
[image: cover]


Praise for Toddler-Hunting and Other Stories

‘The most carnally direct and the most lucidly intelligent woman writing in Japan’

Kenzaburo Oe

‘A completely individual writer, who described the intricacies of sexual relationships boldly, committedly, utterly fearlessly. And yet her writing is writing that doesn’t actually “bare all”, but rather hints at what lies underneath – at things deep, quiet and mysterious’

Yoko Tawada

‘Kono’s unsparing gaze penetrates the depths of human nature, and she sets forth what she finds there with absolute precision’

Shusaku Endo

‘The fiery, beguiling stories in Toddler Hunting and Other Stories are vertiginous tightrope walks between two planes of reality. Kono’s writing is shocking, ominous and subversive; it lays bare the destruction and the renewal that freedom and desire can cause’

Paris Review

‘There are resonances here with Tanizaki, but Kono’s subversions feel somehow scarier, in part because of her deadpan prose and in part because she strikes at sacred paradigms of motherhood and femininity’

Wall Street Journal

‘Reminiscent of Flannery O’Connor’s works, Kono’s stories explore the dark, terrifying side of human nature that manifests itself in antisocial behavior’

World Literature Today

‘I was not prepared for this unsettling and unforgettable collection. These stories left me shaken and in awe; they are incendiary, beautiful and frightening confrontations of the lives we keep hidden from others. Taeko Kono fearlessly writes into the abyss, and there is no one like her’

Gabe Habash, author of Stephen Florida


[image: cover]


CONTENTS

Praise for Toddler-Hunting and Other Stories

Title Page

Introduction by Sayaka Murata

Night Journey

Full Tide

Toddler-Hunting

Snow

Theater

Crabs

Ants Swarm

Final Moments

Conjurer

Bone Meat

Afterword

About the Authors

Copyright


Introduction

Everyone, without exception, has an inner kingdom.

Ever since I was little, I had a secret world within me that I’d vowed never to reveal to anyone. But it was only when I inadvertently let slip about it to a certain author – an older man – that I realised this was true of everyone. I was so nervous about having let it slip that I felt a shock run through me, but he didn’t laugh or show any surprise. He simply murmured, ‘Come to think of it, a musician friend of mine once told me that he had a kingdom inside him.’

Ever since then, I’ve kind of felt that however ordinary someone looks from the outside, we never know what kind of kingdom they have inside.

Toddler-Hunting provides an extraordinarily vivid description of a woman’s inner world. Reading this story, I am made to feel like I am watching a dangerous mental world on the dissecting table. It is not merely disquieting; I feel like I’m being confronted with the mystery of a universal inner world. The kingdom of her mental world is quietly and unflinchingly constructed, and is then played out just like some dangerous music. It’s a very short story, but the timbre of its music is deeply engraved in the minds of whoever reads it, and they are left violently shaken.

The woman protagonist, Akiko, is about thirty years old, and there is nothing she loathes more than little girls between the ages of three and ten. On the other hand, she is particularly fond of little boys of about the same age, to the extent that she buys boys’ clothing without even knowing who she will give it to. She has always secretly cherished little boys. In her dream world, a man gives a little boy a thrashing until his intestines spill out of his body.

Just hearing the details of her terrifying dream world, you shudder with horror, avert your eyes, clasp your hands to your breast and want to curl up into a ball. But then at the same time, within that clutched breast you are also confronted with the fact that there is a similarly unique kingdom within you, too. The reader is unable to escape the disquiet and unease this story arouses in them even after closing the book.

‘Little boys inhabited such an infinitely wholesome world – Akiko always had the impression that it restored and purified her.’

Akiko has created this wholesome world within herself. No matter how horrifying it is, you can’t see it from outside. Only she knows about it. And beyond her private kingdom exists the real world. Both worlds are perilous and fragile, and she teeters on the borderline between them.

What is impressive about this disturbing, sensuous world is that it has been conjured up by the power of the words employed in the descriptions of the scenes as seen through Akiko’s gaze.

If you listed the same sequence of events in this story in any other manner than Taeko Kono’s powerful words, you would never disturb the reader to this extent. By meticulously depicting things through Akiko’s gaze, scenes that would otherwise be banal are transformed into a shocking perversion.

In the blink of an eye, we are drawn by the power of pure description into the universal world of perverse obsession that exists inside all of us. The story continues to scratch away at the mind of the reader even after they have put the book down.

Words overlap, worlds overlap, and even the reader’s real world is shaken up and disturbed. This story first appeared in a magazine in 1961, but far from having faded it is as strikingly fresh even now. The power of the artfully spun words is undiminished, and still makes the reader shudder with horror. But the reader finds it impossible to avert their eyes from that power. It is seared into their soul.

I believe this agitation is universally inherent in all human beings. It can be painful to be discomfited, shaken and disturbed by stories, but that is also the joy of reading. This is the kind of fearsome reading experience that Taeko Kono’s work will give you.

—SAYAKA MURATA

2021

translated by Ginny Tapley Takemori
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