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For my parents, and their parents




INTRODUCTION

“LET’S GO AROUND AND everyone tell us what you did before you became a mommy,” the principal said, smiling at our group, which was perched awkwardly in front of her on small yellow classroom chairs. We were all mothers—no fathers had come to this introductory session at our children’s school, a colorful space in a dense commercial district of Tokyo. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, pregnant with my third child, and tried to conjure a vision of my pre-“mommy” life.

Five years before, when I was pregnant with my first, I had moved to Tokyo from San Francisco. But sitting in that classroom, with its rows of hiragana characters on the wall and small school shoes lined up by the door, it was hard to remember the version of myself that had made the decision to do that: the one without children, who was steeped in the myth that work-life balance was relatively simple to achieve, and who was still easily drawn to adventure. Back then, I had told myself it was the sensible choice. My husband was spending one week a month in Tokyo to open the Japan office of a renewable energy company, and it was more practical for him to be there full-time. I traveled frequently too, as a journalist, but I wasn’t sure how feasible that would be with a new baby at home, and so I rationalized that an international move would at least make my maternity leave more interesting, and when the baby was a few months old, I would take advantage of the country’s quality public daycare and do freelance reporting. What could go wrong?

I signed up with an experienced Japanese obstetrician who, importantly, spoke English. The interior of his clinic was pale pink, and he greeted patients there with grandfatherly kindness. But as I would find out, at night he sped across Tokyo behind the wheel of a ruby red convertible to deliver babies at the three different hospitals where he had admitting privileges, like some sort of fighter pilot in scrubs.

A few days after he delivered mine, I shuffled past other women in loose-fitting clothes pushing their own plexiglass bassinets around the maternity ward with their similarly crinkly newborns in tiny, terry cloth yukatas. In the corner of the room a vending machine hummed, offering hot tea and adult diapers. The whole scene was comic and strange and so disconnected from the world waking up outside that I felt like I’d tumbled into a new reality, my own kind of rebirth. I navigated out to the hospital balcony, and as I looked across the endless cityscape that still felt so unfamiliar, it occurred to me that I might have made a terrible mistake. Thousands of miles from the comfort of my family and now with a new baby, I was filled with a deep longing for home.

Mothering is thrilling and also confounding—even more so in a foreign country, where so many of the conventions are different. And in the months after my son was born, I felt completely overwhelmed by the endless micro-questions of new parenthood, whose answers vary by culture. Like whether to co-sleep, when to introduce solids, and even whether babies should wear socks.

Still, despite the daily uncertainties, there were advantages to being in Japan. We had arrived at a time when support for young families was becoming a national priority. The country’s birthrate had been declining at such a precipitous rate that, in 2012, the government made raising it a centerpiece of its long-term economic plan, and enacted programs aimed at encouraging families to have more children. When we moved there in 2015, we became beneficiaries of many of them: The cost of childbirth was covered by a government-funded lump sum payment, as was the five-day stay in the hospital afterward. Then in the months that followed, a caring public health nurse made home visits to check on my son and me. Our follow-up medical care was covered by national health insurance, and we received a “blue book” in which doctors kept careful track of his growth, development, and inoculations—a highly effective national recordkeeping system.

In addition to public interventions, there were longstanding cultural traditions that made the country remarkably family-friendly. At spotless community centers around the city, retirees read and sang to young children. Other grandparent-aged volunteers swept local parks with straw brooms, and smiled sweetly at children rushing past—the whole blissful scene an affirmation of the Japanese philosophy that one should “respect the aged and be gentle with children.”

About six months after I had my son, I went back to work, covering Japanese news for American outlets. It was exciting to return to the professional world, where in many ways I still felt most comfortable. And as I reported on many of the social policies the government enacted, while simultaneously living out what they meant for families on the ground, I came to understand the contours of Japanese motherhood: a status upon which the country bestows a bevy of social services but demands significant personal sacrifice in return, particularly with respect to mothers’ professional ambition. It occurred to me that being “pronatal”—designing policy to increase the birthrate—is not the same as being pro-woman. Until just a few decades ago, the typical Japanese family survived on a single income—the father’s. Today, most families are dual income, but in many ways, the professional and domestic spheres have not caught up to that reality: Women still do almost all the household labor, and workplaces can be inhospitable to female employees, which helps explain why the country has one of the lowest rates of female managers in the world.

I was conscious that because I wasn’t raised in Japan—and neither were my parents or my partner—and I did not work for a Japanese company, my experience of motherhood there was not typical. The country’s policies and culture did not shape my life as much as they would have if I were Japanese. But I came to appreciate that being an outsider allowed me to question some of those conventions. Had I become a mother in the United States, I probably would have just accepted parenthood as it came to me, passed down from my own parents and steeped in my own cultural context, without any point of comparison.

As it was, when I attended that introductory meeting at our children’s school and the principal asked us to tell everyone, “what you did before you became a mommy,” something about the question bothered me. I was, admittedly, sensitive to perceived sexism because by that point I was pregnant again, and concerned with how being a parent would continue to affect my career and creative output. But the premise of her question seemed to confirm that even as women were pushing for professional equality, there was still a perception that careers were something they dabbled in before getting married and procreating.

What I did before was the same thing I was still doing: working as a journalist. Except that now, I was also juggling the demands of domestic life. And, as was true for all the women in that room, that meant filling out daily school forms that chronicled what our children had eaten, when they’d used the potty, and a description of the results. There were exact specifications for the lunchboxes we should send, along with detailed instructions on how the food inside should be prepared. I was immensely happy to have children, and grateful to live in a place that cared so much about their welfare that adults kept track of every fleeting aspect of their development. But I resented the assumption that all of us assembled mothers had made the same choice to devote our days to the pleasure and mundanity of childrearing. It seemed to deprive us of any agency about how to inhabit the role of parent.

Perhaps the principal could have framed the question differently to ask: Who were you before you became a mother? Because I would have been the first to admit I was not the same person who had moved to Japan heavily pregnant, hoping for the best. That was made all the more clear when we later moved back to the US, after nearly seven years away. I had left the country without children and returned with three, and so much of American culture was now both familiar and strange. I approached motherhood back in the States with the same curiosity that I had in Japan. It was inspiring to be around so many professionally empowered women, but it also struck me that the sense of choice many American mothers had felt false. They were encouraged to succeed at work and at home with no commensurate support system; they had professional opportunity but lacked the public framework to make it reasonably attainable without significant wealth or fulltime family support.

It was the inverse of the problem Japanese mothers had. Here, mothers were expected to be professionals, but there was no universal daycare, no immaculate community centers where volunteer grandparents sang to small children—no real infrastructure for young families. After so many years abroad, I could see the negative space where those programs should have been and the suffering their absence caused. Many of my friends battled to stay relevant at work and cobble together childcare; some were pushed out of the workforce because daycare was too expensive, others were stuck at awful jobs because their families needed the health insurance. What real choice did these women have about how to be mothers, professionals, partners? They were just surviving.

As I had come to understand, the way societies support families is critical to how women experience motherhood. Because while parents might feel like they have the freedom and responsibility to raise their children as they want, the truth is that many of the big decisions, like how much time to spend with their children and how to divide the emotional and physical labor with their partner, are heavily determined by the social structures of the place they give birth. And often women are asked to sacrifice freedom for support, when what they should have is both.

I became curious about whether there were other countries that were closer to getting it right, and what living there would be like. Could a system that was more responsive to parents’ needs improve their relationships, their children’s lives, even their sense of self? I began to report on that question and this book is the result: It follows four women—from the US, Japan, Kenya, and Finland, who all had babies around New Year 2022—through their first year of motherhood, to draw an intimate portrait of their lives and compare the support they received.

I chose those four countries because they speak to broader trends. First the US, the country I know best, with its remarkable history of female professional achievement but an unusually weak social safety net. I wanted to understand whether they were connected or if it might be possible to have both gender equality and a strong benefits system at the same time. Of course, asking that question always leads one to Nordic countries. And so I went to Finland, where I was particularly interested in whether strong social programs could make up for difficult personal circumstances. And even if generous programs were effective in a small country like Finland, could they also work on a much larger scale? That took me back to Japan. It is one of the world’s largest economies, and Tokyo, with thirty-nine million people, is the biggest city on the planet. Yet the country still maintains one of the most generous social welfare systems anywhere. As I began to understand during my own time there though, its strict gender roles can undercut those benefits for both men and women. With lessons from these systems, I wondered if it would be possible to build an entirely new one. To answer that question, I went to Kenya to see how its recently implemented maternal support programs work with long-standing traditional community care.

In each place, I found a mother whose story seemed to speak to those larger issues. My hope is that these character studies do more than a simple side-by-side policy comparison could to show how social programs shape parents’ relationships, career options, and deep anxieties. As the poet Muriel Rukeyser wrote, “What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world would split open.” I was grateful these four remarkable women were willing to tell the truth about their lives. The first year of parenthood is a wild journey of transformation, and they let me ride along with them for all of it. They and their partners patiently answered all my questions and let me shadow them in their local communities. When I couldn’t be there in person, we spent countless hours on the phone and Zoom, and I worked with talented local reporters who were there for important events and helped chronicle their daily lives.

At the start of the year, the women were all middle class and urban, to make comparisons easier, and also because that represents a growing majority of the world’s parents. But as the year unfolded, their circumstances changed and their lives took unpredictable turns, as all of ours do.

Some patterns did emerge. Each woman seemed to exist at the center of three concentric spheres of support: first her close family and friends, then her wider local community, and finally her country, or in other words the social, cultural, and state safety net. The less support she had in those spheres overall, the less agency she felt in how to be a parent.

I won’t pretend that these stories provide solutions to all the thorny challenges that make mothers’ lives harder than they should be. But hopefully they do show how much parenthood is shaped by the broad systems our societies have built over time. And in a moment of rapid technological and economic change, they might help us consider how to create new systems that preserve and build upon long-established ideas about community support and interdependence.

As the women described to me their own experiences, I was surprised by how much it helped me make sense of my own. I saw many of my struggles reflected in theirs: the loneliness of new motherhood, the realignment of relationships with one’s family and one’s self.

It also helped me realize I had missed something fundamental during my time in Japan: that motherhood there is venerated in a way that is so different from what I was used to seeing in the US, I had overlooked it. There was real value attached to raising the next generation, so being a mother was seen as its own kind of calling. Watching the extraordinary efforts of these four women reinforced the idea that motherhood deserves respect, even awe. And it helped me acknowledge all the work I had also done to care for my children.

I hope parents and non-parents alike find something meaningful in these women’s stories, and that it leads them to question the norms and implicit demands we all take for granted in our own families and countries. Like how much we give to our children, and how much we expect from our partners, our extended families, our social services, and our medical systems. Broadly speaking, we cannot choose our society any more than we can choose our parents, or our children for that matter. But we can seek to improve it. One place to start is with the understanding that mothers are full humans with needs and desires and differences among them, who through pandemic and war, sleep deprivation and pelvic pain, do the hard work of raising the next generation. Their labor—and the hard work of fathers and other caregivers—is worthy of policy that acknowledges that reality, and of respect.




PART ONE
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TSUKASA

JAPAN
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TSUKASA IS SCARED. IT isn’t the emotion she’d expected to feel at this appointment, but when the doctor tells her the baby in her stomach is a girl, all she can feel is fear. The world can be dangerous for little girls—and onerous for women—and she worries she might not be up to the task of protecting a daughter. She stares at the flickering ultrasound screen until she feels her anxiety sharpen into resolve. She vows to teach her daughter to be “wise as a serpent,” to know when the world is asking something of her it should not, and to feel comfortable in her body—amazed by it even, by the power it holds.

It’s a revolutionary thought, and one that would have never crossed her mind when Tsukasa herself was growing up in Matsumoto, a traditional alpine town in Nagano Prefecture, ringed by the snowy foothills of the Japanese Alps. Tsukasa, a slight woman of thirty-three with soft curls and dark glasses, has family in this region going back five generations—manufacturing on her father’s side, porcelain vendors on her mother’s. She left when she was admitted to a prestigious university in Tokyo, known for educating the Imperial family, and there she threw herself into studying Western culture and French language. She had hoped to find a job that made use of those skills but graduated just after the subprime mortgage crisis had hobbled the world economy. “It was the ice age of employment,” she says.

She eventually found a position doing administrative work for a company that built and operated parking lots. It was the kind of place where women are required to wear heels and show respect for their male colleagues by pouring their tea and pushing the elevator buttons for them. She left after six years when she found a position at a major video-streaming service.

In her new role, for the first time, she found real pleasure and meaning in her profession. “I finally felt self-actualized,” she says. And her husband, Kaz, filled her evenings with music. He’s a successful songwriter and composer and looks the part: head shaved on one side, with long blue hair on the other. Then there was her love affair with Tokyo itself. The city’s scale was surreal: The entire population of Matsumoto could fit into just one of Tokyo’s twenty-three central wards. Quiet Shinto shrines sat tucked behind teeming intersections; and giant towers soared above jewel box restaurants that could seat only a handful of diners. The narrow streets of their Kagurazaka neighborhood were lined with hundreds of those tiny eateries, including their favorite, an okonomiyaki restaurant where they spent many blissful evenings. “I simply love good food. My husband always says to me, when you eat, you look so happy,” Tsukasa laughs.

Then the nausea started, the fatigue, the sensitivity in her body. The feeling was familiar, and it filled her with joy but also foreboding. She had celebrated the onset of these sensations twice before, only to have them stop, replaced by a sudden lack of queasiness that served to remind her of what she’d lost. The first miscarriage happened at about eight weeks. She was able to get pregnant a second time, thanks to a daily regimen of medicinal herbs, she says. But then at Tsukasa’s two-month appointment, the doctor told her the baby had stopped growing. Tsukasa could see there was no heartbeat but still didn’t quite believe it. Not until she started bleeding did it really hit her.

After that, she remembers the white walls of the operating room and the sound of her own frantic breathing. Somewhere down the hall, babies cried. The vigor of their screams provoked an ache that mingled with the pain of the procedure. A riot of panic overtook her as the doctor removed the lifeless mass from her body. She listened to the other infants wail, knowing hers had never taken a breath.

But that is all in the past now. In her third pregnancy, after four years of trying, she knows things are different. She is past the tenuous early stage, and the prolonged sluggishness and sickness portend good things. Her doctor does not prescribe medication for her debilitating nausea—she’s long known the medical system’s reluctance to treat women’s discomfort or even pain with drugs—and so she soldiers on, seeking out anything sour to cut the bilious feeling in her gut. Mostly, though, she just stops eating. She loses over eleven pounds in the first half of pregnancy. As her energy wanes, her doctor tells her he does not want to take any chances, especially after her previous miscarriages, and prescribes bed rest. “The response to everything is more rest,” she laughs. So at the midway point of pregnancy, she goes on leave from her job.

Thankfully, her manager is understanding. She’s a woman not much older than Tsukasa, a promising sign of the changing landscape of Japanese professional life. Tsukasa is entitled to maternity leave starting six weeks before the birth. She will receive two-thirds salary for the first six months then fifty percent after that. She’ll take one full year, as most mothers do, but her job is protected for two if she does decide to extend her leave. The country has had maternity leave since 1947 and on top of that, the government enacted a package of new supports in 2012 to try to stem Japan’s steep population decline.

Tsukasa now has a choice: She can stay here in Tokyo with Kaz or return to her hometown of Matsumoto to deliver the baby. Going home seems like the right thing to do, the well-worn path many expectant Japanese women take. But it would mean being separated from Kaz for long stretches until the baby is born because he needs to be in the city for work. He’s a source of stability for her and she worries about how she’ll cope without him, particularly because on top of this move, there will be yet another one: Kaz has been offered an assistant professor position at Osaka’s College of Music, which means they will need to relocate there from Tokyo after the baby is born. It’s hard to untangle her anxiety about moving so many times, from her broader unease about impending motherhood. “I can’t wait to have the baby but there’s also so much uncertainty, one move and then another, so it’s a mix of excitement and worry.”

It seems all she can do is press ahead, and she soon finds herself on a bullet train speeding toward Matsumoto. The vertical density of Tokyo gives way to wide stretches of countryside; calm rice paddies between clusters of tile-roofed farmhouses. An occasional kei mini truck kicks up dust.

She exits the train into a mountain breeze that is a relief after Tokyo’s oppressive summer heat. Her mother is there to take her to her childhood home, a narrow, modern house not far from historic Matsumoto Castle. The “crow castle,” as it is called for its ebony façade and parapets that unfurl like wings, was built more than four centuries ago by a powerful samurai clan. Some ancient architectural savant designed it to look as if it has five tiers—their tile roofs carving crescents into the sky—but in fact, the castle has another, hidden level. That one was filled with rows of finely tuned armaments, including naginata, long poles affixed with pointed blades. They were the weapon of choice for onna-bugeisha, the rare female warriors who fought alongside men. One of the most revered was Jingū, a formidable fighter who went on to become empress. According to legend, she rode into battle wearing men’s clothing that concealed her own secret: the baby inside her. She was celebrated for succeeding as a man while never forsaking her duty as a woman.

For Tsukasa, growing a baby is a battle unto itself, and the exhaustion is incapacitating. The first few months at home pass in a haze, and she sleeps through half the day while outside, the sun bakes the alpine valley. When she is awake, she spends time with her mother, who is separated from her father. They are not legally divorced but have lived apart since Tsukasa was young. Their split was hard for her and left her feeling forgotten at times. “I do sometimes wonder, ‘If you can’t love your family, how can you love others?’” She wants her child to grow up in a home filled with affection and parents who care deeply for each other.

For the time being though, separated from Kaz, it seems that all she can do is prepare the house for the baby. “This is how I spend my time now,” she says, laughing as she folds a soft baby onesie. The tatami floor is covered with piles of tiny clothes she laundered in the washing machine then hung on a line outside to dry. Her parents’ house, like most homes in Japan, does not have a dryer. Sunlight is a natural disinfectant, and the machines are generally considered an unnecessary use of space and energy. Even dishwashers are a relatively new addition to domestic life and are still seen by some as an extravagance. For the most part, women are simply expected to do housework as their mothers did before them.

Tsukasa was thrust into this homemaker role when she arrived at her mother’s house, a strange kind of maternity leave with no baby. She can feel her professional identity slipping away but also finds she has a willingness to sacrifice for the new life inside her, a kind of awakening of maternal purpose.

Then one day, around her sixth month of pregnancy, as the heat subsides and flamboyant hydrangeas emerge around the city, she feels a sudden, robust hunger for life—and food—that draws her out of the house and into the warm embrace of a local bakery she’d frequented as a girl. It smells the same as it did then, an intoxicating blend of sweet and savory. The scent would have turned her stomach a week ago, but now it fills her with immense joy.

When she enters, a woman in a green apron and baker’s head-scarf greets her from behind a display case filled with glistening sweets and cakes. On the lowest shelf are neat rows of the profiteroles the bakery is known for. Tsukasa orders one and the woman hands it to her in a small paper bag, affixed with a pink sticker. Outside the shop, she unwraps it, mindful of the powdered sugar. With each bite, cool cream spills from the center. The taste is transportive. It reminds her of walking this neighborhood’s spotless cobblestone streets as a girl, past well-tended gardens and neat rows of potted bonsai; shoes precisely aligned in every genkan entryway—a tidiness that only underscored the disorder she often felt in her own life.

This sunlit bakery had been a bright spot in a childhood marred by darkness, the worst of it during elementary school. Around fourth grade, a male worker at Tsukasa’s school followed her into the bathroom, where he told her he could help her practice swim strokes and began to touch her, in sensitive areas she knew he should not be touching. She says it hurt. And then he began to expose himself to her as well. The sexual abuse continued. He found ways to perpetrate it subtly so no one would know. It was horrific and destabilizing. The man was about forty and an authority figure. “I was so pure then, there was no way I would have disobeyed someone in his position, I thought it was strange and I was uncomfortable, but I couldn’t fight back.”

When she did finally manage to escape the abuse, she was in a state of shock, and in the years that followed, she felt a deep sense of shame. She acted out, rebelling against all authority figures, including her parents. Now she is back in the prefecture where, she says, the man still lives. “For many years, I tried to forget about it, but now that I’m back, it does sometimes enter my mind that he’s still here.” She has never told her mother what happened.

In a culture that prizes group harmony, speaking out can be seen as unnecessarily disruptive. Perhaps for that reason, in Japan, only an estimated five to ten percent of sex crime victims go to the police—so for each offense reported an estimated ten to twenty are not—and among children, the rate of reporting is likely even lower. That leads to the misperception that such crimes are rare, so even when survivors do come forward, they are frequently not believed. In 2017, Reuters intern Shiori Ito accused Noriyuki Yamaguchi, one of Japan’s best-known television journalists, of raping her when they met to discuss a possible job. When she reported the alleged assault to police, investigators had her reenact the incident using a life-size doll. Yamaguchi denied the allegations and was never charged with any offense.

Yamaguchi had ties to the late Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, and when Ito took him to court herself in a civil claim, it set off a political firestorm that subjected her to so much hostility she had to leave the country. After appeals, a high court finally ruled in 2022 that Yamaguchi should pay her about thirty thousand dollars in damages—but it also ordered her to pay him about four thousand for the hit his reputation had taken when she accused him of using a “date rape drug,” something the police never tested for. Ito told reporters at the time that she was inspired by the American #MeToo movement, but no similar wave of accusations and stories followed hers in Japan.

When Tsukasa was eighteen, about a decade after her own assault, she found refuge in the church when a Christian congregation welcomed her. “I wanted to be loved for who I was and to have something to believe in,” she recalls. Her trauma was so severe, she was sure she didn’t want marriage or children, but that changed as the priest and his wife modeled a healthy relationship. “Seeing them I realized that having a good partner would help me heal. It gave me hope that family could be good.” She finally felt comfortable enough to talk about what had happened with friends she made at the church, and they comforted her as she cried. “I dealt with my pain and that process led to liberation,” she says.

A few years later, she met Kaz, her now-husband, at a church event. He was kind and creative and shared her vision for a happy family life. By the time they married, Tsukasa says, she’d overcome her fear of men, but it had taken fifteen years. She wants her pregnancy to mark another turning point, when she will exorcise any shadows that still haunt her. “A mother’s thoughts affect the fetus, so I know I have to resolve this issue; I’ve tried to heal myself, for her.”

IN LATE FALL, AS the mountain ravines around Matsumoto flush scarlet and gold with autumn foliage, Tsukasa goes to the public hospital and checks in at one of the little pink kiosks for her eight-month appointment. After the exam confirms everything is fine with the baby, her doctor gives her some disappointing news: Kaz will not be allowed at the birth because of the current hospital policy; no one from Tokyo can visit since Covid rates are higher there. She’s been willing to live apart from him for months but had still expected him to be with her for the delivery.

Tsukasa presses the doctor: So can you take a video? Live, you know, so he can watch as it’s happening?

But he is adamant.

I’m sorry, we don’t have enough staff to do that, the doctor responds. Then he adds calmly: Even after the delivery, your husband should not come see the baby until she’s a month old. You can’t risk infecting a vulnerable newborn.

There is no arguing, the system does not make exceptions. It was only recently that fathers began to take part in their children’s births at all. They weren’t allowed in Japanese delivery rooms until the late 1970s because hospitals saw their presence as an unnecessary distraction and most workplaces didn’t give them the time off. Then in the 1980s, one of the biggest newspapers in the country published a series called “Childbirth Revolution” that introduced the Lamaze method and it took off throughout Japan. Suddenly fathers had a supporting role to play. Still, as recently as 2006, only a third of Japanese fathers witnessed the birth of their child. Since then, it has risen to about two thirds. That’s compared to ninety percent of fathers in the US and ninety-five percent across much of Europe and Scandinavia.

Tsukasa is dismayed that Kaz won’t be there—not only because she wants him to see his daughter’s birth but also because she needs him there to help her deal with the pain. Her hospital, like most in Japan, does not offer pain medication. In 2023, just sixteen percent of birthing women in Japan received an epidural, and that’s double what it was in 2020. In her final weeks of pregnancy, Tsukasa grows increasingly anxious about enduring labor alone. “I wanted anesthesia so I don’t suffer too much but the hospital told me they don’t provide it.” She remembers the panic and pain she felt during her miscarriage procedure and worries labor and delivery could be similar. She has frequent nightmares—flashes of her own childhood trauma and visions of violent armies locked in bloody battle—that shake her awake. She calls Kaz so he can soothe her back to sleep. During the day, she speaks with members of her church group who tell her they will pray for an easy birth.

Christians make up just over one percent of the Japanese population and Tsukasa found refuge in that small community, outside the mainstream culture that failed her when she was sexually abused. But somewhere between half and two thirds of the population is Buddhist, and in Japanese Buddhism, the pain of childbirth is believed to bond the mother and child and prepare women for the trials of motherhood. Suffering itself is considered virtuous, and in this case, foundational to parenthood.

On top of that, there is widespread skepticism about opioids throughout Asia that dates to the nineteenth century Opium Wars: the Chinese fought to stop British and other foreign traders from exporting opium from India to China, because it was causing an addiction crisis with significant social and economic costs, and to this day, opioids are strictly controlled by the Japanese government and difficult to prescribe.

Dr. Mihyon Song, the director of the Marunouchi no Mori Ladies Clinic in Tokyo, thinks antiquated ideas around pain management are a problem. She says there is no reason a woman should have to feel pain during delivery. “I think pain medication at birth should be more widespread, but there isn’t adequate availability of anesthesia departments.” That means it’s still only an option for women in certain regions of the country, and to those who can afford it. The few hospitals that do offer epidurals often only do so during “business hours,” though many babies are born overnight. Instead of medication, doctors sometimes encourage pregnant women to diet in order to keep their babies small so delivery will be easier, asking them to resist natural cravings, a different kind of agony, that can even be hazardous when it results in underweight babies.

It seems that on top of skepticism about opioids and Buddhist beliefs about suffering, there is simply an indifference to women’s pain, from the almost entirely male medical establishment. Dr. Song is the rare female obstetrician. That is in part because, as was discovered in 2018, ten top medical schools routinely altered female applicants’ test scores in order to accept male applicants with lower scores due to a “silent understanding” among admissions boards that women would leave the medical profession once they had children. Dr. Song was one of a minority of women—about ten percent of her class—at a top medical school. Her father, a surgeon, encouraged her to become a doctor so she worked hard to get high scores in math and physics. When she heard about the test fixing, she says she resented that the admissions boards had led everyone to believe the process was fair. And then in the fallout after the news broke, was shocked again to learn their bias against women had become an open secret among students taking the exams, who had come to accept it as normal.

Since then, medical schools pledged to stop altering the tests and female applicants now routinely out-perform their male counterparts. Dr. Song says things are changing in other ways as well. In just the past few years, more women have started asking for pain medication. A recent survey found half of Japanese mothers said they would choose to use it for their next birth if they could. Still, the idea that pain bonds a mother and child endures. As one survey respondent explained, “I believe mothers will love their babies more if they give birth with pain and I am not interested in pain medication.”

KAZ ENCOURAGES TSUKASA TO be strong during birth when they meet one last time before her due date, at a nearby hotel. Her doctor probably wouldn’t approve but their separation has been so hard on both of them they decide it’s worth the risk. Over a long kaiseki dinner, they decide on a name for their baby: Rota. It’s a reference to a type of musical composition, and also easily pronounceable, good in case they move abroad as they hope to do someday. Their time together feels so short, and the next morning when it’s time to leave, they are both in tears.

When she gets back to Matsumoto, Tsukasa distracts herself by helping her family prepare for the traditional New Year’s feast. Her mother hangs a shimekazari rice straw garland on the front door and lays boughs of ripe red berries called senryo, which literally translates to thousand coins, to invite prosperity. Tsukasa does the best she can, given her unwieldy shape, to help her parents set out the big, premade osechi-ryōri platters overflowing with giant crab legs and whole yellowtail.

Tsukasa is delighted to see her close childhood friend Kyoko, when she visits for the New Year’s holiday, but as they sit next to each other at the dining table, she can feel a simmering tension between them. Kyoko is trying to get pregnant. She is entitled to a generous new government policy that reduces the cost of IVF by seventy percent to about twelve-hundred dollars per cycle. Still, Kyoko has not yet conceived and Tsukasa thinks that has made it hard for her to confront Tsukasa’s pregnancy. Tsukasa understands; can still viscerally remember her own four years of trying, and wishes her friend would see her as a source of comfort rather than a reminder of her own disappointment. “I really miss her, it makes me sad, but I just watch over her quietly,” Tsukasa says.

She doesn’t even mention to Kyoko the other happy news she is celebrating: Kaz video-called that morning to tell her he’s won a Japan Record Award, the equivalent of a Grammy, for a song called “Citrus” that he co-wrote for the boyband Da-iCE. He didn’t think he would win—there were so many other strong contenders in his category—but, as he tells her, it’s starting to feel real as artists across the country reach out to congratulate him and ask when they can schedule time to work together. He tells Tsukasa he thinks the coming year is going to be very different from the last. Tsukasa gestures to her stomach and laughs: You think?

Two weeks later, the notional becomes real for her as well. It begins as a slight cramping but then grows more intense. By four p.m., the contractions come at somewhat regular intervals; by five p.m., they are so intense, she has to grab something to steady herself; and by six, they are less than five minutes apart, so she calls the hospital. The nurse tells her to try to have dinner first. She and her parents eat katayakisoba, a Chinese fried noodle dish with savory ankake sauce. Tsukasa struggles to eat through the pain.

When they finish, her father says, Okay then? and loads her suitcase into his Volvo sedan.

It is only a five-minute drive to the hospital, but time seems to stretch like putty, every second lengthening to allow her to feel the full force of it.

By the time Tsukasa arrives at the hospital’s circular drive, she is in agony. A guard motions for her to use an after-hours entrance, and her father helps her inside. He carries her luggage until they reach the entrance to the ward, then gently hands her over to a pair of nurses, who escort her to a labor room and help her into a gown. Her pain is now intense—worse than the miscarriage surgery and much worse than she’d feared. A wave of nausea brings her dinner back up. A nurse cleans her, and when Tsukasa has more or less recovered, instructs her on how to breathe: a focused exhalation, as if she is blowing out candles. The nurse stays a few minutes to help Tsukasa practice, then tells her that she has to leave but will be back to check in shortly. Tsukasa feels anxiety tighten its grip. Alone in the dark room, she urges herself not to panic.

She tries to fix her mind on an image of her church group praying for her. But she can feel herself losing her way. She’s sweating, though she’s not sure if she’s hot or cold. Waves of contractions seize her like a vise around the midsection and she struggles to remember what the nurse had said about how to stay calm. There is the emptiness where her husband should be—where he would have knelt to comfort her. She feels a deep loneliness with each searing spasm. For the next three and a half hours, a nurse checks on her every thirty minutes, but it isn’t enough. She tries not to contemplate how much worse things will get because it only makes the pain worse in the moment. I just want someone to hold my hand, she thinks.

The Japanese feminist poet Yosano Akiko brought the experience of childbirth into public consciousness when she wrote about it for a Tokyo newspaper in 1909. At the time, she had borne eight children and would go on to have five more. She wrote that each time labor pains began, she was filled with hatred toward men: “There are those who view women as physically weak and what I want to ask them is whether a man’s body could bear childbirth … Could a man suffer over and over in that way?” Women risk their lives bearing children, she goes on, and that’s comparable to sacrifices men make for the country, like going to war. But there are no comrades in the birth experience, and it can be profoundly lonely, she writes: “Gnawing my lips, holding my body rigid, waiting on inexorable fate … the indifferent world goes strangely calm, I am alone.”

The next time the nurse comes, Tsukasa explains that in her birth plan, she requested that someone be with her. Could she stay? Please?

I’m sorry, the nurse tells her. We don’t have enough staff—there are many other women giving birth, and I have to get to all of them.

Tsukasa watches the nurse go. Half an hour later, she returns with aromatherapy oils to put on Tsukasa’s pillow.

The pain surges keep coming, each peak higher than the last, until about 10:30 p.m. when Tsukasa is gripped by a new and terrifying sensation. “Suddenly, I just can’t breathe. I’m not even aware of my breath, it’s gone.” The feeling is beyond panic. She is filled with the urgent need to scream for help but can’t, and she is alone in the room.

Then her water breaks, warm and wet. A nurse arrives and sees that Tsukasa is struggling to breathe. The baby’s heart rate is dropping, too. The midwife quickly slips an oxygen mask over Tsukasa’s face and moves her to the delivery room.

The world goes fuzzy as she waits for the baby to move down her birth canal.

You can breathe, yes you can, she hears a midwife gently assure her.

Tsukasa tries to take a breath, but her body won’t do it. She is desperate. Her hand reaches for something—anything—to grip and finds a thin metal rail on the side of the bed. She clutches it and wills her body to relax. She inhales tentatively.

It helps that she is no longer alone. In the delivery room, four midwives attend to her—bringing drinks when she is thirsty and helping move her hips to encourage labor to progress. She is so grateful to be ensconced in this circle of proficient and caring women, it is almost mystical. With each breath, the baby moves a little farther down, and about an hour later, finally begins to emerge.

Would you like to touch the head? a midwife asks.

Tsukasa puts her hand down to feel the top of her daughter’s head. Even in the midst of her pain and disorientation, it is astonishing to touch her baby for the first time.

Then at the last moment, a male obstetrician is there with them. He instructs her to move her feet higher on the table and the midwives tell her to breathe as hard as she can. She exhales audibly and it feels as if everything stuck inside her releases all at once. There is a searing pain and a midwife cries: the baby’s out! Then there she is, in the midwife’s arms, ready for Tsukasa to hold. As soon as the cord is cut, the baby wails.

At the sound of her daughter’s cry, Tsukasa’s own eyes fill with tears. She feels a wave of relief, then awe: Her body made this tiny person; it defies comprehension. Her skin tingles with joy.

Thank you for being born, you did a great job, too, she thinks as she looks at her baby.

She takes in the shape of her face, the sweet swirl of dark hair and thinks how cute she is. It makes her feel incredibly special to have created her. And she has a strong sense that she now belongs to a lineage of powerful women. “I’m convinced women are stronger because they’ve experienced this,” she says.

Nurses help her to a private room with a wide view of the snowcapped mountain range that hovers above the city. She’ll stay there for the next five days and enjoy beautifully prepared meals, both Japanese and international cuisines. Italian pasta trimmed with bright herb garnishes; fresh fish and vegetables; and, on the last night, a celebratory French meal. She won’t pay anything for the delivery and postnatal care, will instead use the government-issued vouchers that cover the cost of birth and their seven-day hospital stay.

But on this first night—January 17, 2022—as the baby sleeps in a bassinette beside her, clothed in a soft, white yukata, she calls Kaz to share the news. He doesn’t pick up. It’s late and he went to sleep without even knowing his wife was in labor—unaware his life has come to a critical inflection point. He awakens the next morning to find a text message from her: He is a father.
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IT IS NOVEMBER, RAINY season in Kenya, and even on this humid evening, bathed in the fluorescent light of her studio apartment in Nairobi, Chelsea is radiant, with long braids down her back and a perfectly round bulb of a stomach. But at thirty-eight weeks pregnant, she is uncomfortable sitting for long periods—though it is still better than standing—so she lengthens her spine, lays her hand on her belly and sighs. “I’m a bit tired; I just want to give birth soon because I feel like I’ve been pregnant for a while and I’m ready for something new,” she says with a soft smile.

Her friend Vee, who lounges next to her on the chocolate-brown couch, laughs knowingly, her eyes still fixed on the bright television screen. Vee is here to help Chelsea prepare for the baby and has seen how difficult it’s been for her, at just twenty-three, to balance a new job at a local bank and the demands of pregnancy. Vee, a young woman with shorter braids and a kind smile, can sense Chelsea’s apprehension building as the due date approaches—like lightning on the horizon, getting more vivid as the storm draws near. Other friends have described the pain of birth and what follows: the interrupted nights, the busy days. Vee and Chelsea sometimes lay awake at night talking about what it will be like, a continuation of the conversation that has flowed between them since they met through childhood friends here in Uthiru, a residential neighborhood of low buildings and wooden shopping stalls. It is middle class, to the extent that there is such a thing in Nairobi, and the area has its own microclimate that makes it rainier than the rest of Nairobi. During the storms, tree branches often fall on electrical lines so there are frequent power outages, and Kenya Power trucks rumble along its ruddy dirt roads.

She rented this apartment before she got pregnant, and it isn’t the place she would have chosen to raise a child: It’s small and, along with the recurrent problems with electricity, there is the more concerning issue of maji, water supply. The property manager determines when residents have running water, and most days, it’s only for a few hours in the evening. So she runs the bathroom tap then to collect water in a yellow jerrican and uses that the rest of the time.

The idea of caring for a newborn here makes her stomach tighten. But, she says, brightening, she won’t be in this apartment much longer. “We might, probably, move in with my boyfriend, so yeah, there’s plans to move to a different house.”

Chelsea grew up in another boxy apartment building not far from here with her mother. Her father was out of her life too early for her have any clear memories of him, only a general recollection of her mother’s dissatisfaction. Relatives later filled in the rest
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