Part 1

Alone in Japan

May 13th- Mother's Day in Milan
Having discovered early on that most airline specials to Japan had a 30 day maximum stay as one stipulation, I had opted for the one airline that had no maximum stay whatsoever: Alitalia.  The only catch was that I had to fly to Osaka via Italy, which was definitely not the most direct route from Chicago.  However, since I was in no particular hurry, and welcomed the chance to save $400 as well as see Italy for the first time, I found myself on Altitlia flight 794, en route to Milan.  I hadn't seen much out the plane window on the way over- I had watched as we flew over the Midwest but had missed the Ocean entirely due to the cloud cover as well as my attempts to sleep.  I actually slept little, maybe a couple of hours despite the sleeping pills I had washed down with an Italian beer during dinner.  Regarding this choice of beverage, I figured that although almost everyone has had some Italian wine during their lifetimes, how often do you hear of someone having Italian beer!  I had also glimpsed the Alps briefly as we made our approach to Italy: snow-capped peaks which reminded me of the Rockies.  But it was not until we were making our approach to land at Malpensa airport that I was able to get my first good impressions of Italy.  It was, as far as I could tell- exactly like Central Illinois!  The Alps had completely disappeared and in their place were miles and miles of fields covering land as flat as a pancake.  The coaches of the Illinois State girl's volleyball team were sitting in front of me and we joked that perhaps they had flown the plane in circles for 9 hours and that we were, in fact, still in Central Illinois.  Malpensa Airport is a 40-minute train ride from Milan but you wouldn't know you were anywhere near a city when you land there.  Again, the farms and fields were all I could see around it.  

We had landed at 7 am, but it took me a long time to find my way through the airport, cashing in some $ for Euros, getting a measly 19.65 Euros for $40 (the dollar was particularly weak against the Euro and I suspected that the airport money changers were charging a ridiculous processing fee), depositing my bags at the "left luggage" counter, and finally boarding the train to Milan.  I boarded the 8:23 train that would arrive in Milan about 9.  My second impression of Italy was that it was a lot dirtier than I had pictured.  Italy was beautiful the various "chick flicks" I had watched with Trudy, but I couldn't help but notice the omnipresent trash and graffiti.  The train ride was through beautiful countryside and quaint little towns, but the wall lining the tracks was a never-ending stretch of graffiti the entire ride.  I snapped some pictures of the countryside in order to prove that it was almost identical to home.  My family, unfortunately, would not be getting a chance to visit Italy, since the price of the tickets on Alitalia had more than doubled to take the same route six weeks later, and I was forced to get them tickets on Northwest Airlines, instead.
At last, 2 hours after I had arrived, I stood in downtown Milan.  This area was filled with narrow streets, statues, fountains, and sites such as an old castle and cathedral.  The graffiti had luckily all but disappeared, although the town still had a gray, slightly dingy look to it.  Perhaps that is because the buildings are so old compared to anything we see in America.  Since I only had 90 minutes before I had planned to attend a church service in Milan, I began an express tour of all the sites I wanted to see.  Walking at a fast clip and snapping pictures like mad, I walked to the Duomo Cathedral, through the central plaza, and finally through the Castle itself and around the surrounding grounds. I got slightly lost once, mainly since it was nearly impossible to make out any landmarks due a combination of narrow streets as well as relatively tall buildings.  

I made it to the church service with about 10 minutes to spare after having walked approximately 3 miles on my tour.  The service was great- there were about 5 Americans who were part of the 40 member church.  A couple that sat next to me took turns translating for me.  The wife, an English teacher, translated the communion message, while her husband, a pharmaceutical representative, translated the main message.  After we had sung a few songs, the wife asked me, "Are you sure you don't speak any Italian?  You pronounce the words very well!"  Maybe it was my ethnic heritage coming through (my mother was a Vignali), or just being thankful to be able to read a foreign language written in a Roman alphabet (that would soon change in Japan).  Service went slightly long, until about 12:30, and I became increasingly concerned about whether I could still get to the airport two hours in advance of my departing flight.  Luckily, the wife of the man I had originally made contact with in Milan was going to her parents' house in the direction of the airport, and could drop me at about the halfway point, where the train ride was cut to 20 minutes.  Her 3-year-old son rode in the back of the car and continually asked questions in Italian: "Are we going to grandmas'?  Where is Japan? Are we going to eat there today?"  I caught the 1:16 train from the Sardona station and arrived back at the airport about 1:45.  Luckily, the lines through security weren't long, and I ended up with 30 minutes to spare before boarding my flight to Osaka. 
May 14th- 1st Day in Japan

We passed over China on our approach to Japan.  I stared out the window hoping to catch a glimpse of the Great Wall but all I could make out were mountains and lots of factories spewing liberal amounts of smoke into the air.  

We landed in Japan a full 70 minutes before my itinerary had claimed we would be there.  After passing through passport control, customs, and exchanging $ for yen (this time not getting such a raw deal), Nori was there to pick me up from the airport.  He had asked me if I remembered what he looked like and I told him I did, but to be honest- I would have been hard pressed to pick him out from the crowd.  He must have had the same problem but finally came up to me as I was just sitting back down from standing in a line for currency exchange and asked if I was the right person.  Nori drove me to Osaka but was not completely sure on the route to the University.  He took a few wrong turns so that we ended up seeing much more of the city than anticipated.  Getting turned around didn't really bother me, however, since I was in no particular hurry and liked seeing more of Osaka.  We finally found the International House at Osaka University 1 hour and 45 minutes after being picked up at the airport.  Unfortunately, it was now 12:15, and the office that had the key to my house was closed for lunch.  Since Nori had to be at work by 2 pm (he teaches at a juku, an afternoon “cram school”, where Japanese students go after school to prepare for the difficult entrance exams that they must take to enter both high school and college), he left me and my luggage at the International House to wait for the office to open.  

At 1 pm, the office reopened and gave me the key but could not give me good directions to the house.  Eventually, the staff called Kiyoe at work, who said she would come meet me there, since she had already been to see the house and knew where it was located.  Since it would take Kiyoe 30 minutes to get to campus from the Medical School, I decided to walk to the Family Mart convenience store and get a bento for lunch.  Since it was a beautiful day, I ate my lunch on a bench outside of the International House; Kiyoe showed up shortly after I had finished.  We soon found my new home, which actually seemed really big for a Japanese house.  The house had been unused for a period of time, however, and was in need of a good vacuuming.  Kiyoe called the various utility companies on her cell phone in order to get the water, electricity and gas turned on, however the latter company told her that they could not send anyone by until the next morning at the earliest.  Soon, Kiyoe had to leave to get her son to a doctor's appointment and I told her to go ahead, assuring her that I would be fine by myself.  

My first instinct when she left was to take a nice hot bath.  That wasn't in the cards, though, due to my lack of gas to heat the water.  Because I really needed one, I settled for a frigidly cold shower and soon set out to find the grocery store.  The store, called Nissho, was a good walk from our house and ended up being a very interesting place.  It was basically like the one I had gone to in Kyoto- with lots of activity and various people hawking their food products.  Think of it as a cross between the people that give out samples at the grocery store and the Carney folk that try to get you to play their respective games.  I managed to find all of the basic staples: eggs, sushi, seaweed, steamed fish for breakfast, ramen, rice crackers, a big dumpling, green tea, yogurt of some unknown flavor, carrots, bananas, and rice, all for 4000 yen.  At 1100 yen a bag, the rice was by far the most expensive item on my list.  I managed to vacuum the house when I returned home, while I waited for the rice maker and tea brewer to do their thing.  I then ate sushi, rice topped with seaweed, along with green tea for my first meal in my new home.

May 15th- Getting Settled

I woke up a little before 2 am and went to the bathroom.  I had trouble falling back to sleep and eventually realized that Trudy would be home for lunch- so I called her over the internet using Skype.  Around 3 am, I fell back to sleep and slept 2 more hours.  

I fixed myself a bowl of rice, fish, and the mystery yogurt for breakfast.  I had some trouble with the rice maker in that it did not reset from the night before and turned out mushy rice porridge instead of the sticky rice that I expected.  This was fine with me, since rice porridge is actually a real breakfast eaten in the Kansai area in which I now lived; it brought back memories of my first breakfast in Japan.  The fish that I had thought was steamed turned out to be quite raw, so I filleted it and heated it in the microwave.  Kiyoe later told me the yogurt flavor, which read "aro", was actually aloe flavor, something that is eaten in Japan for its positive effects on one’s health.

I had to wait around the house for the man from the gas company, who was set to arrive between 9 and noon, so I organized my clothes and books and then read for a while.  The man came about 10:20 and turned the gas on but he spoke no English whatsoever and my own gas-related conversations in Japanese were rather limited as well.  He showed me a sensor and seemed to be indicating that it was a detector for gas leaks.  Luckily, I had practiced saying "Is my hot water heater on?"  He checked, but there was no hot water coming out of the pipes.  He played around with the spigots for a while but soon gave up and told me someone would return between 5 and 6 to fix the problem.  As soon as he had gone, I got ready and headed to catch the bus to the Suita campus.  

The bus stop was no more than a 10-minute walk from our house, but I arrived just in time to see the 11 am bus pulling out.  Since the busses ran every 20 minutes, I took the opportunity to walk around campus for a while.  I noted the location of the cafeteria as well as a noodle shop and bought a can of papaya juice while I waited for the bus.  When one pulled up, I asked the driver (in Japanese, he spoke no English) "Is this the bus to the Suita campus?"  He indicated that it was, so I walked around the front of the bus to get on.  I realized too late that one only boarded the bus from the back. There was a transportation official directing people onto the bus who made me wait until everyone got on from the proper direction.  I quickly circled around, joined the line correctly, and boarded the bus.  At precisely 11:20, the official blew his whistle and the bus pulled away from the stop.  

The ride to the Suita campus was about 30 minutes, during which time I watched out the widow with interest.  I could see the mountains which surrounded Osaka to the north from the bus route as well as many interesting shops and restaurants.  Once I arrived in Suita, I went by memory to find Kiyoe's building.  I finally entered a building that looked like the picture I had taken in January during my visit and asked the security guard that manned a station in the lobby, "Where is this department?" (in Japanese, of course), indicating the Division of Gene Therapy Science on an email from Kiyoe.  Luckily, I was in the lobby of the very building that I would now be working in; I just needed to go to the 10th floor!  

Kiyoe took me around and introduced me to people and then we went to lunch in a restaurant that was located in a neighboring building.  I had the special: curry rice and a salad, the same thing I had gotten the day I met with Kiyoe during my trip the previous year, this time being mindful to eat the meal using a spoon.  After lunch, I got on the internet to find out where I had to go to register as an alien- something I had to do before opening a bank account.  Kiyoe looked at the addresses, called a few of the locations, and printed up several versions of maps showing the local area before we set out for the office.  We left at 2 pm on what should have been a 20-minute trip to the office.  Kiyoe, however, would be the first to admit that she was not good at driving around Osaka.  She had politely declined to pick me up at the airport due to her lack of driving skills, I had then asked Nori to do it and he obliged.  After about and hour and a half of taking wrong turns, turning around in tight places, and narrowly missing cars, bicycles, and people alike, we finally located the Toyonaka City Municipal Office.  I filled out a form in order to receive my registration card the following month; the total amount of time that I took at the office was about 5 minutes.  

Luckily, the office was located on the same road that Nori had used when he brought me home from the airport, so I helped direct Kiyoe to my house with no more problems.  We arrived there around 4 pm and Kiyoe said she would stay there until the gas man came so there would be no more misunderstandings.  I served her some lemon soda, along with some green tea, then turned on the Sumo matches on T.V.  Before too long, Kiyoe was sound asleep on the couch.  I decided to take the opportunity to finish the book that I had been reading that morning.  The gas man's arrival woke Kiyoe, he came in, looked at the pipes, turned some, and soon I had hot water coming out of the sink and tub.  He indicated that I should not touch the pipes myself and that I should also not touch the controls to the hot water heater, so as not to mess anything up.  He and Kiyoe both left within 5 minutes of each other and I set about making myself dinner.  

I fixed myself a bowl of ramen soup, a pork manju, and rice cakes for dinner.  I was exhausted, so I closed the windows, put on my pajamas, and got in bed while I graded final exams.  At 7 pm, I couldn't stay awake another second, so I went to sleep.

May 16th- First (Half) Day on the Job

I had warned Trudy that I would probably not be calling her any more during her lunch hour, but this ended up not being true.  I woke up at 2:30 am, tossed and turned for a bit, and dialed up Trudy.  It was nice having wireless internet at home, even if I didn't exactly know who the signal belonged to!  I finished my grading after we hung up and then submitted the grades to Monmouth College using their online system.  I did fall asleep for a while longer but finally got up at 5:30.  I fixed myself some tea and was looking forward to a hot bath, but the water was cold again.  Not to be outdone, I boiled two kettles of hot water on the stove, dumped it into the bath, and did my best not to freeze.  My rice maker was also acting up again, so I abandoned the rice completely and fried up a fish, along with an egg, on the stove.  

I had promised Kiyoe that I would be in bright and early, so I caught the first bus (at 8 am, boarding from a line in the back) to Suita and sat down at my desk.  Anna, the girl who occupied the desk next to me, was from Singapore; she briefly introduced herself and then hurried off to class.  Kiyoe soon arrived and I told her of my water heater problems.  We apparently had experienced a slight misunderstanding: she apologized that she had shut it off to save energy at night and that I should have turned it back on in the morning, despite my earlier promise to not touch it.  Kiyoe then gave me my first assignment: to do some computer-based research on a gene that her lab was interested in.  Deletion of this gene was known to cause a disease known as Wolf-Hirschorn Syndrome, a form of mental retardation that is accompanied by a variety of other developmental disorders.  Having performed previous research in the field of bioinformatics, as this type of computer-based research is called, it was just the type of work that I was cut out for!  

At 10:30 or so we went to the Post Office to open an account in which to deposit my paychecks into.  Alas, they required another form (proof of address) that had to be obtained at, where else but the Toyonaka City Municipal Hall!  Instead of Kiyoe driving me again, we came up with an alternate plan- Kiyoe discovered that one could also obtain the same form at a branch office which could be reached by riding a bus from campus and agreed to point me in the right direction after lunch.  At 12:30, we had lunch in the cafeteria in the Medical School's hospital.  I had sukiyaki, a type of soup with beef, tofu, and cabbage in it.  

After we ate, I set out for Senri-Chuo where the city branch office was located.  Unfortunately, Kiyoe could not accompany me, so she sent me off with the name of the bus as well as the form I needed written on a paper in kanji (Chinese characters), along with a map to the office (in Japanese, of course).  She said that if I was going to go there, that I should take the rest of the day off and leave for my midweek church service from that station.  I found the bus with no trouble, located the branch office, and soon had the form I needed in hand.  I then boarded the train and took it to the center of Osaka in order to switch trains to one which headed in the direction of the church building.  

The arrangement of the trains in Osaka is similar to that of New York in that one has to go in to the center of town in order to head back out to the periphery.  Even though it was only a 30-minute drive between Staten Island, where I had lived, and Brooklyn, where I had worked, it was 1 hour and 40 minutes by ferry and subway between the two, going through Manhattan.  The center of Osaka, called Umeda, reminded me of Manhattan as well.  I had plenty of time to kill before church (6 hours), so I explored Umeda, as Kiyoe had suggested.  It, like Shibuya in Tokyo, was a hotbed of activity.  There were broad avenues lined with skyscrapers as well as narrow alleys jammed with restaurants, shops, and arcades.  People were everywhere and bicycles and scooters darted amongst the crowds.  Amidst all this, I stumbled upon a few serene Shinto shrines tucked away behind alleyways, like islands of peacefulness in the middle of all the hubbub.  I eventually made my way to a 9-story mall with an equally large Ferris wheel on the top of it.  Despite my fear of heights, I decided to ride it, which ended up being quite an experience!  I could see the whole city from the top of the wheel- I tried to make out the area in which I now lived, but I could not tell for sure where it was.  When I returned to the safety of the ground, I bought a bento at a convenience store and then boarded the train that would take me to church.  Between the train station and the church was a river that one could cross over on a footbridge.  Since I was still 2 hours ahead of schedule, I sat beside the river and ate my dinner.
I showed up to church 50 minutes early, just as the brother named Takashi was opening the building.  I helped set up chairs and he prepared a video they were going to watch that night.  While the church had originally planned to watch a video in Japanese, Takashi told me that he also had one that was in English accompanied by Japanese translation, and he would play that instead.  9 others filed in at various times, to which I introduced myself, in turn,  including Nori and his fiancée, an Australian named Fiona.  I did my best to sing the songs (one was in English- "Rise Up O Men of God"!), and then during announcements, I stood up and introduced myself to everyone.  I was able to understand the video fine but found it hard to concentrate since I was so tired.  Church ended about 9:15 pm, by which time it had started to rain.  Nori gave three others and me a ride to the train station and we each debarked our respective stops, mine of which was the last one out of our group.  A brother asked me if I knew how to get to my house from the train station- I said I could probably find it.  I was wrong!

I knew that the university was east of the train station, so I took the east exit and walked in what I thought was the right direction.  A main thoroughfare lined with shops soon gave way to a residential neighborhood that was more akin to a maze.  A few times I hit dead ends and had to circle back to an area that I had already been through.  It was actually quite quaint, reminding me of something out of “Memoirs of a Geisha”, which I had finally seen once I had returned to the U.S. from my first trip to Japan.  I wasn't afraid, even though it was after 10 pm and I had no idea where I was going.  I reasoned that I could not stay lost forever, could I?  But I was very tired, it was still raining, and I desperately wanted to be home.  Eventually, I asked a man who was walking by where Osaka University was.  He indicated the way back to the train station and said, "Go up the slope".  I found the train station once again and this time walked in the correct direction.  Just to be sure, I asked directions again from a young couple standing at a bus stop.  They directed me to a path across the street that soon gave way to a cobble stone walkway which led directly into campus.  I was very pleased when I reached a part of campus I recognized, one that I had seen during that first wait for the campus bus.  I returned home about 10:45, even though the trip from church should have taken about 30 minutes.  I was in bed by 11 and was pretty sure I could sleep through the night this time!

May 17th- First (Full) Day at Work

I did wake up at 2 am, just long enough to switch the water heater on, then fell asleep again quickly and slept until 5:30.  I turned the rice maker on, hoping that it would work now that I had given it time enough to forgive me for unplugging it as well as pressing all the wrong buttons.  There was finally hot water coming out of the pipes, and it had only taken 3 days to figure it out!  I also solved another problem that I had experienced from the beginning- the plug for the bathtub didn't fit, so that it hadn't yet been able to hold water.  This hadn’t been an issue when the water was ice cold, but at the time it became a bit more important.  The previous day I had entered a "100 yen shop" in Umeda to look for another plug.  Although what I ended up buying was actually designed to help open jar lids, I figured that it would serve the purpose.  It was a round sheet of plastic that looked like what a person would put in the bottom of sinks in America to plug them up.  As I suspected, the plastic piece worked just fine!  After I took a bath, I saw that the rice maker was behaving as well- things were looking up for my first full day on the job!  

It had been raining all night as far as I could tell and it was still raining on and off when I left the house, so I took an umbrella.  I took the 8 am bus and got to work before most people had arrived.  When Kiyoe got in, she suggested that I put my most recent form to good use and open my Post Office account.  There was a Post Office in the hospital that was connected to the Medical School.  Many people in Japan use the Post Office for their banking needs, in addition to mailing things.  Every Post Office in the country has ATM machines that dispense money from Post Office accounts.  Since we had arrived a little before it opened at 9, Kiyoe and I went to Starbucks and had a coffee.  She apologized that it was so expensive, but I assured her that the prices were nearly identical to those found in America.  When the office opened, I was finally able to open my account.  

Upon our return to the lab, Kiyoe wanted to train me how to pour agarose gels.  Now, I have poured literally hundreds of agarose gels during my career, but none according to strict Japanese rules.  While I might have been tempted to simply point out where all the supplies were to someone and let them go at it, Kiyoe walked me through the whole process until we each had poured two gels.  The main thing that stood out to me was the rinsing procedures for the glassware that we used.  Before using each piece of glassware, we rinsed it three times with distilled water; after we had finished with a particular piece, we rinsed it 10 times in tap water and three more times in distilled water.  It was important to Kiyoe that we count each time we rinsed it so as to avoid using the wrong number of rinses.  After we had poured the gels, Kiyoe gave me another project to work on involving the computer.  

At lunchtime, we went to the hospital cafeteria once again.  This was not the only place to eat lunch at the Medical School, but it was probably the most economical.  Green tea, for instance, was free; it came out of a fountain machine that was located near the cashier’s station.  Kiyoe pointed out a Chinese-inspired dish called mabo dofu that was featured that day, but warned that it was very spicy.  I got it, it was delicious but not particularly spicy- I think even Trudy could have eaten it, and she was definitely not one for spicy foods!  Even the curry dishes in Japan did not have a strong spicy taste, unlike their Indian counterparts.  The meal came with miso soup, the one thing I realized that I forgot to buy during my trip to the store!

For the rest of the afternoon, I worked on the project that I had.  It was actually quite interesting focusing exclusively on research for that long, I usually only had short breaks in between classes, as well as any other responsibilities, at Monmouth College to do some research.  At 6 pm, Kiyoe stopped by my desk and said that I could leave if I wanted to, that I had done a lot already that day.  Because I was busy working on something, and because I wanted to have put in a full day on my first "real" day at work, I kept working and caught the last (7:15) bus home.  Kiyoe told me that she usually put in 12 hour days four days a week, but left "early" on Fridays, whatever that means.  She then put in half days on Saturdays as well.  The last bus to the Toyonaka campus was very full; I didn't know how everyone waiting in line would fit onto the bus.  To top it off, when it arrived- it was already quite full with people from the other side of campus!  Somehow everyone crowded on- I ended up standing near the front of the bus, and we were on our way.  

Lunch had been quite filling so I was hungry, but not starved, when I reached home at 7:40.  I made myself some ramen noodles (they had scrambled eggs mixed in with them), some rice crackers, and a banana, and changed into my pajamas.  I read a little but was tired, so I went to bed around 9:30.

May 18th- TGIF!

Kiyoe had said that she would be in late on this day since her kids were off school for the anniversary of their school's founding.  I took the 8:20 bus and set to work on my project when I arrived at the laboratory.  I had the first draft completed by the time Kiyoe came in at 10:00.  Soon after this, she asked me to come to the animal facility to watch them work with the mice.  She was working on a mouse model of Wolf-Hirschorn Syndrome in which an equivalent gene deletion had been introduced into mice.  She had to weigh the mice that carried this mutation once a day in order to monitor their growth.  

Going to the animal facility was quite a production!  We walked to a nearby building that had to be entered by holding one’s I.D. card up to a scanner and placing one’s finger on a different scanner.  Once inside, we changed our shoes and put on slippers that were provided at the entrance.  After going up an elevator and winding through some corridors, we arrived at the mouse room.  We entered a vestibule where we put on full-body protective gear, including gowns, hairnets, gloves and masks.  We also traded our slippers for a pair of yellow rubber boots.  You would have thought we were working with the Ebola virus instead of weighing a dozen mice!  When our work was completed, we reversed the entire process until we had returned to our original pair of shoes and exited the building.

Upon returning to my desk, I set about fixing certain aspects of the first draft of my project from that morning that needed to be changed.  About 12:30, Kiyoe suggested that we have lunch at her house, seeing as her kids were home for the day.  Before we could do this, however, we had to drive to the store to stock up on lunch supplies.  The grocery store was in a multistoried building with an attached parking garage and was even bigger than the one that I had been to in my neighborhood.  Kiyoe bought sushi, fish eggs, shrimp, roast beef, bread, and desert, among other things.  We then went to her house, which was fairly close to the University.  She had warned me the previous day that she might invite me over, so I had brought gifts for the family.  I gave her a bottle of liqueur that Trudy and I had purchased in Galena, Illinois and gave each of her two boys toys from America.  Her oldest boy, Ryu, was 12, while her youngest, Sage, was 9.  They were very excited about the gift and proceeded to get out their respective photo albums to show me pictures of when they were babies.  Soon, Kiyoe had assembled lunch and we all sat down at the table.  Kiyoe asked Ryu to show me how to eat the shrimp, which were raw and needed to have their heads and legs removed in order to eat them.  

After lunch, Kiyoe needed to go to the police station so she could fill out a report about Sage's bicycle accident that he was involved in the week before I came (he was doing much better, but had broken his jaw riding down a hill and into a pole).  We went to a mall that came complete with a working police station within it, as well as having its own attached parking garage (parking can be hard to find in Japan).  After getting the form, Kiyoe said we needed to spend 100 yen somewhere to validate the parking.  I remembered that I needed miso soup, so we headed to the enclosed supermarket.  In addition to the soup, we saw a display for a mix to make mabo dofu, which  Kiyoe suggested that I get that so that I could try making the dish at home.

Kiyoe dropped me off at work about 3:30 and said she would be in after 5, when her husband got home to take care of the kids.  She said I was welcome to go home anytime that I liked.  Despite this, I ended up staying until the last bus left for the Toyonaka campus.  Back home, I took out my mabo dofu and whipped up a batch.  I sat in front of the T.V. and ate my dinner while watching the Osaka Tigers play baseball, although I wasn't sure from the telecast whether they were winning or losing.  At 11 pm, I went to bed.
May 19th- Household Chores

Kiyoe said that I didn't have to work on my first weekend in Japan since we had not yet started our experimental work, so I stayed home and got some work done around the house.  First, I washed the dishes that had been piling up and then I tackled the yard.  My German neighbors had told me that no one had lived in the house for 6 months, and judging from the yard- I didn't think the grass had been cut in almost as long.  Weeds covered the yard knee deep or more throughout, making it the only part of my house that was truly an eyesore.  I had located a miniature scythe in the cabinet in our genkan (the entryway in which you place your shoes when you enter a Japanese house), wielding this- I attacked the yard with a vengeance.  It had been raining on and off for the last few days, so the clay that covered our entire yard began to clump onto the bottom of my tennis shoes as I went to work, making it harder to move with each step.  I started on the far corner away from the house and worked my way back towards it.  The long coarse grass cut into my fingers a few times as I held it and slashed it with the scythe, but neither the mud nor the cuts could stop me- I was determined to get our yard into a tolerable condition.  I eventually moved to the side and back of the house as well, piling up grass and weeds onto our back step into a heap that almost came level with my knees.  As I was touching up the front again, the lady who lived across the street (a sign on the outside of the house indicated that her name was Mrs. Tsunomori) saw me and gave a low bow, as it to say, "Thank God someone has finally cut the grass in that yard!"  

I changed my clothes before I set out to find another grocery store.  Kiyoe said that she had seen one in the neighborhood when she first picked up the keys for the house, so I set off in the direction that she had indicated.  Heading south and east, our hilly residential neighborhood soon gave way to a street lined with shops on either side.  Taking this street further south, I soon found the grocery store Kiyoe had referred to, called Mandai.  This store was much closer to our house than Nissho and, what is more, the prices seemed more reasonable for many things.  I walked down the aisles, picking up things that looked good to me.  There is something strangely liberating about not knowing what you are buying and going solely on looks, but it is a hard feeling to explain.  After a week of eating rice and fish for breakfast, the only American food that I was craving was pancakes.  I picked up a mix and splurged on a tiny bottle of maple syrup for 468 yen.  I also bought laundry detergent, a sashimi and lettuce salad, gyoza, another type of dumpling that I couldn’t identify, tonkatsu (pork tenderloin), and a sandwich with what looked like spaghetti in a brown sauce stuffed inside.  The total came to 4145 yen; a little more than my first trip, but not too bad considering the price of syrup.

After I returned to the house, I started to work on my laundry.  Our washing machine was in the bathroom and had to be plugged into our bathtub faucet in order to function.  We had no dryer, of course, and would have to hang our clothes outside on the balcony to dry.  As I filled my washing machine with dark clothes, I tried to think of the last time in my life that I had done a load of laundry and couldn't come up with anything.  Trudy always did the laundry at home and never allowed me near it for fear that I would mess something up.  It is ironic that I had to leave the country in order to perform this chore- and now had to learn using a foreign language.  Luckily, a previous occupant of the house had labeled all of the buttons with their English equivalent, something that was true of neither the rice maker nor the electric tea pot.

After the laundry was chugging along, I decided to call Trudy over the internet.  We had a bad connection and ran into another problem when her voice was coming out of my computer's speakers and not the earphones.  During all this, I checked my email.  Tadashi, a brother from church, had invited me over for lunch and I had told him to either call me at work or email me and we would set up a time to meet.  He had sent me a message, which I quickly read and replied to, saying that I was available to meet at any time.  Trudy and I were eventually disconnected for good and I was not able to reestablish a connection.  A storm was blowing through, which usually brought with it a bad wireless connection, I was finding.  I also realized too late that Tadashi was probably assuming I was at work, since I told him previously that I worked half days on Saturdays, and not at home.  I tried desperately to reestablish an internet connection while it was raining, but to no avail.  I tried on and off for an hour and a half, and finally got a signal.  When I checked my messages- sure enough, Tadashi had gone to pick me up in Suita and was expecting to meet me there at noon, it was now 1 pm.

Since he had included his cell phone number in his message, I decided to walk to campus to call him on the payphone at the International House and to apologize profusely for the miscommunication.  As I neared the International House, Tadashi drove by, spotted me, and stopped to pick me up.  He had figured that he would check my house after I had not showed up in Suita.  He took me to his house, which was not far from me (it was actually in the vicinity of the Toyonaka City Municipal Hall, of all places), his 3 year old daughter, Akane, was in the car with us, but she was afraid of me and said nothing.  When we arrived at Tadashi’s house, he asked me to watch Akane for a few minutes while he parked the car.  This was quite a process since cars were parked three high at his housing complex; a hydraulic lift raised your car to the appropriate level so one could drive on and off of the circle drive in front.  During all of this, Akane and I stood there silently for a while until I asked her, "Nan sai desu ka?" to which she put up three little fingers and finally smiled at me.  

Tadashi's wife, Tomomi, was waiting inside their house with their 9-month old son, Michiru.  They had been waiting to have lunch until I could be located; it was about 1:30 at that point.  Tomomi had made okonomiyaki, a favorite of mine ever since I had first had it in Hiroshima during my first visit to Japan.  Tomomi had laid out chopsticks for the rest of the family, but had put a fork and a knife at my place setting, which I graciously accepted.

During the next several hours- we ate, talked, and watched the sumo matches on T.V.  Akane continued to warm up to me, eventually showing me her Disney picture book and sitting on my lap in order to pose for a photograph.  Michiru also seemed to like me; he babbled and laughed at me, I held him, and he eventually fell asleep in my arms.  As it neared 6 pm, I said that I should probably be going.  Tomomi sent me on my way with a loaf of bread and a bag of chestnuts, and we repeated the arrival process in reverse, Akane and I holding hands near the entrance to her building as we waited for her father to retrieve their car.  When we got to my house, I showed them around and gave them some candy I had brought from America but had failed to bring to their house since I thought that I was running out to make the phone call.  I ate the spaghetti sandwich (teriyaki flavor maybe?) and sashimi salad for dinner that evening, took my dry clothes in from the balcony, and went to bed around 10:30.

May 20th- A trip to church

I slept in until 7:45, the latest I had slept in Japan yet!  I mixed up the batch of pancakes for breakfast and added bananas since mine were starting to go brown.  They tasted so good!  I'm not knocking fish for breakfast, but you really can't beat the taste of banana pancakes and pure maple syrup!  I wanted to get going by 9 am since I needed to find the dreaded Ishibashi station that I had gotten lost coming home from the other night.  I retraced my steps from Wednesday, realizing that I had still gone out of my way to get home after asking the man for directions in the residential neighborhood.  There was a much more direct route from Osaka University to the station that I vowed to take from then on.  I noticed that I had actually walked in the correct direction from the station the night I got lost, but that the streets didn't connect through the way that I went.  I took the train to Mikuni, the stop by the river, and walked the rest of the way to church.  

I walked in to the church building around 10 am to find the place nearly empty, only Tomomi and her children were in the sanctuary, her husband was in a back  room of the church in a meeting.  "Does church start at 10:30? I asked.  "No, at 11", she said.  I had been given a schedule for the services on Wednesday but had failed to confirm the time that it began!  Being there an hour early was better than being late, though- so I introduced myself to people as they filed in over the next hour.  About 40 people ended up being in attendance that day and I got to talk to many of them.  Rich, the preacher, was actually visiting from a much larger church in Tokyo.  He introduced himself and told me that he had grown up in San Francisco.  I was in luck- he was giving his message in English, with accompanying Japanese translation, and Fiona, the Australian, was giving the communion message in her native tongue as well.  Only the songs, announcements, and prayers were in Japanese that day, usually it would be the whole service.  

This is not to say that I wouldn't know what was going on during subsequent Japanese services, there were always a number of translations going on due to the international nature of those in attendance.  Fiona translated to other English speakers near the back of the room.  Nearby her sat another American, two Filipinos, and a Romanian.  I sat in a different area, next to the Thai brother named Bond that I had met during my first trip to Japan, but listened to her from across the room when I couldn't understand what people were saying.  Nearby me sat two men from Indonesia, one busily translating the service for the other.

Since Rich only came once a month to preach to the church, he was going to stick around and give a special presentation after lunch for those who wanted to stay.  I didn't have anywhere in particular to go, and was interested to hear what he had to say- so I stuck around afterwards.  After the service, they brought out cupcakes with candles on top of them to celebrate two birthdays, and then a few members went to pick up bentos for those who had remained behind.  Around 2 pm, after we had finished with lunch, Rich gave a PowerPoint presentation, along with an accompanying talk, both in Japanese.  At this point, I decided to move to the English translation area so that I could fully appreciate the hour-long message.  Following this, people were still in no hurry to leave, so I stuck around and continued to talk to people.  I had started a notebook at the midweek service and asked people to write their names and contact information into it; I took advantage of the time and continued to collect names until I had nearly three pages filled.  Around 4 pm, as things were finally breaking up, Tadashi and his wife offered to drive me home, an offer that I gladly accepted.  

That evening, I had white oval dumplings stuffed with pork for dinner.  I had devised a simple formula for dinner selection: I chose the dish with the nearest expiration date and prepared it.  When I had gotten the dumplings, I wasn't sure if I could freeze them or not.  Since they were delicious and I was positive that I would be getting them again, I thought that I should probably freeze some the next time in order to find out.  Tired out from a full weekend, I went to bed around 10 pm.

May 21- Going back to school!

Although the previous night had gotten a little chilly, this was to bea sunny, beautiful day in Osaka.  I had hotto caku (hotcakes), as they are called, to last for a few days for breakfast, so I ate them once again.  After being in Japan for one full week, I concluded that it was about time to figure out the garbage collection schedule.  Garbage was picked up every weekday in my neighborhood, according to a somewhat complicated schedule.  Monday was the day for plastic or polystyrene, Tuesday and Friday were for burnable trash, including kitchen and yard waste, but glass bottles could be put out on the 2nd and 4th Tuesday of the month, Thursday was for non-burnable trash, including metal, glass (not bottles), and cans.  I skipped Wednesday- what one puts out depended on which Wednesday of the month it was.  The 1st Wednesday, they did not pick up, the 2nd & 4th Wednesdays were for newspaper, magazines, cardboard, and milk or juice cartons, while the 3rd Wednesday was reserved for large items, but only if you called first.  All of the above was required to be put in "Toyonaka City Designated Garbage Bags" only, which I happened to come across while I was cleaning.  They were clear, 42-liter plastic bags with the exact phrase above printed on them.  The neighbors told me that, if you put out the wrong thing, the garbage men would leave it by the curb and refuse to pick it up.  Instead of leaving out trash in front of our houses, the whole block left their garbage next to a pole underneath some mesh netting.  I put my plastics out with some trepidation, hoping they would not still be there when I got back from work.

 I started working on my computer project as soon as I got in; Kiyoe had given me a few suggestions of how she wanted to see the results displayed.  This kept me busy until lunchtime, I ate lunch once again in the cafeteria with Kiyoe and had some shredded beef, a salad, and a little fried potato patty, called a korroke (croquette) in Japan.  Kiyoe excused herself after lunch and said she would meet me at 2 to start my wet lab experiments.  When the time arrived, Kiyoe showed me where to find bacteria as well as the media to grow them in.  I streaked some out on a plate in order to get separate bacterial colonies and put the plate into the incubator to grow.  I then had time to make a couple of flasks of liquid media, but then it was time for me to go the school!

Although it wasn’t entirely clear whether my research project would involve using live animals, Kiyoe wanted me to be authorized to use the animal facilities on campus.  In order to obtain this authorization, I needed to take a two-hour class on research using mice and the correct use of the facility.  The only catch was that the course was taught entirely in Japanese, and there was a test afterwards!  Kiyoe assured me that just being present in the class was enough to satisfy the bureaucracy at the university and that the test was given entirely for assessment purposes, that no one had previously failed to receive the needed authorization.  Kiyoe had given me a thin "textbook" that had been printed up for the class, all in Japanese, of course.  As I started to leave, she stopped me and had me put on my lab coat, which was to be worn to all official functions such as this.  As Kiyoe walked me to my class, I joked that I should also have a stethoscope around my neck to truly look the part.  This, however, didn’t appear amuse her in the least.  I tried to look inconspicuous as I took a seat, hoping that no one would ask me anything and find out how little Japanese I actually understood.  

Class consisted of playing an hour-long video that (I think) explained mouse research in general, followed by a 45-minute talk on (perhaps) Osaka University specifically, and ended with another video demonstrating precisely how to use the facilities.  Throughout the class, I pretended to scan the notes I had been given and tried my best to pay attention.  I understood very little, my two years of Japanese were more geared to such querries as "Where is the train station?" than to the intricacies of scientific research.  It reminded me of a nightmare I have had where I find myself in a particular class where I can’t understand any of the information, but then the instructor hands out an exam that I am expected to take.  I had a lot of time to think during the two hours that followed.  I pictured myself as Dr. Drake Ramoray, the character Joey plays on "Friends".  Joey is not portrayed as being particularly bright on the show but plays a doctor on a soap opera where he gets that contemplative "doctor" look whenever someone says something complicated that he doesn't understand.  I tried this look out a number of times during class.  

The last 15 minutes actually made sense to me, it was a video showing how to go about the procedure that I have already described concerning working with the mice.  Having gone through the whole process once, it all looked very familiar.  Just before 5 pm, I was handed the test.  I put my name on it and completely guessed at the dozen or so multiple-choice questions that were on it.  In return, I received a form to fill out in order to get a microchip put into my I.D. card which would allow me to gain access to the animal facility.

I then hurried back to the laboratory and joined the weekly lab meeting, already in progress.  It was like déjà vu- inside our conference room was a man giving a lecture in Japanese about a subject that I could barely follow.  At the end of the meeting, the head of our research group of 25 or so people, Dr. Kaneda, announced that I had joined the group and had me stand up and introduce myself in Japanese.  After this, the meeting ended and I resumed my work until the last bus was ready to leave for the Toyonaka campus.  

When I returned home, I was pleased to find that my garbage had indeed disappeared from where I left it.  I fixed soba, buckwheat noodles, for dinner and discovered two bites into them that one has to boil them like spaghetti before serving.  They had not come dry but in a package like fresh pasta noodles, but were quite doughy without cooking them.  I quickly put on a pot of water and did my best to prepare them correctly.  By the time they were finished, I had eaten a variety of other items that I had around the house- so I wrapped them up and decided that they might make a good breakfast mixed with miso soup- I would find out in a matter of hours!
May 22-Kiyoe's class

Soba noodles did taste good for breakfast after all!  However, Kiyoe later told me that it was a rather strange breakfast to have in Japan.  It made me think of my Japanese teacher Pei, who, shortly after arriving in the U.S., had admitted to the class that she occasionally ate spaghetti for breakfast.  We all had a good laugh about it at the time, but now the joke was apparently on me!  Coming off of my victory with plastic garbage the previous day, I figured that I was ready to tackle kitchen and yard waste.  I had a huge heap of grass on my back step and proceeded to stuff it into my "official" trash bag.  I filled up 42 liters rather quickly and seemed to have barely made a dent in my pile, but I figured I shouldn't push my luck on only my second trash day.  Since the whole neighborhood put their trash together, I wondered how the powers that be would know that any one person put out more than their share of trash, but I also realized that my bag was rather easily identifiable since mine was the only one stuffed with grass clippings.  

As I walked down the steps to the bus, I noticed a police officer putting tickets on a heap of bikes that were parked illegally at the bottom.  Many more people rode bicycles in Japan compared to America, evidence of this seemed to be everywhere!  I imagined that my proximity to the university's campuses served to increase this number, but I had seen many people on bikes even when I wasn’t near campus.  It was not unusual for them to whiz by me on the sidewalk- luckily, the riders seemed to take it upon themselves to avoid running over pedestrians.  When I would hear a bike approaching, I tried not to make any sudden movement but instead stepped slowly to the edge of the sidewalk and let the biker figure out the rest.

It happened to be one of Kiyoe’s biannual days of teaching a class, so the laboratory technician, Okuno, showed me how to pick bacterial colonies and start liquid cultures from them.  Okuno spoke only a few words of English, so she explained the whole process to me in Japanese.  Luckily, I already knew the basics of what I had to do, so I did not have much trouble doing what was expected of me.  Kiyoe also told me before she left for class that I had a progress report due in two days to the head of the department, Dr. Kaneda.  She said it wasn't a big deal but should be a one-page summary of my plans for research and what I had done so far.  After starting the colonies growing, I started working on my report, which, thankfully, could be written in English.  

It was another beautiful day, so we sat outside for lunch at the restaurant we ate at the first day I came to campus.  "Do you eat out everyday?" I asked Kiyoe.  "No, it’s very unusual," she said (we had eaten out the last five work days in a row).  "You know, I can bring my lunch or pick up a bento from a convenience store," I said.  "Ok, that sound's good," she said.  She then told me that she had worried that I would not eat healthy meals by myself and wanted to make sure that I at least ate something good for lunch.  I assure her that I had, indeed, been eating healthy meals and would be happy to bring a lunch from then on.  To be honest it was really no cheaper to bring a bento, I had been spending an average of 500 yen for lunch at the university's restaurants, but it would probably save some time.

At 4pm there was a scientific lecture (in English!) by a professor who was visiting from Germany.  Following that, I returned to Okuno's tutelage to inoculate large flasks of media with the bacteria we had grown that morning.  Around 6pm, Kiyoe announced that she was quite tired (teaching does take a lot out of you) and that she was leaving early.  I finished up what I was doing and caught an early bus (6:55 instead of 7:15!) back home.  I stopped long enough along the way in to see that my garbage had once again disappeared from underneath the pole.  For dinner, I fixed the best gyoza that I had ever eaten!  They had just the right consistency and seemed to almost melt in my mouth.  And Kiyoe didn't think that I would feed myself right!  While I ate, I watched a karaoke show where different people took turns crooning their favorite Japanese song.  I was in bed by 10 pm in order to be well rested for yet another day.

May 23- Kanji Table

On the bus on the way to work, I got talking to another researcher at the medical school, a man from Bangladesh named Siddiqur, or "Siddick" for short.  I had met him the evening before while waiting for the 6:55 bus.  "You should go to Kanji Table", he said, and proceeded to tell me about a class at the International Center on the Suita campus where foreigners could practice their Japanese.  That sounded like a good idea to me, so I told Kiyoe about it when I got in.  She said that I should go and check it out that day.

Soon after that exchange, Dr. Kaneda stopped by my desk for the first time.  "Okuno-san said she will have to meet you after journal club- is that ok?" he asked.  The day before Okuno had said that our cells would be ready to process about 9:30 am, but there was a "journal club" every Wednesday from 9 - 10 am, during which time a member of the laboratory discussed a scientific paper that was of interest to the group.  The papers were usually in English, but the discussions were definitely not.  She must had forgotten about my obligation to this meeting the previous afternoon and called the big boss to clear up any misunderstanding (she did not attend the journal club, being a technician).  I replied that that was fine, and Dr. Kaneda quickly disappeared back into his office.

The journal club dealt with the expression of certain genes in breast cancer cells in mice, I tried to look like I was following the discussion but, this being out of my field of expertise, I probably would not have been able to follow it even if it had been in English.  When the hour was up, Okuno was waiting and we continued our work.  This was the most involved of the procedures we had undertaken yet, the day before had simply started growing the bacteria we needed, it was on this day that we had the bulk of the work to do.  

At 11:20, we had a break while the cells spun in the centrifuge, so I went to the University Co-op in the lobby to look for something for lunch.  I selected a bento containing tonkatsu (pork tenderloin with special sauce), along with some spaghetti and half of a "hamburger" patty (which tasted exactly like Salisbury steak), along with a "milk tea" to drink.  I put these items in the refrigerator in preparation for my first meal away from the cafeteria.  When we managed another break around 12:30, I met Kiyoe in the conference room for lunch.  As expected, lunch took less time than usual in this configuration, and I was back at work on my project by 1 pm.

I was able, however, to get the procedure to an appropriate stopping point in time to attend Kanji Table.  This group met every Wednesday from 2:40 until 4:10.  "I would like to come to Kanji Table," I told the instructor in Japanese.  He had me fill out a form and then paired me with a volunteer.  Apparently, retired people who wanted to assist foreigners volunteered for Kanji Table, and everyone there learned at their own pace.  Yoshinaka-san, the man who helped me, told me that he had worked for the airport for 17 years.  He then had me read aloud out of a book which contained mostly Hiragana, Japanese lettering that I could sound out, with an occasional Chinese character thrown in.  I knew the meaning of 75% of what I was reading and asked him for help on the rest.  This was good practice because, when I had studied Japanese at Monmouth College, we didn't generally read a passage aloud to someone in class.  After that, he spent the rest of the time showing me the correct way to write the kanji I had read- for I tended to write the strokes in the wrong order (although this is true of English letters for me as well).  When 4:10 rolled around, no one out of the approximately15 pairs of people seemed eager to leave, so we finished what we were doing for another 10 minutes or so.

Since I had not gone out for lunch, and since I had the church’s midweek service to attend, I figured that it was time to go to a "real" restaurant for dinner.  I had not eaten out for dinner since I arrived in Japan.  I found a map of the train station that was closest to church on the internet and surveyed the restaurants nearby, deciding that I would indulge my love for gyoza at Gyoza no Osho, or "King of Gyoza”, restaurant near the station.  

I set out from work at 6:30, not knowing exactly how long it would take to reach my destination since the previous Wednesday I had not gone directly there from work.  Map in hand, I set out for a train station that I had not yet been too.  Although I did not get lost, the train station did look a lot closer on my campus map than it was in real life.  It took a good 30 minutes to walk to the station; I realized too late that Kiyoe had probably expected me to take the bus there when I told her where I was going.  Kiyoe  hadn’t been able to tell me which particular train would be heading to Juso Station, since two types of trains left from Kita-Senri, depending on the time.  From the computer, I was pretty sure that I needed to change trains twice, once at Awaji and once at Juso.  As we approached Awaji station, I asked the lady sitting next to me if the current train went to Juso.  Something my Japanese class had prepared me for.  No- she said, I needed to switch at Awaji.  I finally pulled into the station near church at 7:50, 10 minutes before the service was set to start.  My dinner plans quickly changed and the first restaurant that I went to in Japan became- McDonalds!

I ordered the shrimp burger, another item that we lacked in America, in order to save face a bit and not feel like I was getting American food.  Wouldn't you know- it took the staff extra long to come up with my order that night.  After I had waited five minutes or so, an employee came out from behind the counter, bowed deeply and said something that I couldn't quite make out.  From her apologetic tone, however, I surmised that it had to do with my order being late, so I nodded to her.  A few minutes later, she brought out my order and apologized again.  I was a few minutes late for church and didn't feel right eating my dinner during the service, so I enjoyed my shrimp burger at 9:15 when service had ended.  Back home at the Ishibashi station, I took the long way around that I was familiar with rather than trying to figure out a short cut that particular evening.  I was home by 10:45 and in bed by 11.

May 24- First Progress Report

Kiyoe found out that my first check couldn't be electronically deposited into my Post Office account since it would take a while longer for the administrative offices to set that up.  She suggested that I open an account at a bank as well and have my first paycheck deposited into that account (I guessed that it took banks less time to arrange direct deposit).  If I didn't have direct deposit, they would be forced to pay me in cash in June (it appeared that no one writes checks in Japan).  I said that cash would be fine and that I could walk it to my Post Office account and then deposit it, but Kiyoe didn't think that was a good idea.  I had originally pictured that they would pay me a half-month's pay to cover the time that I had spend in Japan during the month of May, but later found out that they planned to pay me a month and a half's worth, since they apparently paid one's salary a month in advance.  I then understood better why Kiyoe was nervous about me carrying that amount of cash around.

As soon as I got in, Kiyoe offered to take me to the bank, which opened at 8:30.  We asked about opening a new account and the teller gave me a form to fill out, all in Japanese.  Kiyoe started asking me for the information required on the form and was filling it out for me- when the teller said that I must be the one to fill out the form since I was the one opening the account.  Kiyoe then asked if she could complete the form we were working on and then have me copy the information onto a new form.  The teller approved of this proposal and handed us another blank form.  I gave the bank 1000 yen to open my account; I now had two accounts in Japan with 1000 yen each, and was feeling quite rich, even though this amounted to less than $20 in all.  After a short wait, they brought out my bankbook, along with a free box of tissues, and we headed back to work.

We had left a note for Okuno concerning our trip to the bank; when we arrived, she was waiting for me in order to complete our project.  This took until lunchtime, I having taken another trip to the co-op downstairs during a break and come back up with a hamburger over rice and cabbage, some triangles of rice, and a drink called "Calpis Water", which looked like milk but was supposed to taste like yogurt (I thought it was more citrus-like).  

Earlier in the day, the DNA we had been waiting to receive from Tokyo finally came in the mail.  Kiyoe had requested it from Hitoshi before I arrived, but the transfer of any supplies between his government research institute and our prefectural medical school required lots of bureaucracy and paperwork.  After lunch, I set to work introducing this DNA, which actually consisted of four different samples containing the four different core histone genes, into E. coli cells.  Histone proteins are commonly abbreviated with an H (for histone), followed by a number.  The core histones are designated: H2A, H2B, H3 and H4.  Why no H1?  There is one, but it is not a core histone.  Since introducing DNA into cells was essentially the same work that Okuno had been showing me how to do, I was able to work alone for the first time.

I completed my work in time for the group's progress report at 3 pm.  Out of the 25 people in the Gene Therapy Science unit, Kiyoe's group was a rather small one- she had just 2 students working under her supervision, in addition to me.  We each took 10 minutes summarizing our progress to Dr. Kaneda; I showed him a few PowerPoint slides and went over the report I had written.  I had just updated my report that morning to include the receipt of the DNA as well as that day's progress.  I have never really had to report on progress to anyone in this formal of a setting, the last time I reported directly to anyone had been 10 years earlier when Kiyoe and I were both postdoctoral students working for Alan Wolffe.  Dr. Kaneda directed all of his questions to Kiyoe, who answered them in Japanese.  All in all, it seemed to go fine, and we all decided on the date of our next report, which was to be given on a monthly basis.  

At 4:30, it was time for a special lecture that was being given for our group by someone who was visiting the lab.  In very uncharacteristic fashion for Japan, we waited until 4:45 for Dr. Kaneda and the speaker to arrive, who then got underway.  He spoke in Japanese but all of his slides were written in English, so I followed his talk fairly well.  He did not end, however, until about 6:15- after which time he took questions for 15 minutes or so.  After the lecture, I hurried to catch the 6:55 bus home and made the rest of my package of mabo dofu for dinner when I arrived.

May 25- Trip to the Bank

I needed to go to the bank first thing in the morning, since I had missed my opportunity to pay my rent at the Medical School the previous day.  Bank representatives came by the school between 10:30 - 11:30, on Tues., Thurs., and Friday, with the exception of the last time that each of these days fell in the month.  I had brought enough money to pay rent on Thursday, but had forgotten my form at home which detailed the charges.  Since it was the last Friday in May, no bank officials would be on campus.  The campus only had ATM machines, so I mapped out the closest bank branch to campus and set out for it.  I had taken the usual bus but had gotten off this time on the opposite side of campus from where I worked.  On the bus, I was talking to a Spaniard named J.J., who had his own bank story to tell.

He had gone to the bank that week in order to transfer money to Spain.  They had forms for him to fill out as well as some staff that spoke English but one of the blanks on the form was "reason for sending money".  He said that he just wanted to, since it was his money, after all.  He told the bank that he didn't really have a reason.  They insisted that he put a reason and gave him a sheet, written in both English and Japanese, of commonly accepted reasons for sending money.  He finally chose "Personal Reasons" from the list and put that on his form.  The bank teller then asked what his personal reasons were, to which he replied that he shouldn't have to say, that being the very meaning of the word “personal”.  The bank told him that as a financial institution, they were responsible for ensuring that their customers used their money wisely, and that they could not transfer money without a good reason.  He finally told them that he was transferring it in order to add to his savings, a reason which pleased the bank staff greatly.  They finally completed his transaction, although the entire process had taken about an hour.

It was pouring rain as I got off the bus and I seriously considered waiting and finding the bank another day.  Looking at my form, I thought that I could make out that the actual due day was not until June 13th, but I had told Kiyoe that I would go to the bank that morning and didn't want to go back on my word.  Despite my elaborate map, I ended up back at the Kita-Senri station, the station I had taken the train to church from a couple of days prior.  Luckily, the station had a bank in it, but it was not scheduled to open until 9 am.  I looked at the bus schedules from the station, tempted to pay for a bus ride back so that I didn't have to walk in the rain, but I could not make out which one went back towards campus.  

When the bank opened, I told the lady who was directing people to the right lines that I wanted to pay my bill.  She said that I should pay it at one of their ATMs, that it was "yasashi" (easier).  That was easy for her to say, as the ATM instructions were entirely in Japanese.  She then proceeded to walk me through each step, looking at my form and telling me what buttons to press, including inputting my entire name in Japanese characters.  It was kind of neat to see how the Japanese pay their bills; the machine took my cash and gave me the correct change back again.  I was charged 420 yen for this convenience, which was worth it, if only for the unique experience.  I was determined to pay the live people from then on, though.  Kiyoe apologized when she realized that I could have performed the whole process on campus using an ATM machine and that I had walked 40 minutes in the rain for nothing, but I told her that it was no big deal.  She said that she did not have the experience of paying the bills, so she hadn’t known whether one could do it from campus.

Only 3 out of the 4 clones had grown when I got in, so I began to process these and had to repeat the original procedure with the fourth.  We needed all 4 in order for our proposed experiments to work.  I again worked alone, only stopping a few times to ask Kiyoe or Okuno where things were kept.  For lunch I had decided to pick only things that I had not tried before so I would learn what I really liked best.  This day I chose sukiyaki don, which consisted of strips of beef and vegetables in ginger over rice.  Before eating this dish, I was instructed to crack a soft-boiled egg, which they provided separately during check-out, over the whole thing.  I also had a spicy Chinese soup with my meal as well as grapefruit juice to drink.  

After lunch, I completed my projects up to the steps that required me to wait for results overnight.  I left at 5 pm in order to meet a man from the gas company at my house at 6; Kiyoe was still working, despite this being her "early night".  Rain was still pouring down as I left the Medical School; the 5:15 bus was as full as I had ever seen it.  I crammed onto the bus, knowing that I couldn't afford to wait 20 minutes until the next one and rode home pressed up against the sliding door the entire time.  I fried up some little pieces of chicken and put some rice on while I waited for the gas man.  

This would make the third visit to my house by a representative of the gas company.  The hot water was working fine, but the heater on the side of the house sounded like a toilet that was running and water was constantly flowing out of the pipe at the bottom of it.  The gas man came by and soon determined that I needed a new water heater; he then called Dr. Kaneda to tell him and said that the gas company would fax the relevant information to the school.  In the meantime, he said I could continue using the hot water.  He left the house at 6:45, after which I quickly ate the fried chicken but left the rice on “warm” as I went to find another class where I could practice my Japanese.

I had been given a number of sheets with information about Japanese language classes in the area when I picked up my key from the International House.  After the success of Kanji Table, I decided to seek out to one of the classes in my immediate area.  This one started at 7 and ran until 8:30, one of the few classes on the sheet to be held in the evening.  I found the hall where "Konnichi wa" was located, arriving just minutes late.  The procedure was much the same for Kanji Table, I filled out an information sheet, and I was paired up with 2 volunteers who spoke Japanese with me.  They said that normally a person would have only one volunteer but that less people than usual were there that night, probably on account of the rain.  The man and the woman with me asked me various questions about my life and helped me practice speaking Japanese.  This ended up being a nice complement to Kanji Table, where I read from a book and wrote kanji most of the time.  At Konnich wa, one mostly practiced conversational Japanese.

It was 8:45 when I returned home.  I ate the warm rice with the rest of the mabo dofu and relaxed for the rest of the evening, going to bed by 10 pm.

May 26- A Ride on the Monorail

I went in to work on a weekend for the first time on this day.  I had to perform the work required to purify the 3 clones from the bacteria and had to check on the growth of the 4th.  Since there was no campus shuttle bus on the weekends, I was forced to take the Osaka Monorail.  Shibahara Monorail Station was quite close to my house.  At only a 10-minute walk, it was the closest form of public transportation to where I lived.  The monorail line ran parallel to the expressway that runs east to west through the northern suburbs of Osaka, the bus that I usually rode took the frontage road along this same expressway.  The view of the area was much better from the monorail than it had been from the bus.  I had to change trains only once near the Expo Memorial Park, the site of the 1970 World's Fair.  A large star-shaped statue makes up the centerpiece to the park, the "Statue of Sun".  An amusement park and large stadium are also located close to the park.  The monorail stops directly adjacent to the University Hospital, it would be a perfect way to get to work if it didn't cost 720 yen roundtrip.  

Kiyoe said that she would be in late, but I told her that I wanted to get an early start and finish by afternoon.  She was a little concerned about the prospect of me working there alone, but I assured her that I knew where everything was and could handle it.  I got in at 8:45, and there was not a sole around the laboratory, the first person to come in after me did so about 10 am.  When they said that they worked "half days" on Saturday, they were definitely talking about the 2nd half of the day!  Unfortunately, my 4th sample, the one which contained histone H4, had not grown, so I emailed Hitoshi to ask him to send another sample.  I was making good progress on my other preparations by the time Kiyoe came in, around noon.  We talked for a few minutes but she said that she needed to leave again, to get treated for her allergies, and would be back later.  I told her that I was almost done and would probably not see her until Monday.

The co-op was supposed to be open on a Saturday but there was a sign on the door that must have said that it would not be open on that particular date.  Instead, I had lunch at the restaurant where Kiyoe and I had spent our first (as well as our last) meal out together.  I sat outside and ate fried chicken similar to what I had made the previous night.  The weather was perfect- a sharp contrast to the previous day’s unceasing rain.  I finished my work by 2 and took the monorail home.  When I arrived home, I put my briefcase down, made a quick list, and immediately left again for the store.  This time I was looking for specific ingredients for a dish I wanted to make for a potluck at church the following day.  I located everything that I needed and stocked up on supplies for the week, spending close to 5000 yen.

When I got home again, it was time to tackle the dishes and do the laundry.  When I finished these, I put on a pot of rice and had fresh eel for dinner.  My best meals had tended to be on the weekends when I ate all of my fresh entrees, later in the week I tended to turn to foods that could be frozen.  Japanese people tend to go to the store more often than once a week; most of the entrees I seen expired the following day and would not taste good frozen.  I put on a silly Japanese T.V. program while I ate where people were dressed in wacky costumes and involved in various wild antics, but that actually described about half the shows that were usually on.

May 27- The Potluck

I started cooking my meal for the potluck at about 8 am, knowing that I had to leave my house by 10 at the latest.  Trudy had emailed me a recipe that I liked to make at home- Indian Chicken.  I thought that it was the type of meal that I could find the ingredients for and that would be well received in Japan.  I was right about the ingredients, although I usually added garbanzo beans at home.  I had not seen these at the store the previous day and since my Japanese dictionary contained no direct translation, I decided to leave them out this time.  Besides, I reasoned, they would be nearly impossible to pick up using chopsticks.  I fried the pieces of chicken on the stovetop and then tried to turn on the oven.  I hadn't used it yet but figured that all one had to do was turn the knob to get it to work, but I was wrong.  It made a clicking sound if I held in the knob as if it was trying to light but there was no gas coming out of the burner.  I eventually figured out that I had to turn a timer as well- this allows the gas to come on but then shuts it off when the timer goes off, making it impossible to leave your oven on by accident for long periods of time.  I finished cooking my meal at 9:30 and decided to leave early for church in case I encountered any problems along the way.

This time I took the most direct route to the Ishibashi Station, although I got confused at one point stopped to ask a couple if I was going in the right direction.  The train was full- so I was forced to stand, holding the hot pan as well as the rest of my supplies and balancing myself so as not to fall over.  I figured that I would be smart and take an express train, which went one stop past where we met for church, and then turn around and take a local train for one stop, thereby saving time.  My plan backfired, however, when I got confused about which train to take back.  Juso Station, where I switched trains, has no less than 8 platforms to choose from.  On the Wednesdays that I had taken the train from this station, it was called the Takarazuka local train.  On this day, no such train existed, only the Takarazuka express, which would take me right back where I started from.  I asked people standing on three different platforms if the train there went to Mikuni Station, and each pointed me in the direction of yet another platform.  Finally, standing on what I could swear was the first platform I had asked at, I figured out that the trains which read "Hibarigaoka-Hanayashiki Local", were headed in the right direction (stopping short of Takarazuka on Sundays, apparently).  I had wasted about 30 minutes at the Juso Station, but I was still running on time when I arrived at Mikuni- and found that I learned a valuable tid-bit of information that would come in handy in the future.

The church service was a special one, in that we sat at tables with white tablecloths on them, facing each other, instead of in rows.  We sang a few songs and then watched part of a DVD based on the book of Matthew (in English with Japanese subtitles).  We then broke bread together and passed around a carafe of grape juice for communion.  After that, there was some time at each table for sharing about what we had watched, followed by announcements and a final song. 

Then we brought out the rest of the food!  I had one bite of my Indian Chicken to make sure it turned out ok (since it had been too hot to taste when I had left home that morning) and then it steadily disappeared.  Everyone commented on my cooking ability, I imagined that they were especially impressed to see a male do the cooking.  They also couldn't believe that I had cooked for myself every day since I arrived.  Other people had brought fish (of course), rice rolled in seaweed, spring rolls, dumplings, pasta, and all sorts of other treats.  An Indonesian brother had also brought some spicy dishes from his home country.  People ate and talked, celebrated two more birthdays, and took pictures.  Then there was a time of sharing about the Indonesian, who was going back to Jakarta after staying in Japan for 2.5 years.  We all learned a song in Indonesian in order to encourage him on his last Sunday with the church.  I talked to him briefly after everything was over, both of us communicating in broken Japanese (he spoke little English while I spoke no Indonesian whatsoever).  For the second week in a row, everything broke up around 4 pm and Tadashi gave me a ride home.  I asked him if this was usual but he said the last two Sundays had not been typical ones.

At home, I whacked at the yard some more, which had recovered from the previous week with surprising veracity.  I began to doubt my original estimate that it had been 6 months since the yard was mowed; I assumed that it had actually been considerably less.  I ate a small, late dinner after the amazing feast I had for lunch.  I heated up a portion of fresh sesame beef and rice that I had bought the previous day, and had a mango yogurt drink that had been on sale for 75 yen.  It had been a rather warm day but it had started to get windy and to cool off, so I closed the windows as I retired to my bed.

May 28- Water Heater

Back at work, I noticed that the bacteria containing the cloned H4 protein had indeed grown, although the colonies that were present on my Petri plate had not been present over the weekend.  It was a little suspect that it took this long for them to grow, but I decided that it couldn't hurt to cultivate them further, so I started a new culture with them.  I then set about making a large amount of media that I would need for the next day's experiment and measured the concentration of the DNA I had purified on Saturday.  Kiyoe showed me how to use the machine they had for this purpose- I was quite impressed.  Back in America, I had always done this process the hard way: diluting the DNA, putting it into a quartz cuvette, and measuring the absorbance of UV light through the sample.  The machine in Japan was able to take one five-hundredth of the volume that I used in the States and measure the concentration directly, with no dilution or cuvette.  I was glad that I had chosen such a technologically advanced country for my sabbatical!

At lunchtime, I found some gingered pork and rice, along with a spicy Chinese soup to eat.  I had been having almost as much Chinese food in Japan as native dishes; both were widely available in stores and restaurants.  After lunch, I worked on getting my DNA into a new set of bacterial cells, one that was more specialized for expressing the proteins that were the ultimate goal of my research.  Most of what I accomplished this day was done independently, with only occasional input from the others in the laboratory.  

Although the weekly laboratory group meeting was taking place at 4:30, I was forced to miss it since the gas company had called, wanting one last look to my water heater before they threw in the towel.  Dr. Kaneda himself took the call, and approved of my leaving early in order to get the problem sorted out.  The gas people said they would meet me at 5 pm, so I took the 4:15 bus back to the Toyonaka campus.  It was packed again, as this must have been a popular time for getting out of classes and heading to the other campus.  

Although Japan is vastly different from the United States in many ways, one thing is consistent wherever you go- service people will always make you wait!  I sat, looking out of my sliding glass doors, and thinking every passing car must surely be the gas company truck.  The men I was expecting finally showed up after 6:00.  The same man that had come on Friday evening, along with a colleague that I had not seen before, arrived carrying an extension ladder between them.  They climbed up and looked at my unit (which for some reason was mounted on the outside wall of the house even with the 2nd story), fiddled around with it for a while, and got the water to stop leaking.  They then came inside and turned on the hot water to see if the problem would redevelop.  They said that it was fixed and should be fine from then on.

After the men left, I fixed udon noodles for dinner, and keeping with my theme of mixing the two Oriental cultures, I also made some dim sum, a type of Chinese hors d'oeuvre.  Unlike the soba noodles before them, the udon noodles came fully cooked and ready to eat.  As I looked out at the lights of the city from my second floor, they brought back memories of living in Staten Island and seeing the lights of Manhattan from our house.  There, too, we had lived in a duplex and adapted to an environment had been completely foreign to the Midwestern United States.  But there the similarities pretty much came to an end.

May 29- Back to the Mouse Lab

I checked my bacteria when I got in to the laboratory, the suspect one had indeed not grown well and would need to be redone, but the main one I needed for the day was still going strong.  I made a list of all the supplies that I would require over the next couple of days to perform the protein purification and Kiyoe took me around the lab, showing me where all the various items were kept.  I determined the size of my purified DNA samples by separating them on a gel in order to double check that they were the right ones- they looked fine!  A "gel" is a semi-solid that is poured into a mold made of plastic or between two sheets of glass.  Molecules such as DNA or proteins are loaded onto this gel and then exposed to an electric current.  Since both proteins and DNA are charged, they move with the current with a speed which is proportional to their size.  

I just had time to start the new bacterial colonies growing in 5 large flasks when Kiyoe asked if I would join her and her student, Keisukei, on a trip to the mouse facility.  Knowing what was ahead, I grabbed my camera so I could have a record of the entire ritual.  I looked like a real scientist in my full body suit and the associated gear, but still did little more than take some pictures.  Perhaps someday I would actually help out!

By the time we got back to the laboratory, it was 1:30 in the afternoon.  Luckily, I had eaten my spicy Chinese soup (a third type of soup that I had not previously tried before) for a snack, knowing that we were going to the mouse facility.  I then ate my main course, oyako don, or "parent-child dish".  It was made up of chicken and spinach over rice with a soft-boiled egg on the top.  It actually sounds kind of morbid but the chicken represents the "parent" and the egg is the "child".  After lunch, I made up the buffers that I would need for the following day as well as made more media in order to grow up yet more bacteria.

It was getting dark and breezy as I walked home from the bus stop.  When I got home, I broke down and finally fixed a Western dish for dinner- spaghetti!  Like the pancakes the week before, spaghetti had looked really good when I had gone to store.  I had purchased some hamburger and a bag of sauce to go with it (almost nothing came in jars in Japan).  I ate in front of the T.V., as usual.  Another type of show that was on in Japan quite a bit is a reality show / travelogue.  These all followed the same basic format: a group of friends travel around together- seeing the sights, going to restaurants, staying at inns, and having wacky adventures all the while.  This evening they were at the Japanese equivalent of Cold Stone Creamery.  A lady behind the counter was mixing various goodies into ice cream on a stone countertop and putting the concoction into waffle cones.  I looked at them and thought "that's got to cost about 500 yen", a moment later they flashed the price on the screen: "460 yen".  The cones looked awfully good, but at this point I was content with my spaghetti!  

May 30- The Arrest 

My five flasks had all grown bacteria, so I spun them out of their media before journal club. Several days earlier, the presenter had given me a copy of the paper he would be discussing, as he had been directed by Kaneda-sensei at the last meeting.  Reading it ahead of time helped a little bit, but it was on bone proteins and how they affect brain tumors- once again a topic that was fairly far from my specialty.  At the end of the talk, as the group was heatedly discussing something in Japanese, Dr. Kaneda turned to me and asked when I thought chromatin received epigenetic signals which led to cancer formation and whether I thought this change was reversible.  I was surprised, but thought up a response on the spot, hoping that I had come up with a decent answer.  It must have sufficed, since Kaneda nodded his approval and they went on with their discussion.  

Following journal club, I had arranged to have Keisukei show me how to use the sonicator, a machine used to break cells open prior to protein purification.  He turned it on and was testing it with a tube of water when it quit working completely.  Nothing we did would revive it, so we told Kiyoe and she called one of the "men in black".  I have not previously mentioned these individuals, but they were an ever-present fixture at the Medical School.  Men in black suits were constantly poking their head in the door and checking on things, all the while busily writing in their notebooks as well as making calls on their cell phones.  There seemed to be at least as many of these individuals as people performing research.  I'm not sure what their function was exactly, but everyone completely ignored their presence and did not seem bothered by them.  I imagined that they were just another cog in the huge bureaucracy that was Japan, but their presence also gave me the feeling that we were constantly being watched and checked up on.  

When the machine broke, one of these individuals was called in.  This time, the members of the laboratory did not ignore him and seemed genuinely glad to see him.  They actually exchanged some pleasantries with him, something that I had not witnessed before.  Soon, the man was crowded into our cold room, along with Kiyoe, Keisukei, and Katsunobu (the third member of Kiyoe's research group).  He changed the fuse, only to have the machine blow it out again, so it was scheduled for repair later that evening.  In the meantime, I spun down my cells once again, this time freezing them until the machine was working.

Kiyoe apologized that she had to meet with someone over the lunch hour and that I was on my own for lunch.  I went to the co-op and returned with hamburger-cheese katsu, a hamburger stuffed with white cheese and then deep fried (eaten over rice, of course).  It was probably not the healthiest meal served in Japan, but it was good.  Katsu is a word used for breading and frying- there is also tonkatsu (pork tenderloin) and chicken katsu in addition to my most recent find.  Don, on the other hand, denotes that a meal is served over rice.  Some examples include sukiyaki don and unagi don, which are grilled beef and eel served over rice, respectively.

After lunch, I inserted the next batch of DNA that I would need into cells, even though we had not yet figured out how to break them open.  I reasoned that I could always freeze those cells like I had just done.  At 2:40, I returned to Kanji Table and had the same nice man continue to instruct me in reading and writing kanji.  90 minutes later, I returned to lab to finish out the day.  

I had been putting off writing a short article for the Encyclopedia of Forensic Science that I had agreed to before leaving for Japan, but that afternoon I decided to get it done.  I busily worked on my article for about an hour, had just done a concluding word count, and was about to save it, when my word processing program quit on me.  When I reopened it, the article was nowhere to be found!  I had been writing daily accounts of my life in Japan and never had the program quit like that, it only happened when I finally got the incentive to write an important article! I was determined to leave by 6:30 so I could get to church in plenty of time to eat something first, unlike the previous week.  Since it was nearing that time, I decided to try writing the article again later.

I had been kicking around the idea of taking the bus to the Kita-Senri Station, thereby saving precious time for dinner.  Kiyoe said that the bus could be caught right outside of our building, so I scanned the Japanese schedules for any semblance of the bus I wanted.  "Does this bus go to Kita-Senri?" I asked a woman, who then pointed me to another area.  When I asked the same thing of a woman there, she looked at the schedule, went back to the first area and checked the schedule, and said I would have to take a bus somewhere and switch to another one.  The only other advice that she had for me was the one I ended up taking, she said something that sounded like "waruku", which I eventually figured out was the way Japanese people tended to pronounce "walk".  

I walked quickly, since it was now 6:40, 10 minutes later than it had been the previous week when I was almost late to church.  Now that I knew where I was going, I was able to make the trip much more quickly, arriving at the Mikuni Station in just 1 hour.  With 20 minutes to go, and a 10 minute walk from the station, I had to get food quick- but I was determined that my second dinner out in Japan would not be at McDonald's again!  I therefore went to restaurant that was selling takoyaki at a to-go counter.  Yaki is another food related word to know- it means grilled.  I had eaten sukiyaki, okonomiyaki, and now takoyaki in Japan.  Tako is quite unrelated to the Mexican food served in America, in Japanese it means "octopus".  I had watched a few people in line ahead of me order their food and they all had gotten the same thing.  So, when my turn came- I just said "watashi mo" (me too!).  The man behind the counter then asked what kind of sauce I wanted, so I shrugged my shoulders and said "oishi saasu" (delicious sauce).  I think I ended up ordering it with everything (as the previous people had done).  The man took 8 golf-ball sized octopus nuggets off the grill, brushed them with a brown sauce, squirted mayonnaise over them, and covered them in chives.

It was 10 minutes to eight as I was walking across the bridge to get to church.  I had read that eating while you walk down the street was taboo in Japan, but I wanted time to finish dinner- so I quickly looked around to see if anyone was watching, picked up an octopus ball with my chopsticks, and popped it into my mouth.  It was piping hot!  It immediately burned my tongue, but by now there were people coming the opposite direction across the bridge.  I imagined that spitting out your food while walking was even more frowned upon in Japan, so I rolled it around in my mouth in a desperate attempt to cool it down.  It took me about 5 minutes to be able to swallow the takoyaki, but it was delicious!  I opened my box to let the remaining balls cool down first and was downing the last one as I arrived at church.  I stopped briefly to buy a much-needed sour apple juice at a nearby vending machine and drank it before walking through the doors, precisely at 8 pm.  An empty room greeted me on the other side!

I checked the calendar to make sure I had the right night and even found a printed schedule that confirmed the mid-week service, but not a soul was there.  Eventually, Takashi came down the stairs from the residential area above the sanctuary and explained what had happened.  Evidently, a different brother named Takashi had been on the train the day before and had brushed into a woman who thought he was groping her.  She then complained to the police, who promptly arrested him.  The church service had been cancelled, instead a small group was meeting to try to figure out how to help the brother get out of jail- they had emailed everyone the news but I had not yet been added to the contact list.  In Japan, you are apparently guilty until proven innocent, instead of the other way around.  The police could hold Takashi for at least 10 days, and even more, if they saw fit.  Seven other church members had soon assembled in a back room and sat on the floor, trying to decide the best route to take.  I was assured that I should indeed stay, but I obviously contributed little to the deliberations.  Eventually, it was decided that the church should write a letter to the police, assuring them of Takashi's upstanding character and that this whole thing must be an unfortunate misunderstanding.

After the meeting broke up, five of us walked to the train station together.  I got home around 11 pm and immediately went to bed.

May 31- First Writing Assignment
I was talking to Trudy over the internet before I left for work, telling her that I never got any mail, junk or otherwise, so that I rarely checked it.  As I was walking past the box on my way out of the house, however, I happened to glance back and see two important pieces of mail.  The first was my water bill; the second was a notice that they had tried to delivery a cash card to me the previous day.  I had been dreading getting my water bill, since, because of the water heater problem, my water had been running for about two weeks.  As I have said: it sounded like a toilet running and probably was wasting an equivalent amount of water.  I looked at the bill with trepidation at first, but was relieved to find that it was only 978 yen.  Kiyoe had told me that water was cheap in Japan- that would mean that a whole month's worth of using lots of water would still be less than $20.  I was pretty sure that the bill was an actual reading and not an estimate, since I reasoned that they would never just estimate something in Japan!  Where does one pay their water bill in a land without checks?  The Post Office, of course!  When I got in to work, I took my bill in to the Post Office in the University Hospital and paid it in cash.

My second piece of mail had been in regards to my Post Office account.  They would not deliver a cash card that was linked to my account without a real person signing for it, so the Post Office had left a notice of "attempt to deliver".  Kiyoe assured me that she would call and tell them when I would be home to receive the mail, so I chose the 7 - 9 pm block from the back of the card, a little surprised that the Post Office was willing to deliver mail as late as 9 pm if one asked them to!
The sonicator had been fixed over night, so Kiyoe turned it on while I prepared my samples once again.  As I was out of the room, the machine apparently worked for a few seconds and then quit again and could not be revived.  We eventually decided to use another machine in a 3rd floor laboratory in which one of Kiyoe's friends worked.  That machine was working fine and we managed to break the cells open over a 30-minute period.  Since I had two more 30 minute cycles of using the instrument later that day, Kiyoe started searching for another machine which I could use that was not in the middle of someone's lab.  She managed to find a common-use one, this time on the 8th floor, which was tucked away by itself in a little alcove.  There was a dusty sign-up sheet next to the instrument which showed that no one had used the machine all month.  This was a perfect place for me to camp out for an hour or so that afternoon!
By the time I went in search of food, it was a little after 12- so the hot dishes were mostly gone, only chicken katsu was left.  This suited me fine, which I accompanied with eggplant soup and iced café au lait.  That afternoon, as I sat in my alcove and broke open cells, I re-wrote my article on DNA repeats.  I actually think that it turned out better than the one that I had lost.  Since I had written it out once and remembered most of what I had said, I revised the wording of it in my head as I rewrote the article.  Since the procedure I was performing was just the first protein out of four that I needed to purify, I did the necessary preparations to move the other ones along in the pipeline so I could continuously be working to purify one right after the other.  

I had to leave by 6, since I had promised the Post Office that I would be home by 7.  As I left, Anna asked, "leaving early today?"  What would have been a very late day for me in America had now turned into slipping out early- I guess it all depends on your perspective.  I fixed pizza when I got home and ate it while watching Pokémon, one of the shows Brennan had taken to watching at home.  Unlike the American version, however, this show was not dubbed in English.  Fortunately, like the American version, the plot was simple and formulaic enough that I could follow what was happening.  The mail arrived at 7:05; inside the envelope was a debit card with my name written on it in Japanese characters.  I could now spend the 1000 yen I had in my account, if I wanted.

June 1- Purification

When I got in, I spun down the histone H2A expressing cells and froze them.  I also checked on those expressing H2B and saw that I had cells that I could grow later in the day.  But mostly, this was the big day to purify H3, this would determine if I could produce the material needed to do my research with relative ease or if it was going to be difficult.  

Most of my work this day was done in the cold room, since proteins must be kept cold in order to keep them in good shape.  I tried to limit the amount of time I spent inside the room to short stretches lasting only a few minutes at a time, or would pull on one of the heavy coats that were found hanging just outside of the cold room in order to endure the longer periods.  This was one of my busier days but also one that I have little to say about.  I took a short lunch, eating a Chinese chicken dish with wonton soup and drinking melon-grape juice, so that I could get back to work on all of my projects.  

Kiyoe helped me set up a column for protein purification, a pump to disburse buffer over the top of it, and a fraction collector to count 40 drops off as they dripped into a tube and then switch a carousel to the next tube in line.  By the time I got the whole contraption running, it was 4 pm, and I desperately needed a break.  Just then, another clone of histone H4 (the one that didn't grow originally) came in the mail and I had to re-try to get that one into cells.  When I had gotten this process underway, I went to the hospital's Starbucks and got a white chocolate mocha.  I used to have a cup of coffee every morning in America; in the nearly three weeks that I had been in Japan- this was probably my 4th cup.  I had been making green tea using my electric tea pot instead.  I guessed that it would also work fine for instant coffee- since all it did was dispense hot water, but I had not yet bothered to pick any up.  

Luckily, once assembled, my purification apparatus was fairly automated- I just needed to check in on it from time to time to make sure it was still working.  Since it was Friday, Kiyoe had to leave “early", so she excused herself around 6 pm.  I wasn't sure if my machine would be done by 7 pm and was prepared to take the monorail home, if need be.  

At 7:07, the last fraction dripped into the last tube, and I quickly shut things down and ran to catch the last bus.  I wouldn't know until the next day whether my "big day" was a success or not.  It was too late to go to the "Konichi wa" class that met on Fridays, so I went straight home instead.  When I got there, another delivery attempt notice awaited me- this one for my cash card from the bank, no doubt.  I made leftovers for dinner- I had some spaghetti left, along with a serving of rice.  It was getting to be time for another trip to the store- but that would have to wait until Saturday.

June 2- Not a half day at work

I took the monorail in to work again, arriving by 8:30 so I could get the things I needed to accomplished and still have time for my domestic duties such as shopping, doing laundry, and doing the dishes.  To my surprise- there was actually a student already working in the lab when I arrived.  I spun down the previous day's cells and called the Post Office to schedule a redelivery of my latest important piece of mail.  I had found a number on the slip that said "call this number if you require assistance in English".  They said they could deliver it as late as the 7 - 9 pm time slot (on a Saturday, imagine that!), which I chose, even though I expected to be home long before that.  I didn't want to be home waiting for the mail during the early afternoon when I could be out shopping.

After the call, I went to work checking my fractions for purified protein.  Out of the 68 samples that had been neatly dropped into separate tubes, 16 of them looked promising (according to the Nanodrop spectrophotometer, a fancy machine that the lab had acquired which read single drops of liquids for materials such as proteins or DNA).  I was getting ready to run these samples out on a gel to separate out the individual proteins when Kiyoe arrived at 11 am.  She helped me get the gel set up, but the apparatus I was using kept leaking, because the gel was not making a good seal.  We tried two other apparatuses, and finally settled on the last one.  It was around 12:30 by the time I got the gel running- it had to run for 90 minutes.  

The co-op was open this Saturday, but the meals were mostly gone by the time I got there.  I decided on a bento with tempura, rice mixed with what I think were beets, as well as a selection of strange looking vegetables that I could not identify.  Kiyoe had gone home to feed her kids since no one was there to watch them on the weekends, she returned just as I was taking the gel off the apparatus.  I then started the 90-minute process of staining the proteins so we could see if my project had been a success.  

The results were mixed- I had definitely gotten some proteins, which was very good.  But it looked like they were still mixed with other unrelated proteins, and therefore not entirely pure.  Just to be sure, I scanned the gels and emailed a picture to Tokyo, to my friend that had provided the DNA to us in the first place.  He replied back that, yes, they had seen cleaner proteins before but thought that they might be useable in certain experiments.  I guess that was pretty decent for my very first experiment, I had been hoping, but not really expecting that they would look perfect on the first try.

My recalcitrant samples had finally grown, and Kiyoe suggested that I spin them down and freeze them so I could purify their DNA on Monday.  I started this process at 4:30, and was headed home on the monorail by 5:20.  I was glad that I picked the latest time for mail delivery, despite the fact that I never thought I would get home this late on a Saturday.  

When I got off the monorail at 6 pm, I decided to walk down the road, away from house in search of Japan's equivalent to Wal-Mart.  Someone on the bus had told me about it, and I was in desperate need of fabric softener if I was still going to try to do the laundry.  I found it without much trouble, a 15-minute walk from the monorail station.  It was called Kohnan Home Center (written in Japanese, of course- but one couldn’t miss the distinct look of a home improvement/hardware store).  I bought the fabric softer, a laundry hamper (I'd been piling my dirty clothes on the floor in the bathroom), as well as a new shower curtain (the old one was in sad shape).  I walked home quickly, not wanting to be late for the mailman.  I hadn't gotten to the grocery store, yet.  Luckily, I had stocked up on some quick meals.  I made microwavable chicken and rice, along with pre-packaged kimchi and noodles.  Precisely at 7 pm, the bell rang- the mail had arrived.  It was my cash card from my bank account.  Now I had access to my other 1000 yen if I needed it!

I did all of my laundry, did the dishes, and even vacuumed some.  The store could wait until Sunday, but not much longer.  It had been a very busy day!

June 3- Conveyer Belt Sushi 

Since I had gotten up and was ready by 8 am, I realized that I probably had time to walk to the store and back before having to leave for church.  It was a bit cloudy out, with a slight breeze, but otherwise a pleasant day.  I spent almost 5000 yen at the store, knowing that I would probably not be able to return until the next weekend.  Back at the house, I put the groceries away and still had some time to kill before I left for church.  

I arrived there at 10:30, once again to an empty building, but this time I was confident that I had simply beaten everyone else there.  Sure enough, people started filing in, including two American girls who were students at New Mexico State and were spending a month in Japan.  This brought to three the total number of Americans I had met in Japan in as many weeks; all had been at church.  The communion message was given in English by Florentine, the Romanian brother, but the rest was in Japanese.

Afterwards, a bunch of the singles in the church were going out for lunch, along with the visiting students, and they invited me along as an honorary member of their group.  They went out for kaiten sushi, an experience I had first had in Kyoto during my visit the previous year.  In Kyoto, the sushi had been different prices and each plate was colored coded to reflect this.  At the restaurant in Osaka, every plate was 100 yen.  I got my usual fare- salmon roe, eel, tuna, squid, crab, etc.  Although I noticed that every time a particular plate came by, Doni, the Indonesian brother, would cringe.  Just to show him that it couldn't be that bad- I grabbed the plate that offended him so and downed its contents.  It ended up being beef tongue but it wasn't too bad, considering.  Including a desert of mochi, I had stacked up 10 plates.  Still not too bad for a lunch out in Japan!

After I got home, I decided to head back to Kohnan.  There were a few problems with my shower curtain situation.  One was that the curtain I got only covered half of the bathtub; the measurements were all in centimeters so I had gotten one that was for a stand-alone shower.  The second was that I didn't need another shower rod.  The one I was replacing had fallen off the wall in the middle of the previous week and I, for the life of me, couldn't get it to stay up.  I figured that the springs in it had finally given out.  It wasn't until I bought a new one that I realized that one turns them in order to get them to extend and was able to get my old one to work fine.  I practiced saying, "I would like to return this", on my way to the store.  I dreaded some form of interrogation about exactly why I wanted to return it, and was prepared to say, "I don't like it".  Once I got there, I had no problem whatsoever.  I said my line and the man behind the counter took the shower rod, no questions asked, and had me sign a sheet.  I then revisited the shower curtain area and found that they were all the same size.  We are probably unusual in having a shower/tub combination; real Japanese houses always had them separate.  I decided to buy a second shower curtain, however, so that, between the two, we would have a curtain all the way across.

I "mowed" (aka "hacked at") the yard upon my return to the house, then made udon noodles for dinner, along with a batch of rice that I put fish eggs on top of.  All in all, it had been a productive weekend.
June 4- Reevaluating our success

When I got in to work, we decided that I should run more fractions on a gel so we could tell more about the experiment I had done the previous week.  Kiyoe thought I should hold off working on the other three samples until we were positive how this one had worked out.  After a few hours I determined that some of the early fractions were purer than the ones I had analyzed on Saturday, although not as concentrated.  We decided that I would pool the fractions into three groups: 1) pure but not as concentrated, 2) concentrated but not as pure, and 3) not pure or concentrated, and then continue on with the purification of the other three.  For lunch, I got some chicken with yellow stuff crumbled over the top.  I had first though that the topping was cheddar cheese, but later concluded that it had been scrambled egg.  Often during lunch I would ask my co-workers, "Kore wa, nan desu ka?" (What is this?), but this particular day I ate alone in the conference room for the first time and went back to work after 20 minutes or so.

After lunch, I tended to the process of getting DNA from the histone H4 clone sample that had given me so many problems.  I was able to get some purified but it wasn't much, so I immediately inserted a portion the DNA  I had purified back into bacterial cells in order to get more the next day.  I also put some into the cells that I would need to use to perform the protein purification, these being the same species of bacteria, only a slightly different sub-type.  Kiyoe had to leave "early", at 6:45, so I took the opportunity to take the 6:55 bus home.  I had finished with my work but it is generally considered rude to leave before your "boss" does in Japan.  Although I officially out ranked Kiyoe in my position at the Medical School, I still considered her the head of my research group, and therefore boss-like enough to matter.

At home, I made another dish that I had no idea what it was when I bought it.  It had looked good on the package, however, and I understood the directions of how to make it- so that was good enough for me!  It ended up being kani tama, a crab omelet.  It contained crab mixed with an assortment of vegetables, to which I added eggs and cooked in my fry pan.  There was also a mix for a brown sauce containing peas, which went over the top.  It was very good- I had so far had good luck with this guessing game!

June 5- The P2 Room

It was finally time to tackle the H2A-containing sample.  I started working on it right away when I got in, Kiyoe poked her head in the door of the "P2 room" when she got in, but I didn't see her again the rest of the morning- I had now achieved some degree of independency.  

The P2 room was where I did all my work with bacteria, which had been most of my work so far.  There are different levels of care one must use with different biological materials; they have been given a scale of P1 - P4.  A P1 lab is your typical lab with basic precautions such as not eating or drinking there as well as wearing gloves when you work with nasty stuff.  P4 is reserved for the worst pathogens, such as Ebola or Anthrax.  There, you wear full body suits and can only work in hoods with gloves built right into them.  There are only a few P4 facilities in the U.S.; I imagined the same was true of Japan as well.  P2 is for work with bacteria that are not particularly harmful.  In the States, we weren't quite as serious about following the government regulations to the letter, but this was Japan!  Lab coats and gloves were typically worn at all times in the P2 room, and all supplies were designated for use within that room only, not brought back and forth between labs.  Glassware could be removed from the room to be washed, but must first be soaked in an anti-bacterial detergent.  Bacteria like mine could be brought out of the room, but only in tightly sealed tubes.

I soon brought my bacteria back to the 8th floor to break them open.  The sign-up sheet had a new month attached to it but was completely blank again.  The first thing I did when I got to my alcove was to clean up a little.  If I was going to be the only one spending time there, breaking open cells, then I was going to make it a pleasant place to be!  I soon had removed the thick layer of dust that covered the table as well as the sonicator resting on top of it, and then went to work on my sample.  After a few more cycles of breaking open cells and spinning them in a centrifuge back in the P2 room, it was time for lunch.  I saw Kiyoe for the second time that day when she poked her head in the door and said "lunch!"

I got ginger pork over rice and a mushroom soup to go with it.  I returned to work after 30 minutes so I could start more cells growing and I could also finish the cell breaking process.  The sample needed to stir in the cold room overnight before I could run another column purification with the fraction collector.  I then set about putting that darn histone H4 clone back into cells, since I hadn't gotten very many to take it up the previous day.  

When I finished this, I sent out the article I had written and tried to gear up for the next bit of writing that I needed to do.  Before I left Monmouth, I had wanted to finish a chapter on the assessment of our "Spiritual Reflections" component at the College.  It was part of my committee work this past year and was technically not due until the end of the summer, but I wanted to get it out of my hands as soon as possible.  Since my goal of finishing it in Monmouth had not been realized, I needed to write the chapter and send it off while in Japan.  The first step was to read through a series of reports on the subject, something I had not forced myself to do yet.  I decided that a carmel macchiato from Starbucks was just the thing I needed to jumpstart my project.  Coffee in hand, I spend a few hours reading the reports, but still no writing on the subject came forth.

Back at home, I made hamburgers for dinner.  I had picked up some "hamburger helper" at the store unlike anything I had seen in America.  The small brown box showed burgers on the front that looked like Salisbury steak.  It gave the burgers a slightly nutty flavor and was quite good.  I had some leftover rice with my burger, along with some rubbery dumpling-looking things, and saved the other 3 burgers for later in the week.

June 6- The Dumpling King

I did not receive a copy of this week's journal club paper ahead of time, but I'm not sure that would have helped me understand it.  It concerned small pieces of RNA and how their presence or absence in mice affected heart development as well as the susceptibility of the mice to heart attacks.  Luckily, Dr. Kaneda did not ask me anything concerning the paper.  Afterwards, with my first protein safely stored away in tubes in the cold room, it was time to tackle my second one.  I ran into a few problems- I think I had waited too long the previous time to rinse out the tubing, and some of it was clogged and had to be replaced.  I loaded the sample onto the column around noon and did not get it sufficiently automated where I could leave it for a while until 1 pm.  

I then ate a late lunch, which consisted of parent-child dish, but with hamburger instead of the chicken.  I'm not sure what they called it in Japan, but I'm pretty certain the egg was not a close relative of the hamburger.  The column had to wash until 2:35, whereupon I changed the buffer to start collecting the protein off the column and hurried to Kanji Table.  Before we got started there, a student who had been in Japan for 1 year stood in front of the class to give a "self-introduction".  What ensued could also have aptly been called "complete biography", instead.  During the next 15 minutes- the student read off a paper in Japanese.  I'm not sure exactly what he said, but he couldn't have left many details about his life out.  After that, we went back to business as usual, with me reading to Yoshinaka-san and he showing me how to write more kanji.

When I returned to the lab, the protein elution from the column was just about finished.  By the time I read the protein concentration of each fraction, it was nearing 5:30.  I decided to wait and run the gel the following day, however, since I only had an hour left before I had to leave for church.  

When the time came, I walked to Kita-Senri Station once again.  I was feeling bold- so I took a different route there, passing to the south of a large pond instead of going to the north of it.  This seemed to trim off some of the time that it took to get there, and I didn't even get lost!  Despite my earlier arrival at Kita-Senri, I still arrived at the Mikuni Station at 7:40, leaving me about 10 minutes to find food again.  I had double checked the location of the gyoza restaurant on the internet and committed the map to memory.  I didn't know if it was a sit-down place or if one could order food to go, but I was going to find out!  I crossed the street towards the takoyaki place but didn't see anything up or down that side of the street, where Google Earth had indicated it would be.  I was about to give up, when I looked back across the street and saw it!

I had walked past this place every time I had gone to church- not knowing what it was.  It wasn't until I was across the street that I read the sign on the awning.  It was all in kanji, of course, but I recognized the last symbol, the one for "king".  I had found Gyoza no Osho, or "King of Gyoza".  The place wasn't much to look at, neither on the outside nor the inside; it was no wonder I had walked past it half a dozen times without noticing it!  It had that distinct diner-like atmosphere inside; one could sit at a counter facing the grill or at some Formica tables that were lined up along the wall.  Or, more importantly, you could order at the cash register and get the food as take out.  This last option appeared to be what most people were doing.  I ordered six gyoza with a side of rice.   Since several others were already waiting, it took a little while to fill my order, but soon I was on my way.  

As I crossed the bridge at 7:55, I was faced with another moral dilemma.  Did I repeat my transgressions of the previous week and try to walk and eat at the same time, did I eat it in church as they are getting ready to begin, or did I have the whole thing cold in about 90 minutes time?  Once again, I chose the former.  Checking how hot it was first this time, I popped a gyoza into my mouth.  It was awfully good!  For some reason, they didn't make them quite like that in America.  I paused before reaching the church building and downed the rest of the gyoza, along with the rice and an apple tea that I had bought at a vending machine.  I walked up to the building a few minutes after 8- to find it locked and dark inside.

The last time that this happened, I had not been on the church-wide email server, and so I did not hear about Takashi's arrest and the subsequence service cancellation ahead of time.  Now I was on it and received periodic emails that I then plugged into Google Translator to get the gist of what they said.  Had I missed something?  I couldn't remember a message that said that we weren't meeting that evening.  I sat on the stoop of the building next door and waited, thinking maybe everyone was running late.  At 8:15, I considered leaving but decided to wait until 8:30, it wasn't as if I had something pressing to do.  At 8:20, a sister showed up on her bike and apologized that I had been waiting.  She showed me where they hide the key to the church and told me the combination to the key-holder.  Soon after, five others showed up.  I guess the 8:00 start time was a best-case scenario and people actually got there whenever they could after finishing work.

We had a singing and prayer service that evening.  We sang five songs, including one in English ("Rise up O Man of God"), which they had me lead, I being the only native English speaker there.  They then took prayer requests, at which time I asked that they pray for my sister's health as well as her rapid and permanent recovery from breast cancer.  We also agreed to pray for Takashi, who was on his 8th day in prison with no significant progress in getting freed having been made.  We broke into pairs to pray, I was paired with the brother who spoke the most English.  After we finished, we all pitched in folding flyers they planned to hand out the next day at the train station where Takashi was arrested.  The flyers asked anyone who had seen anything related to the purported crime to come forward with information.  It was a long shot, considering how many people pass through the station in a day, but it was the only thing the church could think of to continue to help Takashi's cause.  They hoped to catch people who always took the same train by handing them out at the same time he had boarded it, 

Back at Ishibashi Station, coming off the heals of my successful walk to Kita-Senri using a different route, I purposely went out the east gates once again to attempt to find a quicker way home.  Once again I reached my goal without getting lost, but I wasn't convinced that going out of the east gates was really any quicker.  I got home at 11:15 and went straight to bed.

June 7- Two down, two to go.

I spun down another batch of cells when I got in- with this batch I had grown up enough of the H4-containing cells to make a purification attempt later in the week.  Kiyoe showed me how to pour gels with lots of lanes in it so I could run all of the fractions from the previous day's experiment at the same time.  She messed up once by adding too much a particular component, and we had to tear apart the gels and start over, but we eventually had the gels we wanted.  I got my samples loaded onto the gels and had them running by lunch.  

I ended up getting one of the strangest things for lunch that I had gotten so far in Japan: scrambled eggs over rice with ketchup criss-crossing the whole thing.  It tasted fine, though, and was a welcome change to all the meat I had been getting.  I ate quickly so I could start work on the third sample.  I was sufficiently confident that the last purification had worked, so I decided to go ahead with the next one and do the main part of the purification the following day.  I spent a few hours going back and forth to my 8th floor alcove; it was late afternoon by the time this sample was stirring in the cold room.  Then it was time to stain my gel.  The staining confirmed what I had expected, the H2A sample was sufficiently pure to proceed.  It looked very similar to H3 in the way it had come off the column, so I pooled it into the same three group designations that I had used previously.  Kiyoe was pleased- this meant that we were halfway done with this stage of the research.  Only two samples to go!  

I had a leftover hamburger for dinner; along with some egg roll type things I had picked up from the store and frozen.  I watched a cop-drama on T.V. where the actors took the term "drama" very seriously and inserted as much dramatic acting as humanly possible.  It looked exactly like a parody of a Japanese cop-drama would appear on Saturday Night Live or some similar program back home.  I made up my own lines for what the cops were saying, it didn't even matter that I couldn't really understand what they were saying.

June 8- Ear-Splitting Work 

I woke up early, so I decided to make crepes for breakfast.  I had picked up some mix at the store in addition to what was most likely chocolate hazelnut spread, based on the pictures on the side of the package.  They turned out pretty well, and I had been right about the spread; I ate a crepe and put a couple more in the refrigerator for later.  At work, I got started on the purification of H2B as soon as I got in.  I didn't have as many troubles with the fraction collector this time, so I had it washing by 11 am.  I then decided to break open the cells that were expressing histone H4 so the protein would be ready to purify on Saturday.  I returned to my alcove once again as the column continued its washing procedure.  I ate lunch as I spun down the latest batch of cells; I had pork (I think) and a soup that had pasta in a tomato base.  By 12:30, I had started the protein eluting from the column and was back at it at the sonicator.  

As I wrapped up the sonication, I hoped that it was the last time that I had to do this task.  I'm sure the rest of the building's residents felt the same way!  I have failed to mention how loud the machine was that I used.  Sonication, as the word suggests, is a way of breaking open cells with sound waves.  Our machine on the 10th floor (which remained broken at this time) was kept in the cold room in a soundproof box.  The one I had been using was completely out in the open in its alcove next to the ladies' room.  When Kiyoe had come to the 8th floor to find me, she said that she could hear the machine going as she approached the stairwell on the 10th floor.  During my last run that day, I did an experiment and walked down the stairwell instead.  Sure enough, I could hear my machine as far down as the 5th floor.  Oops!

I measured the protein concentration in the fractions that had come off the column and was a little disappointed that they were rather low.  I half expected histone H4 to give me troubles, but had not counted on H2B messing up.  Kiyoe suggested that I run the samples on a gel to be certain what happened.  She told me that when she had done similar purifications, she didn’t always trust the machine to detect the protein.  I poured two gels, but one of them leaked all over my bench and needed to be redone.  By the time I had re-poured the offending gel, it was getting late and I decided to run the gels the following day, on Saturday.  I didn't want to miss my "Konnichi wa" class again.

I caught the 6:15 bus and had 25 minutes to spare by the time I arrived back at my home campus.  Evgeni, a Bulgarian dentist I had met on the bus had told me about a short cut through campus to get to Mino-o, where the class was held.  I knew that by taking it I risked getting lost again, but  I decided, with my recent run of good luck, that it was worth a chance.  I found the way he had described, which happened to lead right past the McDonalds by the grocery store called Nissho, so I stopped there- it was 6:50.  It seemed to be a reoccurring theme in Japan that I had only minutes to find some food and then make it somewhere.  I ordered a teriyaki burger meal, something that I had first tried in Kyoto during my visit the previous year.  I got to the community center and sat outside on a park bench to eat my dinner, and then I went to class.

The same man was there as the previous time I had gone; he wanted to discuss everything from the cost of tuition in Japan to the percentage of foreign students at my home institution, all in Japanese.  We had a very nice talk but soon it was at 8:30 and I started walking home.  I tried to find a second-hand shop that another person on the bus had told me about, but after walking for a while without seeing it, I decided to turn around and make my way home.  I did find lots of interesting restaurants and bookstores on my walk, though.  I figured that I would return to some of these once the family arrived.  As I walked up to my house at 9 pm, it began to rain and then started pouring after I was safely inside.  I had timed that walk just right!

June 9- Another Special Lunch

I had a couple of cold egg rolls for breakfast and was on the monorail by 8 am.  I wanted to get things done at work as soon as possible.  I prepped the lysed cells for the column and got my samples ready to run on the gel.  Kiyoe came in around 11, she had asked me over for lunch again that day, and we agreed to leave around 12:30.  I finished running my gel and put it into some water to soak.  I also had my column washing by the time we had to leave for lunch, so I turned off the pump- knowing that it would wait for me until we got back.  

Kiyoe once again hadn't gotten a chance to go to the store, so we stopped there first.  We went to the same multi-level store as we did the last time I had lunch at her house.  Since it was Saturday, her husband Shinichi was off work.  I had met him a few times when Kiyoe and I worked together in Maryland, including when I was at their wedding, I suppose, but couldn't distinctly remember him.  We ate raw chopped up tuna mixed with green onions, and rolled this up, along with rice and fish eggs, in a rectangle of seaweed.  Kiyoe also had picked up some sushi and raw scallops to go with it.  After lunch, she got out some green tea powder and made tea the way you would make it for a tea ceremony.  She said that she had studied the tea ceremony but wasn't a very good student because she concentrated too much on science instead of the art of making tea.  The tea was still very good.

We didn't get back to the lab until about 3 pm.  I turned the column pump back on and stained the gel.  After an hour of staining, it looked like nothing was on it!  I worried that I had no sample from that purification, but noticed that the standards on the gel did not stain either.  That would seem to indicate that the problem was with the gel and not necessarily my samples.  I left the gel to stain until Monday.  The column finished the elution process around 5:20; I decided to measure the protein in the fractions on Monday as well so I could get home at a decent time.

When I got home, I ate another hamburger over rice.  As I was cooking dinner, it started to rain.  The rain was coming down extremely hard, in sheets.  I pitied anyone caught out in it, realizing that someday my luck would run out and it would be me out there.  I opened my front curtains to watch the storm and remembered doing the same thing in Virginia, IL when Trudy and I were first married.  Anyway, it was better than anything on T.V.  After I ate, I did the laundry and the dishes.  There would definitely be no hacking the yard that day, since it was under an inch of water in some places.

June 10- Monkey Business

Before church, I decided to go downtown to get my camera fixed.  It had stopped working the previous Sunday.  When I went to take a picture of the group at the conveyer belt sushi restaurant, it had said "lens error".  I tried to get it working again but it was unrelenting.  The owner's manual said that particular error message means it was time to take it to get serviced.  I had found a Nikon service center on the internet that was open on Sundays in Umeda.  I left early and arrived in Umeda at 9 am.  Since the camera shop did not open until 10, I had some time to kill.  I decided to walk and to try to find the "Floating Garden Observatory", which is suspended 600 feet in the air, between two skyscrapers.  It wasn't going to open until 10 either, but I just wanted to find it so I could take the family there when they arrive.  I ended up taking the long way around, but I eventually found it and figured out the shortest way to get there from the train station.  

By then it was 9:40, and it was time to find the camera shop.  The internet said that it was a 10-minute walk west of the station.  I tried to cross a very busy street to the west but there were no crosswalks, I then noticed some stairs going down and thought that perhaps there was a walkway under the street.  Was there ever!  The underground passage led me west for the full 10-minute walk, there must be a mile of passages underground that led from the station.  I surfaced where I though the building should be.  I asked a policeman who was directing traffic if I was going in the right direction and he said I was. The Nikon store ended up being around the next corner.  I had not prepared a speech for dealing with a camera repair shop, so I had to improvis.  The following is a rough translation of what transpired:

Me- My camera died (I didn't know the verb for "broke"), can you fix it?

Man- (Something I couldn't understand)

Me- I only speak a little Japanese.

Man- Hang on a second. (He goes in the back room)

Man- Sorry, I couldn't find anyone who spoke English.

Me- That's ok.

Man- I'll have to keep your camera for a while in order to repair it. 
Me- Ok, how much will it be?

Man- 13,500 yen
Me- Ok, how long will it take?

Man- 1 week. (He has me fill out a form)

Me- Are Roman letters ok?

Man- Yes

I filled out the form and he entered the information into the computer.  Kiyoe had warned me that it would be expensive to repair a camera but I needed it done and had been really pleased with that camera.  The man gave me a work order, he had written my name as "jdns Gadde".  I didn't argue with him, I figured the chance of someone with that name coming in to pick up a camera within the next week was pretty slim.

I then took the passages back to the train station and rode the train to church.  A Korean man who has lived in Japan for the last 11 years was visiting from the church in Nagoya, Japan's 4th largest city (Osaka is 3rd, behind Tokyo and Yokohama).  He spoke Japanese very well and gave his message using it.  The best news of the day was that Takashi was finally released after 10 days in jail.  They were still deciding whether to prosecute his case- so he was not completely in the clear yet, and everyone was still praying for him.  Afterwards, Florentine and his wife wondered if I wanted to go out for sushi.  We went to a different kaiten sushi restaurant; Nori, Fiona, and Bond joined us as well.  It was good- of course.  I had sea urchin along with my usual fare, I'm not sure if I had tried it before.  It was a little mushy, but otherwise tasty.  I got home at 4pm, and was ready for a little "monkey business".

When we had gone to the grocery store the previous day, I had asked Kiyoe if there were places to go hiking in the mountains that surrounding Osaka.  She told me to take the train to the end of the line in Mino-o (where I had “Konnichi wa” class) and to walk to Mino-o falls.  She said there were wild monkeys who lived in the mountain forests there.  That was enough for me- I wanted to see a wild monkey and couldn't believe they lived within 5 miles of my house.  

It was threatening rain as I arrived home and I could hear rumbles of thunder to the south, over Osaka.  But to the north, in Mino-o, the sky looked clear, and nothing was going to dissuade me from my goal.  The train station in Mino-o was a 15-minute walk from my house and I took the train for just 2 stops.  From there, a brick road led up the hill, though a very quaint shopping district, and into the park.  

Mino-o Park was beautiful!  It reminded me of Turkey Run in Indiana, a favorite hiking spot of ours when we lived in Champaign, Illinois.  It had a deep gorge with a river running through it, and trails going every direction.  Down various trails were temples and shrines to explore as well as various statues.  I imagined a person could spend the whole day exploring the park and not see all the neat things there.  The main trail was not hard to miss.  It would uphill for a mile and a half until it reached Mino-o Falls.  I had seen a half dozen smaller falls during the hour-long stroll to Mino-o Falls, but they did not compare to the 100-foot drop of the final waterfall.  There was a little Japanese bridge that crossed the river right below the falls, it was amazing!  What a time to be without a camera!  I figured that I would bring the family back to the park the first chance that I got, so I could snap some pictures then.

As I approached the falls, a monkey hopped across the boulders that spanned the river 20 feet in front of me and hoisted himself over the low railing that stretched along the trail.  He then ran up to a refreshment stand, grabbed two boxes of Pokey (Japanese cookie sticks which are dipped in chocolate), and bolted back across the river to eat them.  I walked down to the falls, admired them for a while, and then walked across the bridge and up the trail on the opposite side of the river from where I had come.  As I climbed a hill, there, in the middle of the trail, was the monkey, eating his treats.  The monkey was about two and a half feet tall, coming up to about my mid-thigh.  I stood about 10 feet away from him and watched him.  

"Oishi? (Is it delicious?)" I asked the monkey.  The monkey ignored me and kept eating.  "Do you speak English?" I asked the monkey.  Still, he ignored me.  I didn't want to try to get past him on the trail in case he thought I was trying to steal his food.  I had heard that monkeys can be quite aggressive when it comes to their food.  Eventually, he finished eating and climbed further into the forest.  The hike down the mountain to the train station was much easier that going up, I was back there within 30 minutes.  As I walked home from the station, I saw a supermarket and decided to complete my final weekend chore that I had to accomplish- the shopping.  I spend 3,840 yen to stock up for another week and then returned home.  It never had rained on me, but I had brought my umbrella just in case.  Since it was shopping day, I had California rolls for dinner along with dim sum, mixing the Japanese and Chinese cultures once again.

June 11- Three out of Four

The first thing I did once I arrived at work was to check my gel that had been soaking in stain for most of the weekend- there were faint bands on it but nothing that was helpful in knowing if the purification had worked.  I then set about checking the new fractions for protein using the Nanodrop machine.  This was the sample that had refused to grow well, but the protein concentrations seemed right in line with the other two that had worked.  Since pouring my own gels had backfired over the weekend, Kiyoe suggested that I return to the pre-poured ones, at least long enough to get an answer as to whether the last two purifications had worked.  I set up four gels on three different apparatuses with six different wires coming from my power supply- it looked like I was doing some serious research on my bench!  

Just then, Kiyoe stopped by and suggested that I go with them to the animal facility.  Since I had finally received my university I.D. card, I could turn in my hard-earned form that said I had taken the mouse class and was approved for access.  In the facility's main office, I held my finger on a scanner so they could identify me from my fingerprint when I entered the building from then on.  It took a combination of my specially keyed I.D. badge as well as a finger scan to enter the building.  They were serious about security in Japan!

 By the time I prepped the 51 different samples and loaded them on the gels, it was time for lunch.  I bought broiled chicken over rice and seaweed, clam chowder, and a drink with a picture of a lemon on it.  "You drink that?" Kiyoe asked me at lunch.  "I guess so," I answered.  My drink was made of aroi, the same plant I had eaten in yogurt during my first week in Japan, it also had some lemon in it as well.  Kiyoe said that it was very healthy but had never tried it.  I'd made a habit of trying all sorts of new things- the drink tasted like lemonade with tiny chunks of plant in it.

I finished running the gels and then began the process of staining them.  While I waited for the protein bands to show up, I purified DNA from the cells that I had been slowly stocking up which contained more histone H4 clone, just in case.  The purification of that sample ended up being just fine, but the third sample was still a problem.  The purification had actually worked, I had very faint bands of pure protein- unfortunately, it was only one tenth the concentration of the other samples.  I emailed Hitoshi ask him if there were any tricks to getting this particular sample to work.  He soon replied that I should call him to discuss it further- but since it was time to go to our group meeting, I was forced to put off calling him for a while.  Kiyoe and Keisukei each talked for half of the meeting; I followed their talks better than usual since I was already familiar with the topic.  The meeting ran for about 95 minutes, after which I called Hitoshi back.  He said that they sometimes got three quarters as much protein using this sample but never as low as a tenth.  He suggested that I try the whole process again with that particular sample.  I guess three out of four isn't too bad!
June 12- Quantifying Histones

Despite the fact that I still did not have one of the proteins that I needed, it was time to forge ahead with other experiments while I worked to obtain it.  Since our planned experiment called for making complexes out of the two H2 histones first, I could begin this process while I worked on getting H4.  The first step was to make sure the two were the exact same concentration before mixing them.  While the Nanodrop spectrophotometer was good at measuring concentrations, its readings were affected by contaminating proteins as well as some of the components of the buffer the proteins were suspended in.  The best way to determine the exact concentration was running the proteins on a gel, staining with a special fluorescent stain, and scanning them with yet another very expensive instrument called a Phosphoimager.  

I ran a gel as soon as I got in to work and put it in the stain during the lunch hour.  I had fried fish in a brown gravy over rice; the soup I chose was called "Brown Soup" according to the Japanese on the label, and was a mixture of tomatoes, mushrooms, and croutons in a brown broth.  Kiyoe showed me how to use the Phosphoimager after lunch, which was actually located on the 8th floor, not far from my sonication alcove.  Unfortunately, I had loaded too much protein for the machine to work correctly and had to start again with another gel.  I proceeded to load ten times less protein onto the next one.  

As it ran, I thought about what had gone wrong with the H4 purification.  I realized that the H4-containing bacteria had grown many more colonies than the other three.  Overloading the colonies onto plates allows other bacteria to grow, even if they do not contain the correct piece of DNA.  I had probably selected some of these intruding colonies and grown them in the large flasks, getting very little protein in the end.  I was sure that was what had happened, and was determined not to let it happen again.  I inserted more of the H4-containing DNA into bacteria and grew them on three different Petri plates, using different methods of distributing the colonies.  I then put these in the incubator overnight.

The second gel was done running at 6:40.  I went back down to the 8th floor to scan it- it looked much better!  I didn't have a lot of time to pour over the results, though, since I needed to catch the last bus.  I made lasagna for dinner from a kit that included uncooked noodles, a bag of meat sauce, and Parmesan cheese that was the consistency of mayonnaise.  I looked at the pictures on the back of the package to figure out how to make it.  I must have guessed close to the correct way, since it turned out pretty good!

June 13- Off Schedule

I sometimes think that I have an internal clock.  Although I caught the bus at 8 am every day, I had never woken up to an alarm in Japan.  I had set the alarm for the first few days I was there, since I was still unsure whether my internal clock had reset for the 14-hour time difference.  I stopped using it, however, since I had never slept long enough for it to go off.  Everyday I woke up at 6:20, lay in bed for 10 minutes or so, and then I got up and got ready to face another day.  This particular day I woke up as usual, glanced at the clock in the dark, and then got up and got ready.  I was just about to leave for the bus when I glanced at my watch- it was only 6:40!  I had awakened at 5:20 instead of 6:20 and not realized what time it was in the dark.  I only had two clocks in the house: the alarm by my bed, as well as my wristwatch.  Somehow, my internal clock was an hour off that day.

My clock was not the only thing that was off.  On this particular day, the unthinkable happened- the bus was three minutes late pulling out from campus.  In the month that I had lived in Japan, it had never left earlier or later than precisely 8:00.  At 7:55, I asked Lu, the Chinese guy standing in line next to me, "Where is the bus?"  It showed up soon after that, but was a few minutes late pulling out.  Something was amiss in Japan!

Hitoshi had given me an idea of how to get histone H4 purified.  He said that cells which contain the gene for the protein actually grew slower than other cells.  If I was getting a mix of cells that contained it and cells that did not, the solution might be to stage a race.  I took 20 different colonies from my Petri plates that I had grown overnight and inoculated them into 20 different tubes.  I let them grow most of the day and decided to choose the slowest growing ones to mix into my larger culture flasks.

For lunch, I returned to one of my favorite dishes so far- the gingered beef over rice with an egg on top.  I did try a new soup and drink, however.   I had a creamy soup with croutons and squash, along with an unidentifiable vegetable as well as one of the strangest drinks that I had found so far.  It was white, like Calpis water, and tasted slightly like coconut, but it had tiny squares of gelatin suspended in it.  The day before, I had chunky lemonade with plants in it, now these gelatin squares!

Soon after lunch, it was time for Kanji Table.  Once again it started off with someone giving a fairly lengthy speech.  This one was much better, however, since it was about Taiwanese food.  A girl from Taiwan gave a PowerPoint presentation with lots of pictures of food, so I paid close attention.  It all looked very good.  Then, Yoshinaka-san had me read about April, the season when new employees start work in their companies in Japan.  I told him that there was no such season in the U.S., that employees started jobs at all different times of the year.  I then wrote kanji for a while and headed back to the lab.

It was time to see who had lost, and therefore won, my little race between bacteria.  Out of the 20 tubes, all but one had grown rapidly.  I chose this one, streaked it out onto a Petri plate, and used the rest to start a large culture.  It was also time to combine the two H2 histones and have them form a complex.  I mixed equal amounts of them in a bag made of a semi-permeable membrane and placed them in a high salt buffer to "dialyze" overnight.  By morning, the buffer would have exchanged through the membrane but the protein complexes would remain inside the bag.  This was my first step in building a chromosome from scratch!

I was determined not to eat my Wednesday meal within a 10-minute time frame again, so I left the lab at 6 pm, 30 minutes earlier than usual.  I traveled to Mikuni Station and went to a Chinese Restaurant which was located underneath, next to McDonalds.  This was my first sit-down restaurant where people actually waited on me, and it had only taken me a month to get there!  I order Peking Duck (with gyoza, of course).  It was delicious and the meal came to less than 1000 yen. 

At church, along with the usual Japanese songs, we sang a song in English that was actually written by someone whose parents I know very well.  It's a small world sometimes!  Fiona was sharing the message at the church service.  She was usually the one who translated for me, but this time she spoke in Japanese and a Japanese brother named Shohei translated instead.  As usual, people hung around and talked after the service.  I ended up catching a train home around 10 pm.  

I got home at 11 and wanted to try out a new trick that I had learned that day.  Anna had told me that there was usually a button on your remote control to turn off Japanese dubbing for the shows that are normally in English.  I had brought in my remote that day so she could show me what buttons to press.  "Without a Trace" was on T.V., with the characters speaking Japanese, as usual.  I pressed a few buttons and, sure enough, they started speaking English.  It was the first time I had heard English coming out of my T.V. set!  However, since I was by that time too tired to actually watch the show, I turned it off and went to bed.

June 14- More Writing Assignments

My internal clock was back on schedule again- I woke up at 6:20, as usual.  It was drizzling as I left the house, so I brought my umbrella.  When I got in, I started my bacteria on another race.  I needed 5 large flasks in order to attempt the purification again, not just one.  I spun down the cells that had lost the race the previous day and froze them for later use.  I then changed the buffer that my dialysis tubing was suspended in; I would change it twice more throughout the day to induce the slow process of complex formation.  Lunch was another dish I had gotten previously- hamburger over cabbage and rice.  I did try a different brand of wonton soup that had noodles and sesame seeds in it, though, as well as cold milky green tea to drink.

Kiyoe stopped by my desk in the afternoon; she said she had a big favor to ask of me.  She had been asked to write a review about histones for the Journal of Biochemistry.  She did not really have the time to write it, but felt that she couldn't refuse, since the journal is published by a society that had given her a grant in the past.  She wondered if I could write the review instead.  I had just turned in my measly 500-word article on DNA fingerprinting two weeks prior to this, and had since agreed to write a 1400-word article on "Chromosomes and Cancer" for the Encyclopedia of Health and Medicine: Cancer.  Now I was faced with my biggest task ever: 4500 words on histones, their modifications, and how this affects chromosome structure.  I agreed, of course, not knowing when I would get another opportunity to write a review article in a prestigious journal.  These articles, along with my yet-to-be-started chapter on assessment for Monmouth College, mean that I had a lot of writing ahead of me.

When my bacterial race ended, there were two losers this time around, so I split them between the remaining 4 large cultures that I needed to grow.  When I left work, it was still raining and had been doing so for most of the day.  I had leftover lasagna for dinner, along with some rice.  

I then set about cooking a dish for the potluck they were having the next day at “Konnichi wa” class.  I had decided to make Indian Chicken again, since I had most of the ingredients on hand and since this would be for a different group of people who had not been exposed to this dish before.  Unfortunately, I hadn't printed out the directions for the dish-I did not expect to be making it again so soon.  However, I had saved the email that Trudy had sent me which contained the needed recipe.  Unfortunately, as hard as I tried, I could not get onto the internet- probably because of the rain.  I finally decided that I could probably make it from memory since making it for church was still fresh in my mind and, besides, I had all of the ingredients lying around to remind me.  I didn't end up putting the dish in the oven until about 9:45, it was finally ready by 10:30.  I let my chicken cool down until 11, and then tasted it.  I had remembered correctly- it was just fine!  I put it in the refrigerator and went to bed.

June 15- Payday & Potluck

I decided to attempt to use the time delay feature on my rice maker for the first time.  I wanted to serve my curry chicken over rice, but knew I wouldn't have time to wait for it to cook after getting home from work.  At the church potluck, I had assumed there would be a big pot of rice to go with the dishes, but that ended up not being the case.  My dish was ok without rice but would be much better with.  I pressed a button until my screen read 10; I hoped that this meant that the rice maker would come on 10 hours later, at 5:30.  Only time would tell!

The bus pulled away at 8:03 for the second time in a row, I was convinced that someone would be losing their job over this fiasco!  I wondered if the bus snafu would be featured that night on the news.  Once I was at work, I spun down the large cultures of the slow growing bacteria for another try at purifying histone H4.  The complexes that had hopefully been forming overnight were also due for a spin in the centrifuge, followed by an enzyme treatment.  I was still waiting to receive the materials needed to make a different kind of column, called a size-exclusion column, in order to purify these complexes away from the proteins that did not associate.  I spent the morning back in my noisy alcove, breaking open the latest batch of cells.  While these cells were taking yet another spin in the centrifuge, I had lunch.  Rather than getting another hot lunch that I had already tried before, I opted for a set of sushi rolls, along with inari sushi, little bags made out of deep fried tofu which were filled with rice.  I also had some udon noodles topped with beef as well as grapefruit juice to drink.  By 12:30, I was back on the 8th floor, sonicating my cells once again.

I had to cut this particular session short, though, since I was supposed to meet with a student at 1 pm.  One of the medical doctors in our group, a cardiologist, wanted me to meet with one of his students each week so that I could learn what they are doing and, (more importantly, I suspected) so they could practice presenting their research in English.  I talked with this particular student for about 40 minutes, and then returned to my alcove.  

When I had finished with the cells and had them safely stirring in the cold room, the secretary stopped by with my first paycheck stub.  Now that I had more than 1000 yen in the bank, it was time that I found out how to withdraw it.  I asked Kiyoe if she would show me how to use the cash station, since I wasn't convinced that it would be in English.  After all, I hadn't seen any English on the one I had used to pay the rent the first time.  We went to the main entrance of the hospital, where my bank had a cash station.  Sure enough, I did not see any English on the screen!  We went through the process of which buttons I should press, with me taking careful notes.  However, after I had pressed the last button, nothing happened!  The screen then went to a new view, this time it had a button to press for English.  I went through the whole process again, using the English buttons as I tried to withdraw 10,000 yen.  The final screen said some English words that I did understand- "Insufficient Funds".

Kiyoe was a little suspicious.  I had opened the account at the bank because the university said it was too late to deposit the money at the Post Office, she wondered if they had indeed been able to deposit it there anyway but had failed to tell me.  My check stub made no mention of where the money had been deposited.  We walked down the hall to the Post Office and I used the machine there.  This machine was even easier than the bank's- it had a button for English right from the start and then proceeded to speak to me in English during my transaction.  I tried withdrawing 10,000 yen again, knowing that I had only opened the account with 1,000 in it.  Sure enough, the machine dispensed the cash and gave me a receipt with my account balance, which was exactly 9,000 yen less than what my pay stub read.

The materials that I needed to make my size-exclusion column were waiting for me when I returned, but Kiyoe had to hunt for a while to find the glass tube I would use as well as a plastic piece I needed in order to pour the material into the tube.  As I read the instructions, it was going to be at least 3 hours of preparation time, not to mention the actual experiment, to get this column going.  Since it was after 4 pm already, I decided to wait and to pour the column later.  My sample could wait in the cold room until I was able to assemble the column.

I left on the 5:55 bus so I could get home and finish preparing my dish for the “Konnichi wa” potluck.  As I walked into the house, I thought that I smelled rice cooking.  My rice maker had come through for me after all!  I spread the rice out on a large platter and covered it with the chicken, which I had warmed in the microwave, then I set out for my class.  The platter proved to be quite heavy, I was hoping that my dish went over well- if only to ensure that it would be much lighter on the walk home.  

There was quite a spread assembled that evening!  About 15 of us gathered for the class: six foreigners and the rest Japanese.  In addition to myself, being the lone American once again, there was a British man, a man from China, a Taiwanese girl, and a lady, along with her young daughter, who were from Korea.  We all sat around a big table, with the food in the middle.  In addition to the Japanese food (gyoza, sushi, shrimp in a red sauce, minced chicken, eggplant salad, etc.) there was also Korean kimchi and gim bahp (the Korean version of sushi rolls), as well as my Indian dish, of course.  Once again it received rave reviews, especially from the women, who couldn't believe that a man could actually cook.  Five of the women even took their picture with me, and I promised to write down the recipe and share it with them.  I now had the reputation in Japan of being a marvelous cook, and would have to live up to high expectations if we had future potlucks.  There was so much food; everyone got a small bento box of leftovers to take home.  The lady that was one of my teachers the first time I had come to class fixed a box for me.  Since it was completely empty, my platter was much lighter on the way back home.

When I got home, I decided to do some of the household chores early instead of waiting until Saturday or Sunday.  I did a load of laundry and washed all the dishes, finally going to bed sometime after 11.

June 16- Saturday Setback

I arrived at work by 8, wanting to get the H4 purification done and knowing that it would probably take most of the day.  I took the protein extracts and loaded them onto a new column, which I had almost finished washing by the time Kiyoe came in at 1 pm.  I had just finished a bento consisting of a chicken patty covered in mushroom gravy, along with an assortment of vegetables, bean salad, as well as the ever-present rice.  Some seafood ramen and an iced coffee rounded out my meal.  

There was a conference going on at the university that day and Kiyoe wanted to attend the poster session to see if anything was of interest.  The talks that were being given were of less interest to me since they were in Japanese, but I turned off my column pump for a while and accompanied Kiyoe to see the posters.  Some were in Japanese, others were in English, and most were a mix of both.  After looking at various ones for about an hour, someone that knew me approached us.  He said that he worked at NIH at the same time Kiyoe and I were there.  I had no recollection of this person however- I must have repressed all of my memories of what went on during my postdoctoral studies at NIH, after my fairly adversarial relationship with Alan Wolffe.  First, Kiyoe's wedding, and now this!  He showed me his poster and we talked for a while.  Soon, Kiyoe wanted to hurry back to the lab to get her computer so she could show her work to an important professor from Tokyo U. who was interested in her studies.  After that, the talks were about to begin again.  I told her that I better return to the lab in order to finish my purification.  

The samples were done eluting from the column by 5 pm.  I probably could have left them until the following Monday, as I had done before, but I wanted to get a preview of whether the experiment had worked this time.  I started reading the protein concentrations of the fractions using the Nanodrop spectrophotometer.  The concentrations looked awfully low!  To make matters worse, the machine kept quitting on me and had to be rebooted every 6 samples or so.  I read the fractions until sample 30 or so, plenty far enough to where I should had seen a protein peak.  It appeared that the purification had failed once again!  This type of setback was to be expected in research.  After all, if it were easy- someone would have already done it!  But, given the success of my three other samples, I had hoped to wrap up my purifications on this, the one-month anniversary of starting my project at Osaka U.  

I took the 6:40 monorail home, feeling a little down.  I decided to have dinner at a family restaurant called "Friendly" that I passed everyday on the bus.  I figured that, with a name like that, I couldn't go wrong and it was bound to cheer me up.  They were friendly at the restaurant, although they didn't speak any English, as could be expected.  I had the "Italian long hamburger", a patty in marinara sauce that came with a salad and a cold scoop of mashed potatoes.  As I left Friendly, I decided to walk to Kohnan to pick up some supplies I needed.  I was actually doing all right with food supplies, but I was need of toothpaste, dental floss, and conditioner.  From Kohnan, I took the long way home past the Ishibashi station, since I had never gone that way before.  During my walk, I noted the location of some more restaurants that I thought the family would like.  As I cut through campus, I ran into Siddick, my Bangladeshi friend and his family going for a walk.  Soon, I would have my own family in Japan!  This thought, along with the good food and pleasant weather, served to cheer me up considerably.  Monday was the start of a new week, my last one alone in Japan, and would be another chance to reach my goal.

June 17- From the Valley to the Mountain

I left the house a little after 8 and went to Umeda to pick up my camera.  Once again, I arrived an hour before the shop opened, so I wandered around and tried to learn how to navigate the area better.  I walked to the end of the underground sidewalk and then tried to find my way to the camera shop above ground.  I was able to find it without much problem, so I sat on some steps and read for a while until it opened.  When the time came, my camera was ready to pick up.  I think the man told me that they had to replace the lens.  All I knew was that it worked again and that they charged me the price they had quoted the previous week.  I took the train to church and still arrived a little early.  Kira, the American student, gave the communion message and one of the Japanese brothers gave the main message.  After the main service, the kids came down from their classes and sang a few songs for the fathers, since it was Father’s Day.  Each child had made a craft with a picture of themselves, along with their father, in it.  One of the sisters who had taught the kid's class had made one with just my picture in it.  I thanked her, and joked that I could add my kids' pictures to it when they come.  I left soon after the service was completed because I had an agenda planned for the afternoon.

I had decided to go into the mountains again, but this time further away, to Nose (No-seh, not like on your face), at the end of the train line into the mountains.  I had seen on a map where they ran a cable car to the top of Myokenzan Mountain and had confirmed this fact on the internet, although none of the Japanese people I had mentioned it to had actually been there.  I took the train for two stations past my usual stop and switched to the Nose line.  I began to realize how far off the beaten path I was getting when the trains at this station started displaying their destination exclusively in kanji, as did the fare chart for the tickets.  No problem, I knew enough kanji at this point to get by.  I had switched trains at Kawanishi Station (“western river”, a picture of a river followed by the symbol for "west") and had to switch again at Yamashita (“bottom of the mountain”, a picture of a mountain and the symbol for "bottom") to get to Myokenzan Station (“marvelous view”, a little more complicated).  

By the time I made it to Nose, I was very hungry.  I had left church around 1:30, it was now 3.  I decided to eat at a restaurant near the train station, as there was no guarantee I would find another closer to the mountain.  The restaurant was pleasant and had a small town diner-like atmosphere.  The menu, of course, was entirely in Japanese.  The menu was divided into udon dishes and those that were served over rice (don), I had learned that kanji from my lunches at the university.  What I didn't know the kanji for, however, were most of the things being put on the noodles or the rice.  The only dish I was completely sure about was curry udon, which sounded just fine.  I ate my udon and walked to the bus stop just in time to catch the next bus from the station.  The internet said I had to take the “Cable-mae” Bus.  This was not difficult, since it seemed to be the only bus leaving from the station.  The bus drove for 15 minutes or so and dropped me off in front of the cable cars.  It had passed many rice fields, and fewer and fewer houses on the way as the bus had headed further into the country.

I bought a cable car ticket for 270 yen and waited until the next one left, at 4 pm.  This slowly climbed its tracks, and eventually deposited me at on the side of the mountain, where there was a path heading further up the slope.  After walking for a while, I came to a chair lift.  I had noted that 6 pm was the final cable car back down, but I wasn't sure how far I still was from the summit.  For 250 more yen, I rode the chair lift further up the mountain.  At the top of the lift was a small shrine, as well as a path that continued to climb.  After another 20 minutes of walking, I came to a stone gateway that led to an array of statues, sculptures, temples, and shrines.  The entire top of Myokenzan Mountain seemed to be one big shrine!  I climbed the steps which led amidst the stone figures until I finally reached the summit.  On the summit stood a very modern looking temple made of steel and glass, which stood in stark contrast to the ancient statues which were scattered everywhere.  The mountain did live up to its name, however, it had a marvelous view of the valley below- I could see Osaka filling the valley in the distance.

I had noticed once I reached the top of the mountain that there was the option of walking back down it, by passing both the chair lift and the cable car.  Walking down the entire mountain made a lot more sense that walking up, but I wasn't sure how long it would take or where the foot trail ended exactly, so I opted for going down the slope the same way I had gone up.  However, when I arrived at the bus stop at 5:20, I saw that there wasn't another bus for an hour!  I decided that I would walk back to the station, and hoped I had paid sufficient attention on the way to the cable car to retrace the bus route back.  I ended up finding the station without any problems, and was on the train home by 6:20.  At home, I ate the bento that had been prepared for me on Friday, and then went to work on the final weekend chore that I had to accomplish- whacking the yard!  It is a good thing that I did, for later that evening it started to rain.  At least the weather had cooperated for my mountain top adventure!

June 18- Running Errands

It was still raining when I woke up in the morning.  I had told Kiyoe that I would be in late since my "Alien Registration Card" was ready to pick up after a month of processing.  I had had a temporary paper stapled into my passport since my arrival in Japan, but it was time to trade that in for the real thing.  I took a small umbrella from my genkan.  Luckily, it wasn't raining that hard, so a small umbrella seemed to work just fine, I having left my main umbrella at work once again.  I took the train to downtown Toyonaka, and found that much of the route from that station to Municipal Hall was through a covered arcade filled with various shops, so the rain did not present much of a problem.  

I received my card, commonly referred to as a "gaijin card", and then headed to the Department of Education on the 6th floor.  It was time to register the kids for school, which I had heard one could not do without getting a card first.  Luckily, they provided English interpreters on that floor, so I did not have any difficulty communicating my needs.  I filled out some forms and the man asked if I had copies of the kids' passports.  I actually did have copies, but I had not brought them with me!  They took me to the other side of the building and introduced me to another office, which would provide interpreters for the kids while they are in school.  We returned to the first office, along with someone from the interpreter office to discuss some more details, but what they really wanted was for me to return home to get the copies of the passports.  They had never even asked to see my gaijin card!
As I walked across campus for the second time that day, I realized that it was a perfect time to get my hair cut.  My hair had gotten unruly as of late, and with Trudy and the boys coming in one week, I wanted to look my best.  I also figured my hair would have a week to grow out in case of any unfortunate lapse in communication with the barber.  Siddick had told me that he had recently gotten his hair cut at the University Hospital and had paid 5000 yen- I wasn't about to part with that much for a haircut!  I reasoned that any barber who was associated with the school's co-op would deal mostly with students on a budget and couldn't charge anywhere near that.  I was right; haircuts were 1800 yen, the same as a ticket to the movies!  The lady working there asked how much I wanted cut off and we agreed on "chotto", a little.  She held up my hair and indicated how much she would cut off and I agreed.  I think she asked me if I parted my hair- so I said "No".  Later, I think she asked if I wanted sideburns, so I also answered in the negative.  At least I was hoping that was what she had asked me.  In the end, it turned out exactly as I wanted it.  I told her that I liked it and that the cut made me look handsome.  She just laughed.

I stopped at home and picked up the copies I needed, then I emailed Kiyoe to tell her about the delay.  As I left, I traded in my small umbrella for the biggest one that I had, since the rain had showed no signs of lightening up.  I walked briskly back to the station, since it was now after 11, and I envisioned the office closing over the lunch hour.  Luckily, I made it back by 11:45 and the school officials were still there!  They called the boys' schools to set up times to meet with the principals after the family arrived.  The principal from Justin's school actually spoke English quite well and even asked to talk to me on the phone.  He asked me a few things and said we would talk more the following week- he sounded very nice.  

It was after 1pm by the time I arrived at the Kita-Seri Station via the train from downtown Toyonaka.  Since I hadn't eaten, I went to KFC in the mall that was located in the station.  They had something called "red hot chicken", and that sounded good to me!  As I cut through the mall to the side that the Suita campus was located on, I stopped at Mr. Donut and picked up a chocolate-dipped green tea donut and a coffee for a snack for later.  They rain finally stopped as I walked to campus, arriving at work about 2 pm.

Kiyoe had a bit more faith in my latest purification attempt than I had.  She thought I should run the fractions on gels before giving up and starting the process over again.  Before doing that, I set about pouring the size-exclusion column that I had put off from the previous week.  I assembled the whole thing and had it pumping by the time the group meeting was about to begin at 4:30.  Right before it started, Kiyoe came to my desk with some bad news- the cardiologist had gone into the cold room, bumped into my size-exclusion column, and spilled the whole thing on the floor!  I would have to assemble it over again!  Since the meeting ran until 6 pm, the prospects of preparing a new column that day seemed grim, I therefore decided that putting it off for yet another day couldn't hurt.  I did pour the gels that I would need to separate out the proteins in the fractions, but that process would have to wait until the next day as well.  I took the last bus home without having accomplished a whole lot at work that day- but the errands were important ones which couldn't have been put off much longer.  I made a big bowl of wonton soup for dinner with egg and fresh cabbage, which I added myself, according to the pictures on the back of the soup.  I also made corn on the cob- for a small taste of home.

June 19- Better Luck Next Time

As I put my burnable trash / kitchen waste outside, I noticed that my bag of plastics from the previous day was still on the curb.  On it was an ominous orange sticker that had something stamped on it in kanji.  I wasn't sure what the problem was, but I knew it couldn't be good.  I threw the bag back into my house and peeled off the sticker so I could ask Kiyoe what it said.  

At work, I once again set about the task of preparing the new size-exclusion column.  It worked out for the best that the last one got knocked over.  I had realized that I had calculated the amount of resin, the material that allows one to separate out the proteins, wrong and that it wouldn't have worked anyway.  I set the column as far back on the bench that I could this time and poured the new batch of resin in it.  As water was pumped into the column to allow the resin to pack nicely in the glass cylinder, I took readings on the rest of the fractions from Saturday's presumably failed attempt to purify histone H4.  The Nanodrop spectrophotometer did not give me as many troubles this time around and I was able to finish this task rather quickly, in contrast to the previous Saturday.  With the readings in hand, I selected which fractions among the 66 I had collected should be loaded onto the gel I had poured, which only had 27 available slots.

Before I ran the gel, I decided to go to the next building over to pay my rent to the bank representatives that visited the school.  I didn't feel like trying to figure out how to do this with an ATM machine again, and could avoid paying an extra fee if I had real tellers do it.  My rent for the month was just 2 yen short of 45,000 yen, so I gave the lady behind the desk 4 10,000 yen bills as well as one worth 5,000 yen.  Despite being bank representatives, the two ladies that were behind the table did not have any change with them.  They indicated that they wanted exact change, to which I replied that it didn't really matter whether I got 2 yen (less than 2 cents) back from them.  They said they couldn't take 45,000 yen from me; they could only take 44,998.  Luckily, just then a third bank representative arrived with some change.  They made sure I got my 2 yen back and then proceeded to fill out the paperwork.  Similar to the arduous process using the ATM machine, I had to write (in kanji) the branch of the bank where my money was going, and my name (in katakana, the Japanese letters which are reserved for foreign words), as well as the payee, Osaka University (in both kanji and katakana).  As in the other bank, I had to be the one to write all of this down, they could not fill in any of the information for me.  They then gave me a temporary receipt which I had to turn in for a real receipt the following Thursday.  As I was walking back to my building, one of the ladies ran after me and had me come back to the office- they had forgotten to stick a stamp to my temporary receipt and then stamp it with a seal.  Finally, everything was official!
When I got back to my column, there was a big problem.  The pump tubing had gotten caught in the pump itself and had twisted up in the mechanism.  The on button was lit, but the pump motor was not turning at all.  I tried to get it working, to no avail.  I then brought it back to my desk so I could work on it in the warmth.  I couldn't get it to budge!  I told Kiyoe and she said we had another pump but it was in the radioisotope building.  

Getting into this building was just as serious as going to the mouse lab, if not more so.  I received a guest badge upon entry that was also designed to test your exposure to radioactivity and had to be held up to a scanner in order to enter.  Of course, once inside, there was the customary changing of the shoes into borrowed slippers.  Once we had retrieved the pump, it had to be put through a scanner that made sure it wasn't radioactive and then we each had to step into a full-body scan machine in which we held up our hands on a wall as if we were being arrested.  My badge had also been used to activate this machine.  Finally, we headed back to the lab, pump in hand.

I started packing the column again and hated to leave it unattended for lunch, lest I ruin another pump, but I had promised to have lunch with Evgeni, the Bulgarian dentist.  He was very friendly and had shared some pointers with me on the bus that he had learned during his four years in Japan.  This day we had agreed to meet in the hospital for lunch.  Instead of going to the cafeteria that I frequented during my first week at work, he told me there was a better place on the 14th floor.  Vivian, a dentist from Argentina who worked on denture adhesives in the same lab as Evgeni, also came along.  The lunch on the 14th floor was catered by the Rihga Royal Hotel, the same chain that I had stayed with in Kyoto.  At 1000 yen, it was a bit pricier than the cafeteria, but it was worth it!  The daily special was chicken cordon bleu with salad, pasta, and bread.  The view from the hospital rivaled our view from the top floor of the adjacent Medical Science building.

Thankfully, my pump had survived the lunch hour and Kiyoe even reported that I had not in fact killed the other one in that it seemed to be working again.  I ran the gel at this time and determined that we had both been right about the latest purification attempt.  Kiyoe was right that there was some of the correct protein there (about 10 times more than the first attempt), but I was right in that it wasn't enough to work with (we needed another 10 times more than I currently had).  Perhaps the third time would be a charm!  The column was finally ready to load my sample on it by 5:30, but I would not have had time to finish the process before 7 and still catch the bus home.  I decided to load my sample onto it the following day.

I had picked up a spicy curry mix from the store and made authentic Indian Chicken for dinner.  It was quite different from my Indian Chicken recipe, which I hadn't gotten to eat much of, anyway.  I then realized that, in all of the day's excitement, I had forgotten to ask Kiyoe about the trash sticker.  I got onto the Toyonaka City website and carefully read the trash sorting directions.  As far as I could tell, they didn't like my plastic bottles which were mixed in with my plastic trash, since there were recyclable and, therefore, were picked up a different day.  Oh well, as I sometimes had to say with my experiments- better luck next time!

June 20- Kick it up a Notch!

I was ready for a new approach with my third attempt to purify histone H4.  Instead of blindly running a race as before, I decided to grow up many colonies and run their proteins on a gel in order to check which, if any, were expressing the protein well.  Kiyoe and I had been discussing the use of a chemical that induces expression of proteins in cells (i.e. kicks it up a notch).  Kiyoe thought that adding the chemical would result in over expression and would poison the cells since our protein binds to DNA.  I didn't think we were in any danger of expressing too much of this particular protein and, at this point, was willing to try anything.  We reached a compromise- I would split the cultures of each colony in half and would induce half and leave the rest alone.  We could then compare the methods side-by-side.  On this morning, there were only 10 colonies on my plates from the previous evening- that meant that I would end up running 20 samples on a gel, not a bad number at all.

I messed around with the size-exclusion column some, trying to get the top of it level and at just the right height, but the time soon came to finally load my sample on it.  It was running very slowly since it was taller and skinnier than my previous columns, I had the pump at one-third the speed I normally did.  I checked on it periodically as it collected fractions but, unlike previously, it did not run into any problems.  

For lunch I found a new hot dish in the co-op, Chinese beef and vegetables in XO sauce, a "spicy" sauce that is made of garlic mixed with dried shrimp and scallops.  It wasn't spicy, but the curry wonton soup that I had did have a little kick to it.  The column finished running after lunch.  To read the protein levels this time, I transferred a small amount of each fraction to a plastic plate with small wells in it to which one adds a substrate that then changes color in the presence of protein.  I had not been able to use this method previously since some of the chemicals in my initial purification steps interfered with the colorimetric substrate, hence the use of the Nanodrop instead.  I didn't add the substrate at this time, though, since it was time to go to Kanji Table.

The class started with a speech by a student again, an Italian computer scientist who gave a PowerPoint presentation about his hometown, near Venice.  Then, as was also the custom, the group leader picked a few people to stand up and introduce themselves to the rest of the class.  I was chosen on this particular day, so I told everyone my name, where I was from, my field, and that I was working at the Medical School.   I spent the next hour doing the usual reading and writing in Japanese.  

After I returned to lab, I added the color substrate to my fractions and put the plate with the colored fractions into a machine that would read how dark the color change was.   I could already tell without the machine that I had a good amount of protein complex in some of the fractions- apparently the purification of the H2A-H2B complex had worked!  Formation of the second complex, however, required that I have purified histone H4, I therefore checked on my H4-expressing cells.  Kiyoe was right, the treatment with the chemical had killed off many of the cells but a few were still hanging in there.  I reasoned that, if they were expressing enough of the protein, it would make up for the fact that there were fewer of them.    .  I prepped the cells that might be expressing this protein for running their contents on a gel, but decided that actually running it could wait, since it was about 5:30 and I wanted to leave for church in time to have a real meal again.  I put the samples and the gel into the cold room and left by 6.

I went to Cavs Coffeehouse nearby the place I had gotten tako yaki a few weeks prior.  I ordered a hamburger patty over soba noodles and fried rice.  When I was done eating, I still had time to kill, so I walked to the huge electronics store nearby the church building and looked for a cell phone, knowing that Trudy would want to have a phone when she arrived.  Up to this point, I hadn't been in a hurry to get one- since I didn't really have anyone to call during the 12 hours I spent at the house each day.  It took me a while to locate to one that I wanted, and by then it was too late to go through the steps of getting it activated- so I decided to come back before church on Sunday and pick it up.

Church was good- we watched a video of the minister from the church in Tokyo give a lesson about the Holy Spirit, which Fiona translated for me.  She only hesitated some when it came to the Japanese word for blaspheme, but eventually figured out what it meant.  I assured her that it wasn't a word we used a lot in casual conversation in America, either.  I got home at 11 pm and went straight to bed.

June 21- Tale of Four Gels

I threw all of my foil and metal packets into a trash bag today, figuring I would try my luck with metal day.  Looking at the neighbor's trash, however, I noticed that their metal wrappers and metal cans were mixed in with plastic.  Feeling gutsy, I returned to the house, took the plastic bottles out of the rest of my plastic trash, and dumped it in with the metal items.  I apparently still did not understand the system.  I hadn't realized that all non-burnable trash was created equal (save plastic bottles, of course) and could be dumped in together.  I would find out by evening whether I was right.

I ran my record number of gels on this day.  My previous record had stood at 3, but on this day I upped it to four.  Considering that gels take about 30 minutes to pour, 1 hour to solidify, 90 minutes to run, and at least an hour to stain, that is a lot to accomplish in one day.  While I never had two running at the same time, I did overlap them some and sometimes poured one as another was staining, etc.  Here is what I found:

Gel 1: I started the 1st gel right away when I got in; it had been poured the previous evening and was waiting for me in the cold room.  It showed little, if any, protein in the non-induced cells and a nice band of protein in three of the induced cells, despite the fact that they had been very sickly.  The gel ran a little funny, however, and we couldn't be sure that the protein we saw was really histone H4.

Gel 2: This gel was of the fractions from my skinny size-exclusion column.  It showed what I had suspected from the colorimetric assay- that it had worked and I had purified the 1st of two required complexes needed to build my chromosomes.  I only ran the first 21 fractions, however, and the complex seemed to continue to come off the column after the 21st fraction, Kiyoe suggested that I run the next 20 or so fractions on a gel, just to be sure.

Gel 3: I re-ran the 3 samples in which the induction had worked; just to be sure it was the right protein.  I also ran 5 samples that Kiyoe had grown from an old plate of mine because she wanted to see if any of them would express the protein without being induced (she was still against the idea of induction).  Before, I had never run the samples on gels; I had just picked the slower growing colonies.  Sure enough, 3 of hers seemed to be expressing the protein.  We decided to grow these in large cultures overnight, with no induction, for my third attempt at purifying histone H4.

Gel 4: I ran the next 27 fractions on my last gel for the day, which I finished staining at 6:55.  There were 4 more fractions that contained the complex, the rest did not.

When I got home, I noticed that my trash had apparently passed inspection since it was nowhere to be seen.  I cooked a batch of gyoza and some spicy noodles for dinner.  I put a load of laundry in to wash and decided that I had better go to the store.  It had been almost two weeks since I had been there.  I was not totally out of food the last time that I had gone, but I was pretty close at this point.  I had run out of breakfast items the previous weekend but had figured out that I could have a slice of pizza bread and a bowl of miso soup everyday that week, and that would get me by for breakfast.  I had eaten my last pizza bread that morning and, following dinner, had no more main courses left- except for one bowl of ramen noodles.  I walked to the store, only to find a sign on the door that I think said it was closed for the day for some reason.  I read the date, 6/21, along with the kanji for Thursday.  I was hoping that it didn't say they went out of business as of that date.  I didn't feel like walking all the way to Nissho, so I returned home.  I guessed that I would be having ramen noodles for breakfast in the morning!

June 22- Second Progress Report

I had my last bowl of ramen noodles for breakfast, as planned, along with my daily cup of green tea.  It was raining when I left the house, and once again would do so for most of the day.  I hoped that the rainy season would mostly burn itself out before the family arrived.

I spun down my cells and started the process of breaking them open using the sonicator on the 8th floor, which I hoped once again would really be it for my purifications.  I went to the Post Office to withdraw some cash for when the family got to Japan, afterward I could resist the spell of Starbucks no longer.  Nothing sounded better on this rainy, dreary day.  Kiyoe walked past as I was standing in line, on her way to the bank's cash station.  She was going to Keisukei's wedding over the weekend and wanted some cash as a wedding gift.  On her way back, she could not resist stopping at Starbucks either.  She was unhappy that the cash station had given her old-looking bills, as it was the custom to give new bills at a wedding.  Since it didn't matter to me one way or another, I traded her my new bills for the old ones.

I had almost finished with the cells by lunch, they were on their last spin as I bought my bacon over rice and wonton soup mixed with eggs.  Although it didn't occur to me at the time, it was if I was compensating for having such a strange breakfast that day.  Once I was finished with the cells, I got my lab notebook in order so I could show it to Kaneda-sensei.  Kiyoe said that I didn't need to have fancy PowerPoint slides to show during this month's progress report, raw data out of my notebook would do fine.  Our meeting was at 3 pm, and it seemed to go well.  I had accomplished a lot in the month that had passed since our first meeting, in which I had mostly just presented my planned research project.  I showed Dr. Kaneda that I had purified the first of two protein complexes and assured him that I could purify the final protein, which I needed for the second complex, soon.

Since my small-scale complex formation had worked fine, it was now time to scale up.  I added the rest of my most concentrated fractions of H2A and H2B together, put them in a dialysis tube, and placed them in the correct buffer in the cold room.  I would have a large amount of complex purified by Monday, if all went well.  I left on the 5:55 bus so I could have time to eat before “Konnichi wa” class, by this time the rain had slowed to a drizzle.  I decided to quickly stop by home before going to class, my bag was heavy and did I not want to be lugging it around with me afterwards, especially since I hoped to stop at the grocery store then.  This detour did eat into my allotted dinnertime, however, so I went to McDonalds once again.  I did have just enough time to eat my Big Mac meal at the restaurant.  I was sure the park bench outside the community center was quite wet, anyway.

We talked about various topics at my Japanese class- including shopping, transportation, as well as topics which were related to my family arriving.  Afterwards, four women cornered me and made me write down my Indian Chicken recipe from memory.  As a group of us walked home from class, we passed the grocery store that I had gone to the day I visited Mino-o Park.  I told them that I needed to go shopping and bid them goodnight.  Inside the store was Lu, the Chinese man I knew from the bus, along with his wife, whom he introduced me to.  Since his English was not good, and my Chinese was worse, we mostly conversed in Japanese.  We talked for maybe 10 minutes, until the produce lady came over to remind us that the store would close in another 10 minutes, at 9 pm.  I had just enough time to pick up the basics to ensure that I had breakfast and dinner for the next day, I would have to return to the store then.  As we walked the 15 minutes back towards our house, we talked about the couple's son, Rohenton, who was Brennan's age and attended to the same school that he would be starting soon.  They said their son didn't know any Japanese when he came in February, but was now getting along just fine.  While Rohenton was the only foreign student in 6th grade at the time- I assured them that soon, there would be two.

June 23- The Longest Day

I wanted to get an early start on the final Saturday that I was planning to work for a while.  I left the house by 7:40 and arrived 40 minutes later to an expectedly empty lab.  I planned to take my third H4 purification attempt as far as I could before the family arrived on Monday.  Kiyoe had suggested that I run a gel before going through the whole process so I could stop the procedure half way through if I found that I had no protein.  I had collected all the supplies that I would need on this Saturday the previous evening, knowing that all the other labs would be unoccupied, and therefore locked, but I had forgotten to get the gel-running equipment together.  I took a portion of the sample out before beginning to work on it, but the gel would have to wait until someone else arrived.

I had the sample on the column and had started washing it before anyone else came in.  I still decided to run the gel, because it would save me time later if I knew that analyzing the fractions was pointless.  As the protein was eluting from the column, and my gel was running, I had a cold chicken and lettuce salad over noodles and my favorite spicy "four rivers" soup for lunch.  I'm not sure what it was really called, but the kanji read "four rivers", so that was good enough for me.  

The gel was encouraging, it seemed to show the right sized protein, which then disappeared after passing the suspension over the column, meaning that it had probably bound to it.  The Nanodrop readings were not so encouraging: they were awfully low and barely above the background levels.  The only way to tell for sure was to run some more gels.  Normally, at this point in the procedure, I would stop and run the gels another day.  It was already 4:30, and I had my usual weekend chores to do.  But I knew that the following Monday would be a short day since I had to leave early to get to the airport- so I poured two gels and loaded the fractions onto them.

Luckily, I had an emergency bowl of ramen noodles stashed on my bookshelf above my desk.  Since the co-op closed at 2 pm on Saturdays, and there are no real restaurants around the Suita campus, I had kept some noodles at my desk for just this sort of situation.  I ate my noodles about 5:30, figuring that I could eat a real dinner later.  The gels finished running around 7:00, they had been washed by 7:45, and then I applied the stain.  I kept checking on the gel as it stained for the next hour, sometimes bands appear after 15 minutes or so- but not this time.  Finally, after an hour, faint bands began to show up, they looked approximately the right size- but I couldn't tell for sure.  They seemed awfully faint, though.  At 9 pm, I decided to let them continue staining until Monday, and I took the monorail home.

By the time I reached home, I had been gone for 14 hours.  Waiting for me in my mailbox was an unwelcome surprise.  As far as I could make out, it was some kind of bill.  It had my name, the date that I moved in (starting date?), as well as Monday's date on it (the due date?), it also had a large amount typed on it: 77,412 yen.  How could I owe almost $700 on a bill was beyond me.  I had already paid the water bill, so this had to be electricity or gas.  I wondered how were we going to ever be able to make it in Japan if the monthly power bill came to $700?  There was no way I could find out that evening, so I ate a box of inari sushi I had picked up at the store the previous night before it closed, and went to bed.

June 24- Showers

It was raining again when I woke up.  During my stay in Japan, the temperature had not varied from rising into the upper 70's to low 80's during the day, then dipping into the 60's at night, but by this time the rains had definitely come to stay.  I the house left early since I had some errands to run before church.  I grabbed my big umbrella right from the start- I had learned from experience that you didn’t mess with rainy season in Japan!

I arrived in Umeda shortly after 8 and headed to the bus depot.  I planned to buy tickets to Nagoya to surprise the family with a trip there to see Sumo wrestling.  There are 6 Sumo tournaments per year, half are held in Tokyo, one is held far to the south on Kyushu Island, one is in Osaka (in March), and one is in Nagoya (in July).  Since we had missed the Osaka tournament, Nagoya was the next closest city.  Nagoya was a three-hour bus ride from Osaka, which was the most economical way to get there since the high-speed trains also came with high prices.  I had, of course, rehearsed the procedure for buying bus tickets and it went surprisingly smoothly.  I told the man behind the counter where I wanted to go, when, what time, and how many people (2 adults, 1 student, and 1 child), and he gave me the tickets.  Now I was ready for the next challenge.

We needed a cell phone, especially for Trudy to have during the day in case of emergency.  I had researched which telecommunications providers had pre-paid cell phones, since most offered only yearly contracts.  Since there was an electronics store nearby where we met for church, I decided to head there.  I arrived around 9 am, only to find that they didn't open until 10.  I decided to wander around the area, in the rain, to better familiarize myself with it.  I had already been to two kaiten sushi restaurants in the area, both of which I found on my walk.  I also noted the location of another train station that would be closer to get home from if we frequented one of these establishments.  Eventually, I circled back to Midori, the electronics store.  I indicated which mobile phone I wanted from the selection at the store, but the sales girl said they no longer sold that one.  I asked about another one and if I could get it with a prepaid plan.  She indicated that none of the phones they had were of the pre-paid variety.  I then decided to walk back to the Mikuni train station.

Getting off the train that day, I had seen a sign for AU, the mobile phone company with the best pre-paid plan.  Since that store had opened at 10, I had then walked to Midori, only to find out that they opened the same time.  I now walked back to that first store and was immediately directed to a salesperson that spoke English, the first one I had encountered in Japan so far.  He said he had lived in Germany but since he couldn’t speak German, he had to communicate in English there.  He hooked me up with the phone I wanted but said it would take 30 minutes to activate its number.  Since it was 10:30, and church was starting soon, I told him I would pick it up that afternoon.

At church, I took the first opportunity I could to ask someone about the "bill" I had gotten the previous day.  They said that it read "Travel Voucher" and that it had the date of my flight as well as the date the money would be deposited in my account (my bank account for some reason and not my Post Office one).  I was very relieved; it hadn't occurred to me that it was a deposit, since the amount didn't exactly match the price of my ticket to Japan.  I wasn’t worried about that, however, as long as I didn't owe that amount of money the following day!

After church, there was a shower for Nori and Fiona.  They told the story of their romance (which was translated for me), afterwards there was a quiz about their courtship together.  I scored 2 out of 10, which perhaps was not too bad for getting all of the information secondhand.  The shower lasted until around 4, after which I picked up my phone and headed for home.  

I had a lot of preparation before I was ready for Trudy and the boys to come.  The house had been clean enough for my standards, but wasn't quite family-worthy.  First, I walked to the store and stocked up on things I thought the family would like to eat.  I bought more than I usually did for myself for the week but knew that the food would likely last only a few days, if I was lucky.  The rain continued unabated as I trudged up the hill to our house balancing four bags of groceries as well as my big umbrella.  I then finished two loads of laundry as I ate the (slightly seared) sashimi salad I had picked up at the store.  I vacuumed the whole house as well as organized and rearranged piles of stuff I had sitting around the house.  Lastly, I did the dishes, which I had once again allowed to pile up.  I went to bed at 11:30, about the time that Trudy and the boys should be boarding a plane for their flight to Detroit.  Their stopover wasn't quite as exciting as my Milan excursion, but it was the best I could do for the time when they were traveling.  It was still raining.

