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2008 was a year of expansion. Packing a giant suitcase and moving to a foreign country with a 14-hour time difference from my friends and family in a time before Google maps and translation apps where the language, culture, and even writing system are vastly different from my own forced me to adapt in ways I’d never had to before. The experience uncurled pieces of me knotted so tight I didn’t realize they were there. I was vulnerable in a way that I’d never been vulnerable before, and it was freeing. Living as an outsider allowed me to observe my surroundings from a lens of complete detachment free from any social expectation, while still appreciating the value of my own culture. I made mistakes, sometimes incredibly embarrassing ones. I made friends, some of whom I still consider friends fifteen years later. I made decisions about the person I wanted to be, and those decisions shaped who I became. They also shaped how I want to live and helped me crystallize my priorities.

Conversely, the year 2017 was, in total, the worst year of my life for a plethora of reasons that require an entirely separate volume outside of the scope of these essays. I was forced to look inward to tackle a lot of negative experiences, both personally and professionally, romantically, and family-related, my physical vulnerability as a woman, and even the fundamental trust that I thought I had in people who were supposed to be friends. This experience has shaped the years since, making me prioritize my own needs in my personal and professional lives. That reactionary correction shaped how I choose to live, has been amazing for my professional career, and has truly made me happy with myself, my life, and my chosen path. 

The flip side is that my experiences in 2017 hardened me. I’m just as blunt and open with who I am, but I tend to close myself off to new feelings I would have embraced before 2017. People I love and trust are cherished in my life, but the circle doesn’t grow easily, especially with romantic partners. This reality makes me even more grateful for those people in my life who have contributed to my well-being and who have allowed me to contribute to theirs, but it does have an impact, one I am still working through and processing.

And this experience, now, in 2023, of writing about that time in 2008 through the lens of who I’ve become since 2017, gives me the mental space to revisit my trials, triumphs, and massive fails and reminds me that vulnerability is the necessary first step towards intense growth. Maybe I’ll never be as open as I was in 2008 living the baka gaijin (stupid foreigner) life in Tokyo, but there is a middle ground between embracing the radical vulnerability of living out of my depth in every respect and closing myself off to emotional growth in a frankly vain effort to protect myself from hurt. 

These essays are presented in rough chronological order from the time I arrived until the time I departed Japan, but you will note that they sometimes skip around in time within the story. I try to let the theme ground events revealed. Like this introduction, they might jump around and interrupt themselves. I hope they convey the movement of memory and thought and the fragility of perception. Also, I think that part of appreciating the immersion into another culture is the context that comes with facts and explanations, but I didn’t want to weigh down the narrative flow. Sorry in advance for all the footnotes, but their digressions and whimsy add both the necessary context as well as additional color to the immersive experience.

I invite you now to explore with me a time in my life where uncertainty was the only constant and life was magical in its absurdity. Also, there are poop jokes!

A Note on Schadenfreude: Schadenfreude is an interesting emotion. Having been observed in children as young as 24 months, it is a reflexive human reaction to revel in the misfortune of others. A feeling of instant joy with no real benefit to our psyche. In fact, research published in New Ideas in Psychology indicates that schadenfreude is linked to aggression and rivalry and has a negative relationship with self-esteem. It makes us feel better in the short term to celebrate the misfortunes of others, but in the end, your misery does not make my life better, and my misery does not make your life better. The joy is fleeting, and the result is inconsequential. But...in the interest of enjoying this book, and laughing at my misadventures, please embrace your feelings of schadenfreude. You have my permission to giggle when you think about my poor outcomes. Please chortle when I suffer embarrassment. I do! And that’s because these experiences while replete with misfortune were an amazing time in my life, and there is nothing emotionally vacuous about sharing them with you, vomit, injury, and sharp edges included.

A note on haiku (or senryu for the observant): I will be the first to assure you that I am not a poet. I very occasionally turn to the form in times of great emotional distress when my thoughts won’t come to me any other way. Of the few non-haiku poems that I’ve written over the years, the first, penned about my strained relationship with my father during my parents’ divorce, was to be included in a middle school literary magazine, but the only hand-written copy was sadly lost by my teacher prior to its publication, gone forever.  

I remember being made to read it to my Language Arts class, and a boy in the class saying, “Is that about her boyfriend?” It’s worth noting I was both twelve and a nerd.

“It’s about her father,” my teacher snapped in response, and though my face flamed, the floor did not reach up to swallow me whole. In retrospect, I’m probably not sad that this foray failed to solidify my journey towards poetry.

The second poem was written about a boyfriend that I had from college through my mid-twenties. I wrote it for myself in a notebook by our bed in all that early twenty-something angst and frustration. It disappeared at some point between one apartment and the next, and I only learned years after we parted that he had found it and taken it for himself. He’s a bit of a hoarder, so he probably still has it. Again, I have no other record of it. 

The last few poems were written in 2017 as I was going through the hell-year described above; a couple were about a lost friendship and my frustration at the inability to communicate with the person, and one was about my friend Heather that I haven’t tried to get published anywhere, because it’s for me and reminds me of the joy she brings me. In short, my attempts at any formal poetry are largely not meant to be seen by the masses. The closest brush was a piece “Paralysis” published in the now defunct (thanks to COVID) but lovely Toho Journal, which could either be described as prose poetry or flash fiction depending on who you ask.

That preface aside, I have always felt the quiet magic of haiku, my appreciation for the form existing well before my time in Japan. They were the first poetry drafting we learned in school, and in 2017, I turned to composing them in my head while I was stressed out as a simple form of meditation. When my mind was caught in a feedback loop, taking the focus to develop a syllabically and thematically accurate haiku helped my mind reset. It doesn’t hurt that jotting them down on a phone is easy as well. As time progressed, I found that haiku was another form of journaling for me, and it has become an immensely satisfying part of my writing practice.

In a similar vein, the inimitable Jack Kerouac scribbled over 1,000 haikus in notebooks, woven into his prose, and eventually compiled into a tome of them, which was not published until after his passing.​[1] It is titled Book of Haikus and contains 500 of the tiny vignettes. Kerouac abandoned the strict Japanese syllabic requirements (called the on) in composing his poems, choosing instead to focus on the economy of language, kireji (cutting word), and kigo (seasonality) that are the essence and thematic guides to composing haiku.​[2] His goal, and one I share with him as an avid composer of haiku, is to tell a complete story or paint a whole picture in three simple lines. 

During his life, Kerouac spent decades mastering the spirit of haiku, so if you want a better example than me of American Pops, please check out his book. For me, given my history with the Japanese language and sentence structure, I find the mental work of observing the seventeen on (phonetic unit) requirement of haiku as such would be composed in Japanese assists in the therapeutic nature of the form. Maybe one day I will ascend to the levels of Kerouac and let the on fall away leaving only the kireji and kigo to guide me, but I am not there yet. So, please enjoy my collection of haiku interspersed through these stories. Traditionally grouped by either season or theme, I have grouped mine by thematic content (such as growth, loss, anxiety, etc.) paired with an ink and watercolor drawing done from photographs I took during my adventures.

A note on ainote: Ainote is a Japanese word that can be translated as interlude, in a musical sense, but can also be used to describe either a rhythmic clapping or chanting that accompanies a song, or an interjection or interruption. With respect to my haiku sections, I title each of them as ainote. I chose this use of the word for interlude because I wanted to evoke the musicality and lyrical qualities of haiku but to also create a pause or break in the narrative structure. Whether my haiku are a mental break from the stories or whether the stories are a break from the haiku, I guess I don’t know. That’s for the reader to decide.
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Geri o Shimasu!
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As a second-year law student at the ripe old age of thirty, I was extremely excited to spend an entire semester living in Tokyo. To see the sites, practice my Japanese, and study international law was living the dream. I had made it through the grueling first year of law school, survived on-campus interviews in the first half of the second year, managed to keep my GPA up, and even secured a summer associate position for the summer of 2008 with an AMLAW 100 law firm. It was now January 2008, and I was ecstatic to have five months to live in Japan and absorb its culture, food, and sites. 

However, I wasn’t even there twelve hours when the country asserted my status as a gaijin, the Japanese word for foreigner. I had a kidney infection in the December leading up to the beginning of the semester and was required to make the trip there while still on what I can only describe as an ass-load of antibiotics. In an attempt to beat the infection, which had been lingering, I had been on a cocktail of three separate heavy-duty antibiotics for a number of weeks prior to my arrival. In my excitement to be starting my study abroad adventure, one that I had been planning since before I even applied to law school, I gave little thought to the status of my kidneys or my gut, which apparently did not take well to being stripped of its natural fauna and promptly sent off to a new country to recover.

Let’s back up a moment. Upon my arrival, my school arranged for temporary lodging in a Japanese-style hotel to incoming students. We were able to book a room at a small local hotel near our campus for up to two weeks at the beginning of the term. Because we were each tasked with securing our own housing during the program, this was designed to ease the transition for students and allow us a little breathing room to find apartments in Tokyo. With respect to the hotel, Japanese-style meant that, among other things, there was one communal, multi-stall restroom for the whole floor and a tiny room for individuals to sleep in, each one housing a twin bed. Under most circumstances, I really love immersing myself in a culture. As a welcome to Japan, my school treated us to a truly excellent dinner. And. I. Ate. All. The. Things. Including the sashimi, the shabu shabu, and anything that came across my plate.​[3] It was all great... until I woke up in the middle of the night literally having shat my pajamas in my sleep. And it wasn’t the well-formed, intact kind, if you know what I mean.

Oh, the horror! The only thing worse than waking up in your own diarrhea is knowing that you need to get yourself physically down a hallway, into a communal restroom and not be spotted by anyone else while waddling and smelling like... honestly, I have no words about the smell. 

Why didn’t you just change in your room? you ask. 

Well, I just didn't have the necessary supplies to clean up that kind of biohazard scene, and I’ll leave it at that. After somehow creeping down the hall, making it to the bathroom, cleaning myself up as I cursed my own body and my life while listening to the happy toilet music (because Japan), I managed to get back into my room and fall back asleep. Until I woke up again and... yes... I shat myself again. It was probably one of the worst nights of my life. Plus, I was down two sets of flannel pajama bottoms and I’d only been in the country fourteen hours. I think you see where I’m going with this. 

I figured that this situation would run its course, pun intended, but things did not improve. It was like my body was not just rejecting the food but my very organs. Finally, when the need to rush to the bathroom subsided for more than ten-minute increments, I called my mother over Skype to ask what to do. She’s a physician, and for that, I was and am still very, very lucky.

She explained to me the names of the medications I would need. I had one more request, however. Could she look up the Japanese word for diarrhea for me? In case you ever need this information, the word is geri.

Normally, I would have crawled back into bed and dealt with the admin side of life later, but I had another pressing matter. Given the obscenely complicated requirements and customary payments required to lease an apartment in Japan, I opted for one of the no fuss guesthouses that are very popular.​[4] They are an excellent housing option for gaijin, except when said gaijin is required to travel half-way across a city of thirty-six million people to collect the key to said guesthouse and make this trip within forty-eight hours of a projected move-in date, twenty-four of which had already been spent donating her intestines to the Japanese sewer system.

I gathered my cramping body, a paper map printed from MapQuest​[5], my non-working original iPhone,​[6] my cash, and my hotel key (yes, a physical key) and did what any sane person presented with my facts would do... get into an exceptionally expensive cab and make the driver deal with getting me to the guesthouse office. Japanese cabs really are amazing, but they make you pay for this extreme convenience, and there’s no ‘I’m a foreign student dying of intestinal distress discount.’​[7] The cab dropped me right at a relatively squat building in the middle of a busy street in Shinjuku. The sheer size of the city around me was boggling. Sorry, New York, home of my birth, but you’ve got nothing on Tokyo. It is hard to understand the scale of Tokyo from photos. The buildings are taller and denser than you think, the streets wider than you expect, and the people more numerous than you can imagine. Still trying to catch my breath from being smack in the middle of it all, I climbed the stairs to the registration office, pale as a ghost and trying not to think of the massive throng of strangers into which I had dropped myself. 

As is the nature of accomplishing anything in Japan, I completed the ridiculous amount of paperwork involved in renting a room. I had already pre-booked it online, but this did not actually reduce the amount of paperwork, which was mercifully in English due to the fact that guesthouses cater to foreigners. I was required to complete all paperwork in person at the office, and they helpfully had some desks set aside for those of us slogging through it all in hopes of getting a key to an apartment some time before we died of old age. The Japanese love of bureaucracy truly befuddles me, and I’m a lawyer, so that’s saying something. I thanked whatever Shinto gods kept me from having another intestinal episode while I was waiting and stepped, finally, with guesthouse key in hand, back into the crazy, busy streets of a completely foreign city to which I had barely seen let alone acclimated. I looked around me trying to get my bearings and spotted what looked like a convenience store across the narrow block. Score! It was a pharmacy. 

I attempted to enter through the pharmacy’s sliding doors only to find that sliding doors in Japan are not automatic. They are operated by touching a panel where the two doors meet in the center. Slamming my face into the door as I tried to enter didn’t help the Japanese perception of me or my skull. After some searching, I successfully found the button to push to activate the door.​[8] Inside was a diminutive man in slacks and a button down with round glasses. He was organizing the shelves with a solemn expression on his face, and I could see that he worked there.

“Sumimasen,” I said. (Excuse me)

“Hai”, he said. (Yes)

“Geri o shimasu,” I said. (I translate this as I have diarrhea, but literally it means I do diarrhea, which I’m sure only added to the horror for this pharmacy clerk)

“Oh... so desu ne?” he asked. (Oh... is that so) 

His face registered no change of expression at all, but I knew enough about Japanese people from language lessons and cultural studies to know that this was a socially ingrained reaction to someone sharing something completely inappropriate with them. He really, really wished I hadn’t said what I had said. 

“Hai,” I replied. Nothing like doubling down on the awkwardness. (Yes or, technically, that’s correct)

Look, I spoke some Japanese, but at that point it was relatively limited. This was the first conversation I ever had in Japanese with a Japanese person in Japan, cab driver notwithstanding. The cab driver mostly communicated with smiles and bows. Needless to say, this was probably the most mortifying conversation that either of us had ever had, and I had just walked into a glass door, so I wasn’t starting from a position of confidence. I suspect that clerk still remembers me about as fondly as I remember that day. 

After digesting my announcement for a moment, he silently led me to a section of the pharmacy and gestured with spread hands to a shelf of medication near the ground. I tried to ask him which one, but he just gestured insistently, not meeting my eyes and then backed away, leaving me to sort out the options myself. None of the active ingredients of the indicated medications matched the names my mom had given me. I should probably have considered myself lucky that they were even in Roman letters and readable. It was such a good day. Not wanting to risk guessing incorrectly, I just picked up one of everything and took it to the counter where the clerk rang up my purchases completely silently. I couldn’t tell if he was embarrassed for me or scared of me. Either way, the silence followed me all the way to the street. I’m sure he was glad to see me go. At least I managed not to walk square into the door on the way out.

From there, I suffered a super uncomfortable series of train rides back to my hotel. This was my first ride on the Japanese train system, which I really, really love. It’s clean as a whistle, always on time, and gets you almost everywhere you need to go in Tokyo. At this early point in my relationship with the trains, however, I spent my time praying silently to myself that I was on the right train headed in the right direction and would somehow be able to find my way back to my hotel room in Mita. I didn’t really have the cash for another cab ride. The cramps came and went, but the Shinto gods spared me and the other passengers on the Ōedo Line from another pants-staining. The train and a fifteen-minute walk later, I called my mom again and cursed the fourteen-hour time difference. She got onto the computer and looked up all the names I read her until we sorted out what I had brought and at what quantity. She marveled that anyone saw relief at all from the dosages, a common theme in Japan, where even antibiotics are dosed low, sometimes requiring multiple doctor visits. As an example, my friend Becky, after the same welcome dinner, ended up with a bacterial infection that required multiple rounds of antibiotics to resolve, because the initial dosages prescribed weren’t therapeutic by American standards.​[9]

“Just take three now, and then take another one every time you feel the urge,” she said. “Even if it’s right after. Take them until it stops.” 

Like a good thirty-year-old girl suddenly living in another country with literally no clue what to do next, I listened to my mommy and popped anti-diarrheal tablets like candy. Even with the pitifully weak medication, it did eventually (not for a while) stop. And I did move into my new-to-me guesthouse apartment half-way across the city in a third direction from both the leasing office and my hotel.

Even today, the happy toilet music still haunts me mockingly.
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I made this ink and watercolor sketch from a photograph that I took of the Japanese cemetery, Higashi Otani, in Kyoto, Japan, March 2008 during my Spring Break visit

Golden light—distilled

through flesh, bone, and to the soil—

day fading slowly.

And in that instant,

frozen frame of cold, harsh light—

for you, it ended.

––––––––
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And yet I don’t weep

for friends lost to the ages,

for they were not mine.

––––––––
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Tiny bones rattle—

pieces of you here with me

now until the end.

––––––––
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Clear and cold and bright,

frozen crystals exhale but

my voice cracks silent.

––––––––
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Rain beats down then boom;

thunder splits the quiet night,

but my house still stands.

––––––––
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Snuffed in an instant—

fragile life slipping away

and so, cut too short.

Tip tap of the foot;

snap crack of the knuckle bone;

blink twitch of the eye.

––––––––
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The words felt heavy

in her hand, like a raised knife—

crackling with rage.
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The Togoshi Ginza Ripper
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My home base in Tokyo was the little area of Togoshi in the Shinagawa Ward. Tokyo is so large that it’s more like a giant ring of areas none of which are really suburbs, as we might define such in the United States. At the time, Temple University Japan was located in one of the areas along the edge of the ring formed by the Yamanote train line that circles the city. Mita was the area where campus was located, and this is a foreigner-heavy business district in central Tokyo. It wasn’t super residential, so most of the students in my class scattered to the winds, ending up in areas around this central district. I had friends all over, including Shinjuku, Gotanda, Asakusa, Ueno, and some, like myself, living in Togoshi.

I lived on the fourth floor of a seven-story building. Each floor starting with the second floor was a single guesthouse apartment rented by the room and shared among two to three people. The first floor was this tiny Nepalese restaurant with the best food ever. When I say tiny, I mean it had a counter that sat like two people and one table that also sat two people. A large portion of the actual space in the restaurant was dedicated to the diminutive kitchen that housed a massive tandoori oven which was clearly visible to patrons and provided a superior olfactory experience. There was many an evening where I had every intention of eating the groceries sitting in my refrigerator, but the smell of that restaurant would change my mind before I even made it to the elevator.

My particular room was unique in the building because I opted for a Japanese style room with a tatami (woven hemp mat) floor and shoji (wooden frame with translucent paper panels) that served as the door to my room. I actually chose this particular location because of this room, and it was a fairly reasonable ¥96,000 ($960) per month. My bed was a futon (a quilted cotton mattress) on the floor. Most of the rooms in the building, including the other two rooms in my apartment were done in the western style with wood floors and bed frames supporting spring mattresses. Traditional Japanese rooms are measured in the number of tatami mats it takes to cover the floor. My room was small by American standards but was big enough by Japanese standards to have slept a whole family. The room itself was more than fifty percent larger than the other two bedrooms in my apartment. My room also had a sliding window that opened to a patio, where I could stand outside and look over Togoshi Ginza. 

When I first arrived at my apartment and was still on good terms with my Australian roommate, he showed me around and explained the kitchen and washer to me. The washing machine was a combination washer/dryer, and because it wasn’t very good at drying, he told me I would probably want to let it run for a bit but then ultimately hang my clothes on my patio to dry. We went out to the patio to look around.

“Don’t leave your panties here to dry overnight, though,” he said after a moment, his face serious.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I had just met this man, and now he was talking about my underwear.  Also, was there some rule against underpants being publicly displayed after dark that I wasn’t aware of?

“Most laundry is fine,” he clarified, “but if you leave your underwear here, it will be stolen.”

“We are four floors up,” I said and snuck a peek over the edge of the concrete wall of the patio.

He reached up his arm and smacked the wall to the right side of the patio.  On the other side of the barricade was the staircase that I would walk up to get to my apartment if I wasn’t taking the elevator. It was not an easy task to leave the staircase and shimmy around this solid wall and traverse the chest height barrier to my patio.

“They will get over this way,” he said with such authority that I believed he had some special knowledge of how this worked.

I was still a little taken aback. I knew the Japanese had a proclivity for buying worn underpants from vending machines but scaling a wall four floors up to claim a random person’s clean underwear seemed like a lot of trouble to go to. 

“But they will be clean,” I said, hearing how comical I sounded to my own ears. Not much embarrassed me, but the ridiculousness of this conversation was surreal.
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