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Here’s the thing about laundry: it is the perfect metaphor for your life. How you do your laundry—how you even think about your laundry—parallels what is going on in your life.


One year ago I was a single girl in L.A., living in my snappy condo, zipping around in my red sunroofed Jetta from job to manicure to drinks with friends to beach to Barney’s sale to requisite Sunday dinner with parents to dates with cute guy who eventually became my husband. After we married, he whisked me away to Japan . . . where I now spend most of my waking hours thinking about and doing laundry.


Prior to this, I never thought about laundry. I have no vivid recollection of doing it, no story to tell around it, no favorite brand of laundry soap, and no cute memory of me and some guy folding sheets together.


No, wait, I lied. There is one laundry memory. During my St. Elmo’s Fire days, my best girlfriend, Stacey, and I were obsessed with being Ally Sheedy and Demi Moore. (Did anyone want to be Mare Winningham, I ask you?) We’d don our “let’s go to the laundromat and try to look domestically sexy in hopes of meeting Emilio Estevez or Andrew McCarthy look-alikes” outfits—cutoff jean shorts, white tank tops, and bandanas—then arm ourselves with magazines, nail polish, and cigarettes and sit late at night on benches illuminated by the fluorescent lights, gossiping about nothing and fantasizing about everything.


Of course, none of the random and often motley characters doing their laundry ever looked like Andrew McCarthy: the pseudobiker guy and girlfriend; the attractive but standoffish single woman, possibly midthirties; the older single woman with rambunctious children in tow; the obviously single guy washing a hand towel and two pairs of underwear; the Latino family doing a month’s worth of laundry; and the ones like me—young, naive, and unconcerned with how many quarters it took to wash and dry a week’s worth of clothes. Now we all seem like characters in a Tennessee Williams play, each with his or her own story to tell, and a future uncertain in many ways . . . but filled with laundry, no matter what.


At the time I wasn’t nearly as introspective, of course. But when you spend hours, literally hours, focused on one seemingly simple task and it fights you every step of the way, you begin to look back on all the luxuries you took for granted.


I’ve been married for less than two weeks, which puts me solidly in the newlywed category, and what do I spend most of my time doing, thinking about, and talking about? Freakin’ laundry. Do I fall asleep with a newlywed’s smile on my face, dreaming about our exciting new life in Japan?


No. I fall asleep with my fingers clenched, anticipating more punishment, more water torture, staring endlessly inside the drum of the recalcitrant beast that defies me.


I want to kill my laundry machine.


“We’re moving to Japan,” I told Stacey.


“Uh-huh.”


“No, seriously, we are moving to Japan. Right after the wedding.”


“And why exactly are you doing this?”


“I’m not exactly sure, but it has something to do with the fact that I am getting married and my husband has a job there.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Can you say something else, please?”


“Does Neiman Marcus know you’re leaving?”


“Ha-ha,” I said nastily.


I already had Neiman’s on my call list to have my catalogs forwarded.


“Listen, you have to admit it’s a little shocking to think of you anywhere that doesn’t have valet parking.”


“I can get great sushi there,” I pointed out.


“You can get great sushi here.”


“Enough! It’s done. We’re moving. Support my ass, or stay out of it.”


I was annoyed by Stacey’s skepticism.


When Peter asked me if I would be willing to move to Japan for a couple of years for a teaching job, I said what every good Jewish fiancée says to her intended. “Honey, of course I would move to Japan with you! Are you kidding? I would move anywhere in the world with you.” (Think of the rock, think of the rock.) “Besides, I love adventures.”


And I did: ski weekends in Vail, spring vacations in Palm Springs and Lake Havasu, and daring escapades across the border into Tijuana for dancing, drinking, and heavy bargaining for fake Louis Vuittons. And I’ve been to Hawaii, so how different could Japan be? Half the population of Japan was in Hawaii.


I could see it already: my adorable husband and me traveling by bullet train to exotic locations, long weekends in Kyoto, skiing in Nagano, Bali for the honeymoon . . . I imagined myself surrounded by expats with equally glamorous lives, sipping sake and talking about the difference between the toro in Tokyo versus the toro at Nobu.


“Honey, where exactly will we be living?”


“Nagoya.”


“Nagoya?” (In my head: Na-GOY-ah . . . GOY . . . Ah . . . ) “Are you sure it’s not Tokyo?”


“Nope. It’s Nagoya—the Toyota capital of Japan,” he said teasingly.


“I’ll certainly be the only Jew.”
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I knew Peter was The One as soon as I met him. When I walked into his classroom and saw him surrounded by students, looking so handsome and Pacino-esque, I stopped short. He shook my hand formally, indicated that I should sit in his chair, which was still warm, then walked comfortably to the front of the room, where for the next sixty minutes I watched him move fluidly between Spanish and English with almost no indication as to which was his first language. I was supposed to be taking notes about teaching styles and techniques; instead, I drew little hearts with arrows and wrote I think this is it in the margin. As soon as I got back in my car, I called Stacey and told her I had just met the man I was going to marry.


On our first date, two days later, we sat in a local bar drinking beer and smoking cigarettes like teenagers. We talked for three hours and then he walked me to my car and politely kissed me good-bye. On our second date, I went to his place on Saturday afternoon and didn’t leave until I had to go to work on Monday morning.


It was Kurt Russell that finally clinched the deal. One night as we were drifting off after having seen Breakdown, Peter, who was lying behind me, whispered, “Lisa?”


“Hmmm?”


“Ya know what I was thinking when I watched that movie?”


“What?”


“That if some guy took off with you, I’d hunt him down just like Kurt did.”


We’d been dating for more than a month, and although I was pretty sure he was hooked, I wasn’t convinced until that moment.


“Oooh, you’ve got it bad,” I said, laughing.


Fortunately, he laughed with me.


We didn’t live together before getting married. I’d lived with someone a few years earlier and it was a disaster. Really, it’s such a ridiculous notion to live with a guy (and no, I did not do his laundry) and deal with all his bullshit and not have a rock on your hand. I only made that mistake once.


I know what you’re thinking: this guy’s a teacher. That means a teacher’s salary. Hardly the Jewish girl’s wet dream bank account (or Jewish mother’s, truth be told), but although I was raised with certain expectations, I didn’t have the gift for sniffing out rich boyfriends the way my high school friend Kim did. Kim just had some innate sense that told her a guy came from money, and I knew even then that she would marry a rich guy and live a rich life. Somehow, I knew even then that I wouldn’t.


And if I must be honest, I just never got off on the idea of the Jewish doctor or lawyer thing. I was always attracted to the gentile bad boys. Well, more like pseudobad boys.


I thought of Bill, whom I met in San Diego. He drove a motorcycle (bad) without a helmet (bad-bad), was in the navy (very gentile-bad), and loved sex more than breathing (good-bad). Ultimately he called me from jail saying that he’d been arrested for grand larceny. I didn’t even know what grand larceny was, and when he asked me to bail him out (just plain bad manners), I hung up forever.


Still, I didn’t quite shake my weakness for the bad-boy aura. Later, when I tempered that with guys who had college degrees, read interesting books, and actually liked their parents, the bad-boy thing became more of an aside or the hint of an alluring past.


Here are some things I learned about Peter’s bad-boy aura. He was in the marines and lived overseas for several years, during which he learned to speak Spanish fluently. All this took place during the seventies, before AIDS, before sex had a conscience. My suspicion is that he learned Spanish for less than diplomatic reasons. I begged him to tell me some stories and he flatly refused. (Ooh, secret-bad.) He had lived with a couple of women, was engaged once before, and only hinted about the total number of conquests.


He reads a lot, stuff I’d always deemed intimidating or scholarly. He’s read the whole Will Durant series and loves Joseph Campbell. For light reading, he likes the Winston Churchill series on World War II. He claims to be drawn to “the hero who dies in the end” stories (Shakespeare-bad). His favorite artist is Egon Schiele, who in my opinion has a thing for pasty, anorexic-looking women. His favorite movies are Taxi Driver, Reflections in a Golden Eye, and The Wild Bunch.


My favorites are When Harry Met Sally and Young Frankenstein. I can certainly read a classic or two if pressed, but I adore Judith Krantz novels and admit that without blushing. I don’t have a favorite artist, but if you asked me at a party, I would probably say David Hockney, because I can pronounce his name and I know he paints pictures of swimming pools.


My favorite thing about being with Peter is that he makes me feel smart. When we first started dating I told him my Marva Collins story, about how I saw her on 60 Minutes when I was really young, and a boy in her class was explaining that he had just finished reading The Divine Comedy. I remember my parents making their impressed noises and I asked them what The Divine Comedy was—if it was a comic book or something like that. “Not quite” was my mother’s answer.


Marva Collins was my hero. It’s because of her that I decided to be a teacher.


I told Peter this story, and the next week he gave me a beautifully wrapped present.


“What is it?” It wasn’t jewelry; I could tell by the box.


“Open it.”


I did.


It was Dante’s Divine Comedy.


“Now we each have a copy, so we can read it together.”


Peter has traveled to more countries than I have manicured appendages, and is confident that living in Japan would be a great experience. He is certain I have it in me to be a world traveler. I would hate to let him down.


All in all, he is the yin to my yang, the suffering to my joy, the Chanel Vamp to my Essie Ballet Slippers.


I have found my bad boy disguised as an intellectual. Perfect.


Stacey and I went to La Costa the week before the wedding. We had a huge suite and a massive bathroom. Bathrooms are very important to me. They are the first room I investigate after dropping my bags. The lighting, counter space, and tub size are all scrutinized carefully. I think shower curtains are cheesy and prefer glass doors. I love a shower with a bench, for all sorts of reasons. I think if you’re going to design the bathroom, go all the way and put a shelf around the tub. This is essential for candles, Us magazines, and lemon water. The layout, color scheme, and ambiance of a hotel bathroom can mean the difference between a great trip and a lousy one.


We drank a lot at La Costa and talked about marriage. Stacey was already married.


“I’m nervous,” I confessed, sitting poolside on a hot Saturday.


“About what?”


“The big commitment. I mean, what if in six months or something I decide I made a mistake?”


“You won’t,” Stacey said lazily with her eyes closed.


“How do you know?”


“Remember when you lived with Liz, and we would sit outside on your balcony and talk about what we wanted out of life?” Stacey sat up and looked at me, shielding her eyes with her hand to block out the sun.


“Vaguely.”


“Well, I do. And I remember specifically what you told me about your ideal guy. He would have dark hair, dark eyes, be handsome in a real way, not a fake way, really smart, would love books, love to travel, and either be a teacher or a writer.”


“You remember all that?”


“Absolutely. So my point is, that is exactly who you are marrying. It doesn’t mean you won’t have those moments of ‘holy shit, I have to listen to this guy breathe for fifty years.’ It just means, better him than anyone else.”


“Do you feel that way about Mark?”


“Which? The good or the bad?”


“Both.”


She paused too long before answering, I thought.


“Yes. It’s definitely a mix of both.”


We were quiet for a few minutes and then Stacey started to giggle.


“What?” I asked.


“Remember that guy you met at the pool hall in Venice, the bodybuilder with the giant schlong?”


“Oh yeah! Barry Cohen.” I started to laugh. “What made you think of him?”


“Mark and I played pool last weekend at the same place, and I thought about that night but I couldn’t remember the guy’s name.”


“Oh Jesus. That was so funny. Remember he brought me back to his place and gave me a twenty-minute lecture about how the Cohens were one of the original tribes in Israel? I thought, what the hell is he talking about? And then he took off his pants and I thought, ‘Tribe, shmibe, I’m not going near that thing.’ I just didn’t have it in me.”


“Literally,” Stacey quipped, and we burst out laughing.


We laughed hard, but somewhere in that euphoria was the awareness that an era was over. Fifteen years of banter that only came when you spent so much time with another person that you knew everything about them was about to end.


I was startled that sadness could consume a moment of raucous laughter, and when the tears in my eyes suddenly became saltier, I got up and dove into the pool.


Six days after a very InStyle wedding, my husband, my rock, and I are on a plane to Japan. Everything still feels so surreal. I know deep down that I am moving to another country, but at the moment it feels more like I’m on my honeymoon to an exotic destination, and my husband and I are cozying up in business class (a nice postwedding touch on Peter’s part).


Oddly, the most traumatic part of this whole experience thus far was the limitations placed on my packing extravaganza.


“Lisa, you can’t bring e-vree-thing you own,” Peter warned.


“What?”


“We are not moving into a three-bedroom walk-up. The place is large only by Japanese standards. A lot of your stuff needs to go into storage.”


Storage?


A word I’d never used before.


After an uneventful flight, we land at Nagoya Airport. Once we debark the plane, things seem to move in a blurry speed-of-light way. My brain can only process bits and pieces of this dingy, noisy, crowded place. We go through customs, which seems to take for-e-ver, on to the baggage claim, where I am painfully aware that I have three times the amount of bags as everybody else. As I am hauling large American-style luggage off the skinny, tiny conveyer belt, Peter whispers in my ear, “School representatives are here to meet us.” I turn and flash my best smile, under the circumstances, and am met with four nonsmiling skinny, tiny people, three men and a woman staring at me and all my stuff. They nod and then speak quickly to each other in Japanese. Then one man turns to us and says, “Sumimasen, we do not have enough room in car. We must get some taxis.”


Umm, weird welcoming.


Peter and I retrieve three luggage carts and load up our stuff. Then we steer the wobbly ancient carts through the crowds. Maybe it’s not so, but it feels like everyone is staring at me. (I will later have my suspicions confirmed that yes, in fact, everyone is staring at me, and they will continue to stare at me everywhere I go for as long as I’m here.)


The automatic doors open and quite suddenly, the air-conditioning is sucked away and I am standing in a tropical heat such as I have never experienced before.


“Holy shit! It’s a fucking sauna here!”


Immediately, I begin to panic. My hair! My skin! Send more antiperspirant, pronto! Oh my God—how do these people breathe?


So my bags and I are in one cab. For whatever reason, Peter and I are in separate cars. It’s hot and dark and smells foreign. I am sitting on the left side because the driver is on the right, and even though I would rather do tricep dips than fall asleep in front of a stranger, at this point I just can’t help it.


I am jarred awake several minutes later when the cab hits a bump.


“Sumimasen,” the driver says, then turns into a parking lot. I squint in the darkness and see what looks like the back of a large Communist-era building. I also see large trash receptacles.


I had been dreaming of the Bel-Air Hotel, where I got married. The lawn, the swans, my dress . . . how quickly I’ve gone from InStyle to no style.


Moments later, the car with Peter and the gang pulls up. I’m sure I don’t smell very good at this point, but neither does anything else.


The two drivers stoically begin tossing bags onto the gravel. Soon there is a large, shapeless pile that needs to be transported from gravel to house.


One of the school reps picks up a bag and hands it to me.


I put it down.


He picks it up again and puts the strap in my hands.


“Lisa, he wants you to carry this one,” Peter explains.


“I know what he wants.” Jesus, I’m tired.


Peter explains that we are parked at the back entrance of the building; it will be much nicer at the front.


“Umhmm.”


We walk in a line: the strange man first, Peter second, and me last up a flight of stairs, then another, and then another.


“Isn’t there an elevator?” I bark quietly at Peter.


“Obviously not,” Peter says sarcastically. It makes me want to pinch his ass—and not in a good way.


We finally stop in front of a green metal door. The man takes a key and hands it to Peter, who opens the door to the first home I will ever have as a married woman.


I step in and look around as the light is turned on.


Oh. My. God.


A dark-walled, barren room with one naked lightbulb, a small table, two chairs, and a mint green telephone.


That’s it.


Peter and the man go back downstairs to get more bags. Perhaps out of kindness, my new husband does not insist that I join them.


Instead I am left to explore this place, which I will be calling home for two years. The vinyl flooring is orange, brown, and beige squares (seventies-bad). The lone bulb hangs from the center of the room on a silver cord. The far left corner has a silver sink with a nozzle and accordion hose contraption that extends down from a pink and white box. A tiny portable stove with two burners and a little drawer sits next to the sink on a small maple cabinet.


The phone, alone on the floor against the opposite wall, has those big oversize buttons. It also looks dirty. No way will I put that thing next to my face.


Peter comes back upstairs with more bags and a different guy.


“Is that everything?” I ask.


“No, there’s one more round to go.” Peter is sweating and looks irritated. If he thinks for two seconds that I am going down those stairs to pick up more bags just to bring them up here, he is not as smart as he seemed.


Because if I do go back downstairs, I will jump into the cab and hightail it to the airport faster than you can say Barney’s warehouse sale. Which I realize I am going to miss, because I’ll be here instead of there.


I know I am in shock, because none of this is really sinking in. I am not really here, this is not my home, I am not married. I am back in L.A. having a spa pedicure at the Four Seasons, and I have dozed off while Martina is massaging my feet with peppermint oil.


I wander around aimlessly and stumble into another room, this one empty, then backtrack and find what presumably must be the bedroom since it has a bed in it.


The exploration of all things new and disappointing comes to a quick halt as exhaustion takes over. Suddenly, I can only think about sleep—and I realize I will not be getting into the bed I have slept in for the last five years, with my 650-thread-count sheets and my lovely Scandia down comforter. Something close to tears threatens to reveal me as a wimp instead of a world traveler. I give my new bed the once-over and immediately dismiss it as inadequate. It is too small, with an ugly wooden frame and a dilapidated mattress. It reminds me of something I might have slept on at camp. It will have to be replaced.


I hear Pete reenter the apartment and firmly close the front door. He joins me in the bedroom and puts his arms around me. I am still staring at the bed.


Reading my mind, Peter says, “The bed is just a loaner until we get our own.”


“A loaner from who?”


“I don’t know who. I only know that there’s nothing else to sleep on tonight except the floor, so we’ll just have to make the best of it.”


I shudder. I detest making the best of it.


Well, what does one do to make the best of this?


I smile halfheartedly. “I suppose it could be worse.” My voice cracks on the worse, but otherwise it sounds okay.


He hugs me.


I look around the room.


“Peter, I don’t see any sheets or pillows.” I feel something panicky around my throat.


“Oh shit, I guess there aren’t any.”


“Oh shit, I guess there aren’t any?” Makethebestofitma-kethebestofit. Instinctively I wave my hands in front of my eyes rapidly, fanning frantically to avoid an avalanche of desperation. This new element seems almost beyond my scope of suffering. I have never in my life slept without a pillow.


“Honey, okay, I know this looks bad. Our first night in our first home, no pillows, lousy bed . . . Let’s just try to get some sleep, and tomorrow we will solve these problems, I promise.”


In silence, I take my lavender cashmere pashmina scarf and use it as a blanket, and jam sweatshirts under my head for a pillow.


I lie in the dark and say quietly, “I don’t think I can do this.”


For a moment there is silence, and I wonder if Peter is already asleep.


Then he takes my hand, squeezes it, and says, “Lisa, I know you can do this. The first night is always the hardest. It only gets easier; please trust me. All you have to do is make it through one night. If you wake up tomorrow and still feel like you can’t do this, we can go home.”


This last statement comes as a total surprise.


“Do you mean that?”


“Absolutely. If you can’t do this, Lisa, we leave. You’re my wife and I love you. I didn’t bring you here to make you miserable. I brought you here for an adventure. If all it causes you is suffering, we’ll go home.”


I lie in the dark and think about what he’s said. I can’t see his face, and I’m not sure if he’s telling the truth or just saying it to make me feel better. Still, it works. My body involuntarily shivers with relief. As soon as we wake up in the morning, I’ll tell him I want to go home. Back to L.A., back to what I know and love.


All I have to do is make it through one night.


Without any pillows.


After what seems like only five minutes, the phone rings, waking me up. Peter gets up and goes into the other room to answer it. I hear him talking quietly, and after a few minutes he comes back into the bedroom.


“Good morning, my lovely wife.”


Sweet. I couldn’t possibly look like my usual glowing morning self. My neck is killing me, and I’m sure I have wrinkle marks on my face from pressing my cheek into a sweatshirt all night. Also I am dying for coffee, and we have nothing to eat or drink in this house.


“Good morning to you.” I smile, triumphant that I made it through the night. Now all I have to say is “Let’s go home” and this will be over. We’ll call a cab, bring the bags back downstairs, and be back in Los Angeles by tonight. I could be sleeping in a real bed with real sheets by tomorrow . . .


“Lisa, that was one of the administrators from the school. Apparently someone named Akiko is coming over to show you how to work the appliances, and take us to get the phone number transferred to our name, get our bank account set up, stuff like that.”


I have been in Japan for exactly twelve hours and already I am supposed to entertain? I wonder if Nate ’n Al’s delivers to Nagoya.


I sigh. “Akiko who?”


“I think it’s Akiko Steinberg of the Nagoya Steinbergs,” Peter says in an amused voice.


I make a face at him. “What time is she supposed to be here?”


“In about an hour and a half. I’m going to find a market and get us some provisions. Why don’t you unpack a bit and take a shower? When I get back, I’ll do the same.”


So I guess now isn’t the best time to announce that I want to leave. We have company coming and I need to look presentable.


“I’ll miss you,” I say, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him close (although it is so hot and I am sweating in all the wrong places and I can’t stand being here, and please can’t Peter take me to a white sand beach so I can wear my new Norma Kamali bathing suit?).


We kiss.


He leaves soon after, murmuring cute things like “beautiful bride” and “wife.”


I spend a little time exploring the apartment in the light of day, hoping that perhaps the jet lag and late night disorientation clouded my prior view. Peter had said that the apartment was large by Japanese standards, but what about my standards? Don’t they count for anything? The only Japanese-style architecture I’m familiar with is that old guy’s house in the Karate Kid movie, and my ex-boyfriend’s mother’s fabulous condo with Asian accents. What happened to my fantasy of sliding shoji screens and a zen garden with little bonsai trees? I pictured something wood and glass, where I could walk around naked communing with nature. How can I possibly look sexy in this place?


I notice, too, as I walk around, that I feel a bit like Alice in Wonderland after she eats the mushroom that makes her get big. The ceilings are lower—that’s what it is! I am taller in here. I am lumbering around with my giant feet and huge body, and the walls are vibrating as I clomp my way around. How nice.


I enter the bathroom off the main room. To the left is the shower room, straight ahead is the sink and some weird-looking box, and to the right is another door. I open it and breathe a huge sigh of relief when I find the toilet in all its Western glory. It is a real sit-down toilet and not a squatter-over, as I had been warned about. I examine the shower room more carefully. It is fully tiled, which may sound luxurious and spa-esque . . . but isn’t. It’s old and cold, and the shower itself is a black hose with a head attachment that has only one drippy setting. At one time the tiles were probably blue. There is a tiny high window with wire running through it in diamond-shaped patterns. When I flick the wall switch on, I am assaulted by fluorescent light from hell (also known as cellu-light). Okaaaay, so no showering with Peter.


I glance at the deep Japanese tub, which I could see myself using only if I were shaped like an air-conditioning unit. Deciding to test it out just to be sure, and because I am alone right now, I carefully swing one leg high over the side and step in, then lift the other leg over while leaning against the tile wall for balance. Imagine having to do this wet and naked. Now that I am standing in the tub, presumably I would want to lie down. This unfortunately is not the way of Japanese tubs. God forbid somebody would actually want to read a magazine in here. Instead, I would have to crouch into a sitting position, which means that even on my skinniest of skinny days, there would be stomach rolls to contend with.


Really, the whole process has too many opportunities for humiliation.


So, no baths, either.


I pass by the strange big box sitting innocently next to the sink. It might be a cheap storage unit, or perhaps a large bread maker with an old-fashioned timer. After all, since the kitchen is just a sink and two gas burners, quite possibly bread is baked elsewhere.


There is a medicine cabinet above the sink, and the mirror looks like it was dragged across town on the back of a motorcycle. I open the cabinet to find two shelves. One, two. That’s it. No counter space, no counter. This does not bode well.


I return to the bedroom, which has tatami mats on the floor that make the room smell kind of haylike. Not offensive, but definitely not my first choice. I should have brought my scented candles. I had them in my hands, but for whatever reason, I wrapped them and boxed them.


I fear that the phrase “I should’ve brought that . . .” will become a recurrent part of my inner dialogues, and suddenly my heart aches so badly that I slump down on the disgusting bed and begin to cry. It feels good to finally let it out unselfconsciously. I cry hard for a couple of minutes and then it just tapers off. I try to force it a bit to see if I can bring up another round of good sobs, but no, I’m just sort of hiccupping at this point, and feeling a bit foolish.


With a big, self-indulgent sigh, I get up and take my travel case and towel (thank the good Lord above that I brought one of those) and head to the bathroom.


Thirty minutes later I am showered (hah!), dressed (Ann Taylor wraparound sundress, only slightly wrinkled), hair in a low side-part ponytail, diamond studs, and my diamond eternity wedding ring. The whole look says “upwardly mobile conservative young matron.” Mercifully I found a bag of flavored rice crackers left over from the plane ride, so my stomach is temporarily quiet, but still no coffee and I can feel a headache hovering at the base of my neck.


Peter isn’t back yet, but I am as ready as I can be to make small talk with the blue-blooded Akiko. I hear a knock, open the small green metal door that connects my home to the world in which I now live, and my eyes automatically conduct their head-to-toe assessment of fashion mistakes. Akiko is thin, my height, dark hair (natch), with a long, scowling face. Knee-length generic denim skirt, brown nondescript sandals worn with pantyhose, toes look clean but no polish to speak of, maroon blouse (God, you can’t even get maroon in L.A. anymore), and nary a piece of jewelry. Her hands are empty, devoid of hostess gift. Hmmm.


“Hello, I am very pleased to meet you,” I say slowly and clearly.


“Thank you.” Shoes come off and she steps into the living room.


“I understand you can help me with these appliances.”


“Aaahhhmaaaaybeee.”


This is my first experience with the Japanese version of maybe. Later I find out that maybe can mean yes, no, not on your life, fuck off, or just plain maybe. It is almost always attached to the sound of aaahhh, and the word itself is drawn out, made very long in the vowels. (By the end of my two years in Japan, I’ll desire to strangle any person who aaahhhmaaaaybeees me, while at the same time, I will become accustomed to and horrified by my own aaahhh-maaaaybeee-ing.)


“Umm, well, can you show me where the washer and dryer are? For clothes of course.” I laugh awkwardly.


Akiko doesn’t join me. “Ahh, clothes washer is here.” She points to the bread maker. “No dryer.”


“Excuse me, Akiko, what do you mean, no dryer?”


“Ahh, no dryer for clothes. We use outside line.”


“Whatdoyoumeanoutsideline?” I completely forget about slowly and clearly.


“Ahh, please follow me.”


She beckons me and I’d swear on my Prada bag she’s enjoying this.


She points to my balcony, which is small and empty.


“I see the balcony but I do not see a dryer.”


“Please look here.” She points at a hook on one end of the balcony, then points at a second hook on the other end of the balcony. “This for clothesline.” I feel a slight wave of vertigo as I imagine myself with a bandana around my head, an apron around my waist, and a basket filled with sheets and underwear wedged at my hip as I hum indecipherable Muzak.


I am hanging clothes on a clothes line i am hanging clothes on a clothes line.


I lean against the wall and delicately wipe perspiration from my upper lip.


Weakly I ask, “Is there a dry cleaner nearby?”


“Eeehhhh?” Another Japanese guttural. Eeehhhh means surprised and a little insulted. It starts low and crescendos on a high note. The perfect accusation without words. I’ll become quite familiar with it, but today it only startles and agitates me.


“Of course there is dry cleaner nearby.”


Phew! Everything will be dry-cleaned.


“I show you how to wash clothes now and then we go.”


Jesus, where is my husband?


I follow her back to the washing machine, where she shows me two compartments with snap-top lids. I pretend to pay close attention. She goes on. One compartment is only slightly wider than the other. There is a large dial with the numbers 5, 10, 15, 30. There is a switch. The large white plastic box is attached to the wall by a slim rubber hose that fits haphazardly over a spigot. I nod and yawn.


“First turn on water.” Akiko turns on the faucet. Water rushes into the larger compartment. “Watch this line.” She points to a line on the inside drum. “When water is here, turn off water.”


“Then add soap.


“Then set timer.


“Then close lid.


“Then drain water.


“Then repeat water, get soap out.


“Then drain.


“Then take clothes and put them here.


“Then spin.


“Then take clothes and hang outside dry.”


My lower jaw hangs slack. Pardon my French, but this woman must be outofherfuckingmind if she thinks I will ever do this. The only thing missing is an old-fashioned scrubbing board and a metal tub!


I am in such a state of shock that I begin to laugh. Unfortunately Akiko, who it seems was born without a sense of humor, is clearly offended by my outburst. It doesn’t matter, as I am certain that I will never have to entertain her again. I continue to laugh until tears come to my eyes and Akiko’s eyes widen as she watches me fall apart.


“Eeehhhh!” she exclaims in surprise.


Unfortunately, this only sets me off again.


Peter walks through the door as I am doubled over with laughter and Akiko the Hun is glaring at me with womanly contempt.


He glances at me, smiles, and shakes his head. He knows that I’m on the laugh train to gone.


“Akiko,” he says, holding out his hand, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Pete, Lisa’s husband.”


His gentlemanly manner only adds to my amusement. I would’ve tried to tell him not to bother, that Akiko is impervious to our social charms, but he’ll find out soon enough.


“Excuse me,” I squeak, and stumble off to our bedroom to fix my makeup.


When Pete and I first started dating, he took me to a Mexican restaurant where one of his students worked. After we ordered, I decided to use the bathroom. The restaurant was tiny, just a room in a strip mall, and normally I don’t do bathrooms in places like that. But in this case I really had to go, so I walked over to the door marked men/women, pulled it open—and came face-to-face with a guy sitting on the toilet. He just stared at me. He didn’t say a word, didn’t even yell something appropriate like “Close the door for Christsake!” I stared at him and he stared at me. Suddenly I burst out laughing and couldn’t stop.


I laughed so hard and loud that I could tell everyone was staring at me, and Peter was mortified (this being his first experience with me like that). I left the restaurant and leaned against the wall next to a homeless guy at the 7-Eleven; I was still laughing when Peter came out with the food.


Another time we were at a community theater play that was so bad, it was as if I was waiting for something to set me off. During one particularly wrenching death scene, some guy behind me burped loudly. By then, knowing me well enough, Peter grabbed my head in one swift move and pulled my face into his chest.
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