. 

     Inspired by Higuchi Ichiyo’s Child’s Play and the comm-
unity of runaway teenagers dubbed the “Tō-yoko Kids,” this 
rewrite project illustrates the lives of youth in modern-day 
Tokyo. The anecdotes from the children in Yoshiwara and the 
lively yet heavy atmosphere captured in the descriptions of the 
city and its people is reminiscent of Japan's current central 
red-light district, Kabukichō.  By rewriting Child's Play in a 
similarly expressive style that Higuchi adopted for the original

story, there’s a juxtaposition between the grim reality that these 
children live in and the cinematic and almost fantastical descriptions 
of the bleak cityscape that is Shinjuku city. 

     The children of Kabukichō feel like they don't belong anywhere 
— many don't find comfort at home or school, and some become 
permanently homeless after escaping their abusive households. To 
these lost misfits, Kabukichō could be a city full of dreams and new 
possibilities, somewhere they can finally find happiness and seek 
solace amongst each other. According to Kahan, “The local police are 
active in the area and upon finding out their ages would either send 
the teenagers back to their – often abusive – parental homes, or to 
detention centres… The teenagers would tell Nagata that they felt 
“safe” or “at home” in "Toyoko” (Kahan, 2023). Furthermore, as 
discussed by Masanori Amano, the head of a volunteer organization 
working to support the youth in Kabukichō, “...When they arrive (at 
Toyoko), (kids in the community) give a hug, saying good for you for 
coming all this way — they all become very close friends… But after a 
while, they would eventually have to pay for their share too and so 
they have to go ‘work’ — as in street prostitution” (Inoue). Ironically 
enough, the dubious streets of Japan’s central red light district 
provide the young runaways a safe place to seek asylum. However, 
these escapees must make a living to support themselves, thus the 
children end up dabbling in the businesses that keep this red light 
district booming – prostitution.



9 Horizons Vol. 9, Fall 2024

   Much like some of the Yoshiwara district’s children in 
Child's Play, the children who call Kabukichō their home are 
not unfamiliar with violence, substance abuse, and child 
prostitution. Whether these teenagers know and like it or not, 
they live in a world that exploits their innocence and youth, 
forcing them to grow up much faster than they need to. 
Recently, volunteer organizations like Amano’s provide these 
youth the resources to quit substance abuse and pursue their 
dreams such as playing the piano or attending college (Inoue); 
unfortunately, many of the children still don’t receive such 
care. Higuchi felt strongly about the children who were 
dragged into the adult world. Her understanding was that 
adults were robbing children of their future and dreams by 
imposing harsh gender roles and hierarchical positions from 
their family’s socioeconomic status, essentially determining 
the younger generation’s life paths for them. While Higuchi’s 
works were written over a century ago, the themes concerning 
the perpetuation of gender roles and the various stigmas 
attached to socioeconomic statuses are very much relevant to 
the people of today. Kids should be allowed to be kids – it’s 
that simple.

Kabukichō Kids

Straying away from the paths of trudging salarymen and 
following the rapid clicking of six-inch pin heels, the cold gray 
streets of Shinjuku lead up to a lane of vibrant fluorescent 
lights and tattered, faded paper lanterns. At the deepest hours 
of the night, the stuffy sky suffused with splashes of color 
similar to the stains on a corrupted camera film. Perhaps if 
you look hard enough, you will catch Venus twinkling feebly 
behind the towering barricade of shimmering skyscrapers. For 
most city folk here, the scarlet neon arch hanging over these 
grimy streets is the fiery entrance to Pandemonium, one that 
you must never step foot in. For some, it is the bejeweled 
gates of Paradise, angels in velvet and Swarovski crystals 
waiting for your arrival among the sea of intoxicated souls 
awaiting salvation. This otherworldly city is Kabukichō in all of 
its dangerous, twisted glory. No matter where you go, this city 
knows no rest— the neon signs will follow you to no end. 
Sirens wail day and night as ambulances come and go 
between the multitude of hospitals scattered across the 
neighborhood. The noisy cabarets spill pink and blue lights 
onto the asphalt, luring in men and women alike. There are 
drunken cheers and booming music from all ends. No matter 
the season, every night is like a mid-summer festival in 
August. However, the men and women who inhabit this 
glamorous city are not as lively and vibrant as the streets they 
walk; in the morning, mothers trudge home from cabarets 
with nothing but a horrendous hangover. On the other hand, 
once the sun sets, young men will wake up to make more 
empty promises to the maidens who await them on the club 
floor.  And this city's children are no longer playing ball at the 
park. No silly, little game will provide them the escape that 
hey so desperately desire, and school is no longer teaching 
them what they wish to learn. Therefore, these children play 
with the adults in the city where they find true exhilaration. Yes,

Yes, in this city, you do not want to cross paths with the dreaded 
Kabukichō Kids; they're not known for being the most 
wholesome children. 

   Nobuyuki knew he was up to no good when he found 
himself creeping through the dusty alleys of Shinjuku Icchōme, 
stepping around trash bags and discarded paper cups. First of 
all, he's already walked past a group of at least three or fzour 
men with scars on their faces — that is never a good sign, any 
fool could guess that. Second, he called his mother forty 
minutes ago saying his tutoring session just ended and he'd be 
home in half an hour. If she sees his location on her tracking 
apps and finds him in an alley near the red light district, he has 
no idea how he's supposed to defend himself. Then, she'll most 
likely go on again about how he must not trouble his dear 
mother and father and focus on his studies to become like his 
brilliant father, for Nobuyuki is, in fact, a "gifted young boy". 
Nobuyuki's father is a talented surgeon in a highly esteemed 
position at the Keiō University Hospital. While Nobuyuki hates 
to admit it, his family allows their son to live a sheltered life 
without any real hardships or obstacles. But sometimes, there 
are moments where the young man finds his perfect life to be 
terribly mundane and unfulfilling. Am I not allowed to go out 
on a little walk? Why must I please Mother and Father all the 
time? What am I so afraid of? These thoughts filled his head as 
he stepped onto the main road from the dark alleyway. 
Immediately, Nobuyuki was assaulted in the senses by the 
blinding, chaotic array of neon panels, the clashing of trashy pop 
songs and loud dance music reverberating from all directions; 
the smell of cigarettes and alcohol lingered on the breaths of 
inebriated passersby.

Ah, Nobuyuki thought wearily, so this is Kabukichō at 
night. What an eyesore.

But the young man decided to walk on into the depths of 
Kabukichō, slithering through the crowds while searching for a 
specific group of teenagers around his age. Indeed, Nobuyuki 
was searching for the notorious Kabukichō Kids. When he first 
heard about these unruly teens who gathered in these streets 
and caused a ruckus every night, he looked down upon them in 
utter contempt. Who in their right mind would spend their 
precious youth doing something so unproductive? However, the 
more he thought about these kids, the more he wished he knew 
about these enigmatic individuals. Before he knew it, he was 
scouring Twitter for information about where the Kabukichō 
kids reside, who they are, and how he can meet them. And now, 
here he was, sneaking around cabarets and host clubs to observe 
these poor people without saying a single word to them. Talk 
about being unproductive, Nobuyuki mused bitterly. Then, 
before he knew it, he began to hear the angry voices of young 
boys from the plaza adjacent to the towering Tōhō Cinema 
building. Surely enough, when he rushed to the scene, a small, 
sturdy boy was closing in on a larger young man who looked a 
year or two older. Around them, a swarm of boys presumably 
their posse of followers exchanged unintelligible threats and 
insults. However, Nobuyuki noticed that the second the smaller 
boy opened his mouth, the crowd abruptly became silent.
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"You're crazy to think you can get away with trash-
talking to me, smooth brain." 

"Oh yeah? You think? Shut up, Shōta. I'm two years 
your senior. Did you forget about that?" The larger 
boy sneered.

"Lay one finger on me and I'll break your arm 
again, fool."

"That's not happening, clown." 

"Yeah right, you can go crying to your slut of a 
girlfriend after I'm done with you." 

The boy — whose name appears to be Shōta — stiffened 
his expression at the older boy's smug comment. "Midori 
isn't my girlfriend. And she's not a slut." He reached out 
for the larger young man's tasteless aloha shirt collar, and 
raised his voice: 

"You better apologize to Midori, you good-for-
nothing piece of–" 

"Hey, what are you guys doing? I could hear you two from a 
mile away!"  a clear, melodic voice rang out from behind 
Nobuyuki, and he turned around to see a stunning young 
woman briskly walking toward their crowd. The girl had a 
doll-like face, large sparkly eyes, a dainty little nose, and soft 
heart-shaped lips. Her hair was long and dark, and the scarlet 
ribbons decorating her perfect pigtails matched well with the 
frilly black skirt that flowed around her delicate knees. She 
was one of the most beautiful women Nobuyuki had ever 
seen in person — he thought she might be a model or 
actress. As she walked past Nobuyuki, the bundle of dangling 
keychains of rabbits, maple leaves, and yellow flowers caught 
his eye. For some reason, Nobuyuki found it very charming. 
She doesn't seem to be anything like these senseless young 
men.

"Midori, I'm sorry but Chō needs to cut this—" 

"Nah girl, this is none of your business," the boy 
named Chō drawled as he stood before the girl, 
"why don't you go back to those 'fans' of yours, 
Midori? I wonder what you had to do to get them to 
stick around." 

Fans? Nobuyuki was perplexed and strangely disappointed. 
What kind of fans would this girl have? Does she have that 
many admirers? Somewhere in his mind, he wished for this 
girl to be different. He wanted her to prove that these kids 
weren't all bad.

"My fans are important to me, and I wouldn't do 
anything to them," Midori replied firmly, "And I 
trust that they like me for who I am. You should 
know this by now."

Chō shrieked obnoxiously as he guffawed, "Please, 
we all know what you do on your streams for your 
nasty fans! Better yet, maybe you stole your sister's 
customers away at the 'girl’s bar!" 

Nobuyuki was sick to his stomach. So this is what these kids 
are all about. These kids are rotten to the core. Quietly 
shuffling away from the plaza, Nobuyuki escaped the scene 
before anyone saw him. It was already quite late, his 
mother must be worried sick by now. But before he 
departed this foreign world and parted ways with these kids, 
he stole a glance at Midori. The fiercely indignant look on 
her face was full of tenacity, hope, and ambition. Oh, what a 
beauty she is. 

      Maybe she isn't like the rest of them. Maybe she and I can be 
friends. But it was too late for Nobuyuki. Whether it was true 
or not, he didn't want to be associated with such a rotten 
girl. Mother and father would never approve of a rowdy 
bunch like these kids. Nobuyuki looked on for another brief 
moment at the crowd at the cinema and turned back towards 
the train station. 

    Goodness, to think that I almost fell in love with her. How 
embarrassing.

  But surprisingly enough, somewhere deep within, a 
strange feeling of loneliness and regret washed over him – 
waves of dread trying to steer him back towards what lies 
beyond that glowing red arch. Maybe it was the way those 
boys could shout at each other all they wanted without 
caring about the passersby who gave them annoyed looks. 
Maybe it was how Midori seemed so confident in herself 
and her so-called profession. But somehow, Nobuyuki 
had a feeling that this wasn't going to be his last encounter 
with that crowd in that horrible city. And in the very back of 
his mind, he wished that next time, he could sit down and talk 
to that girl about her little keychains. 
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