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Translators’ note: The Japanese title for this book, Kūshin techō, echoes that of Boshi techō, or the Maternal and Child Health Handbook, a booklet issued by Japan’s Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare to all expectant mothers to enable them to chronicle their pregnancy, the health and development of the baby, and the details of their child’s medical visits (vaccinations, dental checkups, etc.) up until age seven. In the novel’s title, kūshin replaces “mother and child” with an “empty core” or, in our translation, a “void.”
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Week 5

The evening vegetables looked so fresh and juicy, the tips of the greens bursting with life. Nothing like the vegetables I’d find on my usual nighttime visits. And the shoppers, too, looked different, still so full of energy. I could see it in their faces. They were all about to go home with their purchases, cook themselves dinner, and settle down for the evening with full bellies.

Was this even the same supermarket? Where were the packs of wrapped sashimi beginning to dry up, the slabs of chicken steeped in puddles of pink water? Where were the shoppers bitterly eyeing the few remaining products, drawn only by the end-of-day sales? At this moment, the store seemed intent on making sure we knew this was its busiest time of day. The lights on the ceiling shone brightly over an immaculate, sparkling white floor, the eternally looping store jingle playing just loud enough for the name of the chain to worm itself into customers’ ears.

I chose the shortest line and waited to check out. In front of me was a short man, his head barely up to my shoulder, his back bent with age. In his basket, obviously a weight on his flabby but hardly fat arms, I saw a family-sized pack of kurobuta pork. Product of Kagoshima. Must be shabu-shabu night.

I got back to my apartment, carrying my own bulging bag of food. As I pushed open the door and stepped into the darkness, I felt light-headed. I kicked off my heels and sank down right where I was. For a while I just lay there on the imitation wood floor, giving myself over to the familiar coolness, relieved to be out of the oppressive heat. Late summer was still dragging on—I was bored with being bored with it. When I lifted my head, I saw the sun still shining through at the other end of the room. A vision of paradise.

So this is pregnancy. What luxury. What loneliness.

I got pregnant four days ago.

“Huh? The cups are still …” my section head muttered as he returned to his desk. The smell of tobacco mixed with the stale evening air. He kept going. “When was that? Oh yeah, the meeting we had after lunch.”

He said the last part a bit louder. He can say it as loud as he wants. It’s not like they’re gonna get up and walk themselves to the sink.

Nobody looked up. And why should they? He wasn’t talking to them. I, too, lowered my gaze. I kept my eyes on my computer, staring at one spot on the screen. The flat gray disintegrated into a pattern of lines. I’m busy. I really am. I have a deadline to meet. And I have to finish my report for the first half of the year. Just like everybody else.

A shadow appeared over the spreadsheet on my screen.

“Hey … Cups?”

He’s talking to the cups now. So weird. With my mouth shut to keep out his hot, dry breath, I just banged on the space bar over and over.

“Shibata.”

The section head was right behind me. I felt like I could see the cigarette smoke.

“Shibata, the coffee cups are still out. The cups in the meeting room.”

Oh. Okay.

As I slowly stood up, he returned to his chair at the far end of the line of desks. He adjusted the orthopedic seat cushion he’d bought online and sat down.

Everyone kept their heads down. Of course they did. The dirty cups weren’t their responsibility. I bet the cups had never even crossed their minds. I picked up a trash can that lay on its side in the middle of the walkway, then made my way to the meeting room.

What we called “the meeting room” was nothing more than a space equipped with a few small tables and chairs. The partitions that set it off had scraps of transparent tape stuck all over them. How did they get there? What purpose did they serve? I had no idea, but every screen on the floor was the same, covered in countless sticky bits of tape. There was a conference room downstairs, but it didn’t get much use. It was reserved for department managers and above.

What I did wasn’t supposed to be an act of rebellion—more like a little experiment. I was curious. I wanted to see if it even occurred to any of my coworkers, maybe somebody who’d actually been in the meeting, to clean up. “Geez, what a long meeting, I thought it was never gonna end. Oh—the coffee cups. We can’t just leave them like that, right? It’s too much to ask Shibata to do it. I mean, she’s the one who made the coffee for us and brought it over.”

I think I just wanted to know what would happen if nobody was there to keep an eye out, to rush over as soon as the meeting ended and deal with the messes they’d made.

And I still might have obliged had I not been met with the sight of dirty cups, some still with coffee in them, and stuffed with cigarette butts. The odor of old cigarettes left sitting there for hours—it was now four thirty in the afternoon—was too much for me.

“Excuse me!” I said as my section head walked by, no doubt on his way to the break room. He had his mug and a tea bag. Lately he’d been obsessed with medicinal tea.

“Do you think you could take care of the cups today?”

“Huh?”

“I can’t do it.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“I’m pregnant. The smell of coffee … it triggers my morning sickness. The cigarettes, too … Anyway, isn’t this supposed to be a nonsmoking building?”

And that’s how I became pregnant.

When HR asked when the baby was due, I said the first date that came to mind: the middle of May. Which meant, working backward, I had to be five weeks in. A little early to share the big news, I know.

HR advised me to consult my coworkers about whether any adjustments should be made to my work schedule. I went to see my section head. He went to see the department manager. The department manager didn’t know what to do. And why should he? I was the only woman in my section. There’d been two other women before me, but one quit to look after her elderly parents, the other left when she got married.

On the off chance that they’d agree, I requested that I be allowed to leave work at five—for the time being, just until I got over the worst of my morning sickness. To my surprise, they said yes. No questions asked. Who knew what had been said behind my back—but if they couldn’t say it to my face … I was going to be able to cut down on my workload and leave the office two or three hours early. Neither the section head nor the department manager seemed to have any detailed memory of his wife’s pregnancy, and that had worked in my favor.

What seemed of greatest concern to my bosses, rather than when I could clock out, was the question of the coffee. Who would make it? Who was going to deal with the cups? Where was the milk? They asked me to type up step-by-step instructions. One day, when I wasn’t around, they had a meeting in which it was decided that a young guy who’d started right out of college two years ago would be in charge of the coffee.

“Hey, this isn’t so bad!” he exclaimed as I showed him what to do. You’re right about that, I said back. That’s why it’s called instant coffee.




Week 7

At first I figured there must be some kind of concert or game that everyone was taking the train to. That, or the entire car was packed with people returning to the office after an on-site meeting. For a train to be this crowded this early with people simply going home was unreal. And these people didn’t look particularly pleased either. It was as if going home at 5:00 p.m. was the most natural thing in the world. I was truly amazed.

The passengers seemed to be of two kinds: men and women in their fifties and sixties or women in their twenties. The latter were staring at their phones, holding them in one hand while resting the other on their soft, glamorous-looking dresses and skirts. Many of these women were made up beautifully, not like the women I found traveling with me when I usually got the train home. These young women had no experience of their makeup letting them down at any hour of the day, let alone late at night. The orange on their cheeks glowed, as if they’d brushed it on just moments ago.

The women in their fifties and sixties had no makeup on. Nearly all of them were wearing long-sleeved tops. Not dress shirts, not blouses, not sweaters, but pretty much T-shirts—just the simplest, most basic garment you could imagine. Quite a few of them were wearing white or black, but looking farther up the train car, I could see pastels: light pink, yellow, purple. Evidently these tops were worn with loose pants and sneakers. I stood there watching as the woman standing across from me in a light green top coolly took out her thermos, poured herself a cup of tea, and drank it. I thought I could hear ice clinking around inside the thermos.

I got off the train and dropped by the supermarket. One by one I selected the meat and vegetables I needed, following the recipe I’d found online while on the train. There’s so much food to choose from at this time of day. Fresh vegetables, fresh fish in season, all at such low prices … Into my basket they went. While waiting to check out, I glanced outside. Some boys in high school uniforms were hanging around a takoyaki stall, all carrying sports bags with the same school name printed in big letters. The boys blew on the steaming takoyaki before cramming the balls into their mouths. They were all so tan. They looked practically identical.

My shopping done, I got back to my apartment, amazed by the fact that it was only six thirty. When I stepped out onto the balcony, I heard a piano. Someone was practicing one phrase, repeating the same thing over and over. I gathered the laundry I’d hung out to dry, folded it, put it away, gave the room a quick vacuum, and then started making my dinner: root vegetables and chicken. With that simmering on the stove, I made miso soup and a salad. I put eggplant in the soup. The salad was greens and chikuwa steeped in dashi. Now that I had the time for it, I could make sure to eat well—the sort of meal that a pregnant woman deserved. My skin was looking great. Maybe I’d gained a little weight.

The day before, during lunch, the guy who sat opposite me asked, “How are you feeling? How’s your morning sickness?”

“Not bad. It’s been pretty mild …”

“Glad to hear it. And you’ve given up your usual premade lunches. When a woman’s pregnant, she’s got to do her very best to take care of herself.”

For about a week, I’d been making my own lunches.

As I finished eating my dinner, night fell at last, and a breeze started to blow in through the screen, wafting over my legs. I got up to close the curtains, pressing the button for the bath on my way over.

With my newfound free time, rather than taking rushed showers, I was enjoying long soaks in the tub. Occasionally I’d use bath products I’d received as party favors at weddings. Up until now I’d simply left them unopened under the bathroom sink. Maybe it was all in my head, but these high-quality products were great for relieving my fatigue. Come to think of it, I could have made much better use of them when things had been really busy at work—those times when I wouldn’t get back home until close to midnight and would be too exhausted to speak. Strange how when you’re totally drained, a bubble bath tends to be the last thing on your mind.

Today I took a bath in some Dead Sea salts. My tub was transformed into one of the saltiest bodies of water on earth. The salts were apparently going to enter my sweat glands, stimulating me to perspire, getting rid of my impurities. I leaned back in the hot water. Was I imagining things, or was I actually floating? Lying there, utterly naked in the Dead Sea, I remembered a dugong I’d seen years ago at the aquarium. Floating there in the dark green water. The picture of innocence, as if it had never once been involved in any weird plans—its own, or anyone else’s.

Maybe it was the bath salts. When I got out and blow-dried my hair, I felt a little hot. I could hear the voices of neighborhood children. I positioned the electric fan in the middle of the room (I still hadn’t gotten around to packing it away), turned it on, and lay down on my armchair. I didn’t put on any music.

I’ve always thought of myself as a big music fan. When I walk to the station, or when I’m waiting for a friend or a train, I listen to music on my phone. I go to festivals and shows every summer. But listening to music alone in my room, with all the time in the world … I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. An artist, someone I couldn’t see, singing, putting their heart and soul into it. Where should I look, what kind of face should I make? The more members in the band, the more awkward I felt. What did other people do—people who thought of themselves as music lovers? Did they just sit there with their eyes closed as they took it in? Did they stare off, bobbing their heads and moving along to the music? Here I was, more than thirty years of life behind me, still completely unaware of the simplest things.

I turned off the light and curled up on the armchair, making a pillow out of the armrest. I tried singing something out loud, as if I were testing out a pen on the white space of the ceiling. My singing voice sounded high and a little breathy. But it wasn’t bad. I got into it and kept going for a while. When I looked over at the clock, I saw that it was about the time I usually started eating dinner.

The night was still young.




Week 8

For about a week I’d been doing stretches before going to bed. A woman who worked in another section had come over to my desk and told me I ought to start getting fit early on in pregnancy. To make sure I was ready for what was to come.

She gave me some pages that had to be photocopies from a magazine from another decade. The eyebrows of the model doing the exercises were anachronistically thin, her dress sheer and lacy. I don’t know why, but the image of the doctor was blurry even though everything else was clear. With nothing better to do, I decided to try out one or two of the moves. They really did ease the tightness in my neck and shoulders, so I decided to keep them up.

Along with the exercises, the woman gave me some herbal tea, roasted in some special way by a gymnastics teacher friend of hers. Apparently it had lots of folic acid in it. It was an intense yellow color, and had a sort of sulfurous smell, but I started to drink it and found that I liked it. Today I was drinking it cold and diluted. Down it went. Down into the void that was my belly.

Apart from that woman, the others in my section, and the person I spoke to in HR, nobody else asked about my pregnancy. Not to my face, at least. The section head announced it to everyone in the production management unit meeting at the end of the month. I’d be taking maternity leave in the spring, he said. Beginning in January, my work would gradually be given to others. Once my pregnancy was officially announced, the men in my section made a point of treating me with deference. If we bumped into each other by our desks, they’d let me pass. Every time I took a break, they’d ask if I was okay. But they said nothing else. No “Congrats!,” no “Is it a boy or a girl?” I could only assume that was because I wasn’t married.

Whether or not that was the case, it did seem that most of the people at the paper core manufacturer where I worked now knew … just like that woman who brought me the tea. From time to time I noticed my belly being eyed: when I was in the elevator, when I was using the copier. A few days before, I’d entered the cafeteria to get something to drink, and the room fell silent. Whatever it was that people had been discussing was just dropped, and all that remained were awkward and uncomfortable faces. In moments like that, I’d just put my hand on my empty belly and give it a little pat. I could at least act the part. It’s all about how you carry yourself.

The only person who ever seemed to want to talk to me, and quite insistently, was Higashinakano. At the end of one meeting, he stopped me as I was walking back to my desk.

“Have you decided on a name?”

Well, I don’t know yet if it’s a boy or a girl, I told him. Oh, that’s right, he said as he started counting off on his fingers. Then, apparently convinced, he nodded a few times and hurried off. With every nod, tiny white flakes fell from his head. It had to be dandruff.

After that, he started asking me several times a day how I was feeling. His desk was next to mine, so all I had to do was throw a cardigan over my shoulders and he’d ask if I’d caught a chill. If I coughed, he’d tell me to go to the hospital and get checked out. One day, he was taken to task by the section head for some problem in a report of his, so he ran to his keyboard and started tapping away—presumably to fix the issue as soon as he could. But before long, he said “Shibata,” then passed me a slip of paper. At the top, it said “What You Should Eat When Pregnant, and What You Should Absolutely Avoid.” Next to hijiki it said, “OK to eat this, but never more than twice a week,” in ominously large letters.

Higashinakano always smelled like glue. The stuff I used when I was a kid. It wasn’t a bad smell or anything, but it wasn’t good, either. It was just the smell of glue. The funny thing is, I’d been sitting next to him for over a year, but I’d never actually seen him use glue—not even once.




VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Harvill Secker in 2022
First published with the title [image: ] (Kūshin techō) in
Japan by Chikuma Shobo Publishing Co., Ltd., Tokyo, in 2020

This English edition arranged with Chikuma Shobo Publishing Co., Ltd. through The English Agency (Japan) and New River Literary Ltd.

Copyright © Emi Yagi, 2020
English translation copyright © David Boyd and Lucy North, 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover Illustration © Seb Agresti
Cover Design © Suzanne Dean

ISBN: 978-1-473-59336-7

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/dot.png





EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘ Emi Yagi
DIARY OF

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr
sssssssssss





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/images/copy1.png
FZ2 5N F R





