Part 4

Perseverance

September 8- A Day of Recovery

I woke up around 8:30, the latest that I could remember sleeping for a long time.  I was not in any particular hurry to do much of anything, but decided to walk to the store around 11- since we did not have much of anything in the house to eat following our trip.  I picked up the basic staples- milk, bread, cereal and eggs, from Mandai and also brought home some dumplings for lunch.  The kids did not wake up until afternoon- Brennan around 12:30 and Justin about 30 minutes later.  They ate cereal when they first got up, so I kept the dumplings in the refrigerator and the rice I had made on “warm” until they wanted them.  Still tired, I lay down and took a 90 minute nap around 4 pm.  After I got up, it was Trudy’s turn to nap, which she did for the next 4 hours.  

During this time I fed the kids the “lunch” that had been on hold for all this time and worked on the lesson that I was to give in church the next day.  About half of the church was going to be north of Tokyo at a “jubilee” which involved all the sister churches in Japan.  During the weekend, the attendees were staying in cabins and attending various classes and devotionals.  We would have considered going too, if it had not followed so closely on the heels of our trip.  Because most of the usual church leaders would be attending the jubilee, Tsuneko had emailed me while we were in Cambodia and asked if I could preach on this particular Sunday.  

When Trudy got up again, I was working on typing up my lesson, which I had to email to Nori so he would be better prepared to translate it into Japanese during the service.  I called him around 10 pm to say that I was still working on it, but found out from Fiona that he was at work until about 11:30.  I therefore did not hurry to get it done, knowing that he would not look at it until the next day.  At 12:30, I finally finished typing out the message and sent it off to him.  Trudy and I then went to bed- for the second time that day.

September 9- Preaching at Church

The alarm woke me for the first time in a long time.  Since we were having a cookout following the service, we wanted to get up early to cook spaghetti before we left for church.  During this time, Tsuneko called to see if I could come earlier than usual in order to attend a meeting to go over the service beforehand.  I therefore left the house, spaghetti in hand, at 9 am, while Trudy stayed behind to finish getting the kids ready, following which time they would join me at church by 11.

I ended up getting there in plenty of time and took some time to look over my notes while I waited for the others to arrive.  The service seemed to go well- after singing a few songs, I gave my message on “A Lesson from God’s Holy Mountain”, which was about Elijah being afraid and travelling on a long journey to Mt. Horeb.  I related my points back to the things we had learned during our travels as well.  After church, they fired up a few wood charcoal-filled grills and started making various dishes for lunch.  For the main course, a flat pan was placed over one of the grills in order to stir fry yaki soba, beef mixed with noodles and vegetables.  

After lunch, Trudy left with Tsuneko in order to go shopping at Costco, while the boys accompanied me to work.  I wanted to go in and start my samples dialyzing so that I could get off to a good start the following day.  It was about 4:30 by the time the three of us had taken the train from Mikuni to Kita Senri and then walked to my lab.  Although what I needed to do did not take very long at all, we ended up staying there for the next 4 hours.  Justin worked on copying the more than 800 pictures from his camera onto my computer at work and then posting them on the internet, while Brennan contented himself with reading, playing on the lap top computer I had brought, and messing around with his brother during the wait to upload pictures.

It was about 9:30 by the time we had taken the monorail home and rejoined Trudy there.  Since we hadn’t been that hungry following our big lunch and therefore had not yet eaten dinner, we feasted from our newly replenished refrigerator and pantry before going to bed.

September 10- Back to Work

The alarm woke me up for the second time in a row.  After getting up, I woke the kids as well so they would be ready for their first day back at school.  I left for work as soon as they were out the door, about 8:45.  I changed the dialysis buffer as soon as I got in but had little else to do as far as experiments were concerned other than repeat this process thrice more during the day.  

Kiyoe suggested that we have lunch together at the restaurant near the co-op so I could tell her about my trip.  I had to be rather secretive about where I had been all this time, since I didn’t get any “official” time off until 6 months into my contract, and even then, Japanese people rarely took their vacation time.  Luckily, no one in the administration had asked where I was during my absence and most of the laboratory did not seem overly concerned that I hadn’t been around for the past 3 weeks.  Only Dr. Kaneda, in addition to Kiyoe’s research group, knew for sure that I had been travelling during the previous weeks.  When I got in, I also told Anna about my trip, but asked her to keep it under wraps.  During lunch, I gave Kiyoe an outline of the trip and promised to have her and her family over to show them the pictures.  She assured me that nothing exciting had happened in the lab during my absence. 

Anna gave half of the group meeting, in English, at 4:30, while the other half was given in Japanese by her co-worker.  Since they both dealt with viral mediated gene therapy, it didn’t really matter what language it was in as far as my comprehension went.  At 6:45, I changed the buffer surrounding my samples for the last time and took the monorail home.

Trudy had made bratwurst and fried rice for dinner, and we talked about the events of the day.  Brennan had a few interesting stories to tell.  First, he had fun being pushed into the pool by a teacher during swimming.  Little did he know they were undergoing a drill of what to do if you fall in with your clothes on.  He said that it was not really a problem, since the water only came up to his neck.  They also began practicing for Sports Day during gym.  The teacher expected Brennan to 1) do a hand stand, 2) have the person behind him put their head between his legs, 3) pull himself onto their shoulders using only his leg muscles, and 4) stick his arms out while balancing on his partner’s shoulders.  Although none of the Japanese kids seemed to have any difficulty performing this feat, we all laughed at the prospect of Brennan even attempting such a display.  We wondered if they could work out a different stunt for Brennan to attempt.

I went to bed around 9:30, not yet used to my old schedule in Japan. 

September 11- A Rather Long Day

The alarm woke me once again, this time at 7:15; we had set it a bit earlier since the kids had experienced some difficulty getting up and out of the house on time the previous day.  I had also been leaving the house later than had been usual prior to our trip, this time arriving around 9:30.  I set up a 10-hour enzyme digestion about 10 minutes later, knowing I was in for a long day if I stayed to load the samples onto a gel.  As far as experiments were concerned, I had little else to do this day other than pour the large gel and put it in the cold room to await my samples.  I had brought left-over spaghetti in my lunch the previous day, but had not eaten it since Kiyoe had suggested that we have lunch together.  I retrieved this spaghetti, as well as the other things I had packed, out of the lab refrigerator and ate them around noon.

At 5:30, Justin called to say he wanted to meet me at my work.  He had downloaded all of his pictures onto my lab computer on Sunday evening but had not had time to post them all onto the internet.  I gave him directions of how to take the monorail to the university hospital, and agreed to meet him there within the hour.  When he arrived, we ate dinner in a sushi restaurant which was located in the hospital, one of the last eating establishments to close for the day.  We then walked over to Starbucks, where I bought Justin a donut and a coffee for dessert.  By shortly after 7, we were up in my office working on our respective projects.

Even though I was finished loading my big gel and had it running by 8 pm, Justin wanted to keep working on his pictures.  We finally took the monorail home at about twenty after 9, arriving home around 10 pm.  There, we heard the latest in Brennan’s Sports Day saga.  During practice, he had tried to tell the teacher that he couldn’t do some of the gymnastic stunts that were expected of him, but she had only pinched him and told him to try anyway.  In addition, he was paired with the one retarded kid in his class- who wasn’t any better than he was in performing the routine.  Brennan said that the kid acted as dead weight during the stunts and spent the practice coughing in Brennan’s face.  We all went to bed shortly after that- it had been a long day for all of us!

September 12- Under the Weather?

I woke up at 6:30, without the help of the alarm.  My internal clock must have finally been reset for the time zone we were in!  Brennan woke up reporting that he had a headache as well as a back ache in addition to general fatigue.  We were a little suspicious, given his recent difficulties with Sports Day, so we urged him to push himself and try to make it through the day at school.  He continued to insist that he couldn’t make it, however, until we finally gave in and let him stay home.  Due to our heated debate on Brennan’s health, I got in at 9:30 again, too late to attend Ana’s English journal club presentation.  Instead, I went right to work on staining and scanning the gel I had run overnight.

The gel showed that I had finally come up with a ratio of histones to DNA that had worked: 1.75 parts of the former to each part of the latter.  One thing that still distressed Kiyoe, however, was the amount of “glop” that had refused to run into the gel and which was stuck in the wells in which I had loaded my samples.  She suspected that the glop was due to a non-specific binding of histones to DNA and could be prevented by the addition of additional DNA to my sample which would compete for this type of binding.  

I spent the next several hours figuring out a way to produce this competitor DNA.  Finally, I worked out a plan to cut a particular plasmid with two enzymes in order to produce DNA fragments that were too small to produce nucleosomes themselves but could serve to bind to histones in a non-specific fashion.  By afternoon, I had set up the desired reaction as well as poured the gel which was required to run the digestion on.  Unfortunately, I soon discovered that only one of the two enzymes had actually cut the DNA.  Not knowing which of the two had failed, I set up two more enzyme reactions before I left for the day: one for each of the two enzymes separately instead of one reaction with the two together. I then left for home; arriving around 6 pm.

Trudy made pasta for dinner: gnocchi for the two of us, and penne for the kids, who actually preferred the latter.  We spent the evening watching “Deep End of the Ocean”, a movie we had borrowed from Tsuneko about a family who has their 3-year old son kidnapped, only to have him return 9 years later.

September 13- A Nice Long Walk 

I woke up at 6 am, but then went back to sleep for another hour- before shutting off the alarm just before it was going to go off.  Before Brennan left for school, we composed a note asking that he be excused from participating in Sports Day- that, in America, kids didn’t practice gymnastics much and that Brennan therefore wasn’t really prepared for what they were expecting of him.  After he had walked out the door, the phone rang.  It was his Japanese teacher, wondering why he had missed the previous day as well as whether he would be making it that day.  She also asked about Sports Day, to which I reiterated what we had written in the note concerning it.

When I got in to work, I ran the samples on a gel and discovered which enzyme had not worked the previous day.  Since Kiyoe was gone for the day at a meeting about using the ultracentrifuge, the machine we would need to use to study the folding of our chromosome, I needed to order new enzyme without her help.  I therefore went to Okuno-san and explained to her what I needed in my best Japanese.  What followed was a series of phone calls, meeting with the “men in black”, as well as searching by myself on the internet, which culminated with Okuno-san telling me I would have my enzyme “ashita asa”, the next morning.  

Before lunch, I started a larger sample digesting with the one enzyme which did work, but there was little more I could do without the new enzyme in hand.  After I had eaten, I decided to take the monorail home, arriving there about 2 pm.  I knew that Trudy had gone out to lunch with the Women’s devotional group and may not be home yet.  Sure enough, the house was locked and empty, and, since I didn’t have a house key- I sat on the steps and worked on my computer for a while.

Trudy arrived home about 2:30, surprised to see me home so early.  She had eaten at a restaurant which specialized in tofu, and had thoroughly enjoyed the outing.  When the kids got home, we found out that Brennan had had a pretty good day- he had enjoyed his music class, but had still been expected to practice the impossible Sports Day routine.  Trudy made beef stew over rice for dinner, following which the two of us decided to take a walk together.

The walk ended up being longer than we had anticipated.  I had wanted to walk in a direction that I had not explored up until than point.  After walking for a while down the main road away from the Mandai grocery store, we turned off of it and tried to cut across the neighborhoods to get to our house.  I had discovered that Japanese neighborhoods were laid out more like mazes the time I kept getting turned around near Ishibashi station when I had first moved to Japan, and our walk this evening only served to reinforce this notion.  We went up and down hills, hit dead ends, and passed parks and schools we had never seen before.  Finally, after 30 minutes of walking, we ended up in nearly the same spot we had started out.  We finally rejoined the major road and retraced our steps home.

On the way, we stopped at a store, called Server, which was very similar to Kohnan.  Unlike Kohnan, however, which was at least a 25 minute walk from the house, this store ended up being only 7 minutes from our door by foot.  We couldn’t believe that it had taken this long for us to find this store!  We rejoined the kids at home and soon turned in for the night.

September 14- Sad News

I went in to work early, but could not do much without my new enzyme.  It finally arrived around 10:30 and I got the reaction with my DNA started soon after that.  Unlike the previous enzyme, which had been fine to leave overnight in a reaction, the new one tended to die off after a couple of hours and needed to be replenished.  I therefore spent the day running a gel to see how far the reaction had progressed, then adding more of the enzyme and waiting for two more hours before running another gel.

It was during this series of adding enzymes and running gels that I got some terrible news.  One of my former students had sent me a message saying that Alison, the 15 year old daughter of a couple that I had gone to graduate school with, as well as worked with for a while at Monmouth College, had been hit by a car and had died a short time later.  I couldn’t believe it- I searched the internet for news accounts of the accident in order to hear more details as well as to convince myself that it had really happened.  It was about the worst thing a parent could imagine for their child- one minute they’re walking home, the next they are being airlifted to a major hospital and are being put on life support.  Then, the following day, you are asked to decide whether to take them off the life support because there is no brain activity.

When I got home, I shared the news with the family.  Justin was the most upset, even though he could not really remember meeting Alison.  He said that he kept thinking of losing a friend that young and how her friends and family must feel.  After dinner, Justin really wanted to go and do something that would take his mind off of Alison.  He suggested that we go see a movie in Umeda together.  Even though we didn’t know any details of what was playing or when, the two of us headed to the train and soon found ourselves at the movie theater in Umeda.

Luckily, “Ocean’s 13”, the movie Justin really wanted to see, started 10 minutes after we arrived.  What was even better, it was only 1000 yen a piece for the last showing.  We only hit one minor snag.  I remembered from seeing “Harry Potter” that children were not allowed into the theater after 8 pm, it was now 8:45.  What I didn’t know is what age they defined as “children”.  “You know that he needs to be 18 in order to see this movie?” the lady behind the ticket counter asked me in Japanese.  Now, I am not usually an advocate of lying to people, but I am also used to being able to decide for myself whether I think my 14-year old should see a PG-13 rated movie on a Friday night at 8:50 when we had both received some of the worst news we have ever heard.  “Yes”, I said.  “How old is he, then?” the lady continued.  “18”, I replied.  How they actually believed that Justin was 18 years old, I will never know, but it did do wonders for his self-confidence. 

My newly matured son and I enjoyed the movie immensely; it was just what we needed to unwind after a hard day, although we knew that it wouldn’t be so easy for my friends to forget their heartbreak.  We arrived home shortly after midnight and went right to bed.

September 15- Falling Down 

I decided that it was time to take the family to Myokenzan Mountain, the temperatures had started to cool off and it seemed the perfect way to spend an afternoon, especially since I had promised the family that we would not be taking any long trips for a while.  When Brennan woke up, however, he decided that he didn’t really want to go, so we agreed that we would leave him at home.  By the time Justin got up and was ready to head out, it was early afternoon.  Trudy noticed dark clouds hovering overhead as we walked out of the house, but they didn’t overly concern us at that point.

We left our second cell phone with Brennan, told him to keep the door locked, and headed to Ishibashi station.  By 2:30, we had reached Myokenzan Guchi, the station at the end of the Nose line.  Unfortunately, the next bus which left for the cable car was in 20 minutes.  We therefore decided to walk to the cable car, especially since I had walked that route once before and knew it wasn’t too far.  We had almost reached the other end of the bus route when it started pouring rain.  We ducked under some overhanging bushes on the side of the road in order to have some cover from the downpour.  As soon as the rain let up a little, we decided to make a mad dash for the cable car building.

By the time we reached the cable car, we were all pretty wet.  Since it was leaving at 3 pm, we all climbed on board- just before the sky opened up again and the rain began to fall with an increased fury.  The ride up the mountain was interesting; the lights of the car flickered on and off as it slowly climbed through the rain.  On the other end, the driver offered us umbrellas to use for the remainder of our walk.  Trudy considered waiting the 15 minutes and taking the cable car back down, but the rain slackened again before then and we headed out into it once again.

When we reached the chair lifts a short time later, we were surprised to see that they were still running, despite the rumblings of thunder in the distance as well as the threat of more rain.  We all climbed aboard, one right after another- first Justin, then Trudy, then myself, each still clutching their umbrella.  Luckily, the rain held off during our 15-minute ride up the mountain and we soon had reached the base of the peak which contained the modern temple, along with other various shrines.

Since it was almost 4 pm by that point, the time that I had previously determined to be closing time at the temple, Justin and I quickly clamoured to the peak.  Trudy, however, was tired, wet, and cold- so she decided to wait for us at the base.  The inside of the temple was beautiful, so we explored the nearly deserted structure for a while.  Our best find, however, was that it contained a vending machine full of hot drinks, of which we purchased three: cocoa for Justin, coffee for Trudy, and milk tea for me.  We returned from the peak bearing these drinks, in addition to our pictures and stories.

The first time I had visited the mountain, I had taken the chairlift back down, only to be disappointed that I could not meet the trail halfway down the mountain.  We therefore decided to walk all the way down from our current position, the sign at the base of the peak said that it was 1 mile to the cable car station at the bottom.  The part of the trail down that could be seen from the top of the chairlifts didn’t look too bad- complete with a paved walkway and stairs leading down.   We soon found that this was not representative of a majority of the trail.  The paved part passed some old stone buildings and soon gave way to a steep, rocky, incline.  Since we had already descended a fair distance, we decided to scramble down the slope in search of more paved areas.  

While we did find more paved areas as well as stairs, these were interspersed the whole way down with descents that could be only described as “expert” slopes.  Justin and I worked to help Trudy down these parts, who was having less and less fun the farther we descended with no end in sight.  To top it off, we had tried to call Brennan to check on him and, after repeated attempts, had gotten no answer.  Finally, after 45 minutes of rough descent, we came to a quaint collection of shrines with a waterfall behind them.  The path appeared to be paved from this point onward; a sign said that we were 2/3 of the way down.

At the next collection of shrines, I stepped onto some stairs which led down to a fountain that was shaped like a dragon with water coming out of its mouth.  Unfortunately, the stairs were covered with moss and were still slick from the day’s rain- I slipped on them and sat down hard on the concrete.  I was a little scratched up, but I had been holding Justin’s camera at the time, which got knocked against the stairs as well.  It now read “lens error”, the same thing that our camera had read before I took it in for repair. 

We made our way back to the cable car station from there, returned the umbrellas that we had borrowed, and found out that the bus had left 10 minutes before we arrived and didn’t return for another hour.  We found ourselves walking the road to the train station once again, but this time soaking wet, with a broken camera, and me with blood on my shirt from where I had fallen.  It had been quite a hike!

We returned home to find Brennan safe and sound; he had forgotten the phone upstairs and had not heard it over the sound of his video game as well as the television, both of which had been on.  Despite our recent hike, Justin and I walked to the pizza place to order dinner (I still didn’t trust myself to call them) as well as to the store Trudy and I had found to get drinks.  We all enjoyed nice dinner as we relaxed in front of the T.V.

September 16- Kiyoe’s Family

Justin and I left the house by 9 am so we could pay a visit to Nikon camera in Umeda before church.  I went completely by memory in finding the store, which I had already visited twice.  I did get turned around once when we emerged from the underground sidewalks beneath Umeda into unfamiliar surroundings, but we soon located the store and dropped off the camera.  The two of us then headed to Mikuni to meet Trudy and Brennan at church. 

After the service ended, we had to hurry back home in order to meet Kiyoe and her family.  I had invited them over in order to show them pictures of our trip.  However, instead of cooking for all of us, we had decided to take them out for lunch at Cha Cha’s.  Trudy and Brennan stayed behind to get us a table, while Justin and I walked across campus to meet the family at our house.  We soon backtracked across campus, with the four of them in tow.

It was the first time Kiyoe’s kids had eaten Indian food.  Ryu, the oldest, ordered a curry set and found it quite spicy, but did enjoy it nonetheless.  Sage, the youngest, stuck with Mango juice and naan.  We all had a great lunch and then returned to our house for the slide show.  We showed them the 500 or so pictures from Trudy’s camera, since the 800 that Justin took were at a different resolution and did not show up well without his camera.  They seemed to enjoy vicariously traveling with us on our amazing voyage.  After the pictures were done, we ate the ice cream that Kiyoe had brought for dessert.  Around 6 pm, she and her family excused themselves and headed for home. 

Soon after that, I laid down to rest my eyes and ended up napping for about 2 hours.  When I got up, Trudy took her turn at a nap, while I went to Family Mart with Justin so the kids could pick up some food for a late dinner.  By 10 pm, I decided to join Trudy, who never had gotten up from her “nap”, in bed. 

September 17- Respect for the Aged

The kids had the day off for “Senior Citizen’s Day”, also known as “Respect for the Aged Day”, which I thought had a better ring to it.  I had decided to go in to work, however, since I was still feeling guilty about missing so much work during my vacation.  Trudy got up as I was getting ready to leave the house to see me off, but the kids were still fast asleep.  I took the 8 am monorail and arrived in the lab about 30 minutes later.  I needed to figure out a way to separate the small fragments of DNA from the large ones, in order to use the former as competitor DNA.  

I started out doing small scale experiments with a fraction of my main sample in order to find the salt concentration that was required to cause the small fragment to come out of solution in the presence of a particular chemical, while the large fragment remained in solution.  The first time I tried this, no matter what salt concentration I had chosen- the large fragment came out of solution.  Kiyoe suggested that I try the experiment again, saving the DNA that had remained in solution and running it on a gel as well.  Sure enough, on my second attempt it was clear that the two fragments had done exactly the opposite of what I had been trying for- the small fragment remained in solution in all the conditions I tested, while the large fragment had precipitated out.  Since I was simply trying to separate the two, it didn’t really matter to me where they ended up- in solution or not, as long as they went to two different places.

Justin called in the afternoon and wanted to come to my work to finish arranging his pictures online.  Before meeting him at the monorail stop, I performed the same treatment I had just worked out on the rest of my sample of DNA.  Justin arrived about 3:40, and soon went to work on the computer, while I continued working with the DNA.  The final step of my procedure involved removing the chemical I had added to the DNA so that it could be used in my chromosome experiments.  Kiyoe wasn’t sure whether a “spin column”, a tiny plastic tube filled with a DNA-binding resin, would work to remove it, while leaving behind the DNA I wanted, but after testing it on a portion of my DNA; I decided that it had worked just fine.

Around 5 pm, Kiyoe dropped by to say that she was going home.  It was the first day that I could remember her leaving before me- a momentous occasion indeed!  Soon after she left, I finished with my DNA purification and could have gone home as well, if it was not for Justin and his project on the computer.  I decided that it was best for him to finish, so that he wouldn’t have to come back at a later date.  While we waited for one of his uploads, we decided to share a cup of noodles out of one of the downstairs vending machines to tide us over until we could have a real dinner.  We didn’t end up leaving until after 8 pm, but which time it had started to rain.  We borrowed two umbrellas from the stand outside my office and made our way home.  Trudy had made bulgogi for dinner, which was still waiting for us on the stove when we arrived home around 9 pm.  It had been quite a holiday!

September 18- Killing the Lawn

I got in to work at 8:30, but had to wait for Kiyoe to come in before I could proceed with my experiments.  Although I had purified the competitor DNA, I still wasn’t sure how much to add to my experiments.  After talking with her, as well as searching through some of the literature, we settled on a 1 to 1 ratio of my chromosomal DNA to the competitor.  

The rest of the day at work was pretty uneventful, and culminated with me mixing the three different amounts of DNA, histones, and buffers together and starting them dialyzing overnight.  Although I had determined that the 1:1.75 ratio was the best ratio to use without competitor DNA added, this was not expected to be the right amount with it was added, since the competitor should prevent some of the “glop” from forming and would therefore presumably require less histones.  In a way, I was starting from scratch as far as determining the correct ratios was concerned.

When I arrived home a little after 6, the family decided to go to Gyoza no Osho for dinner.  Trudy had spent most of the day pulling up grass and weeds from the lawn, and was exhausted.  In an attempt to defeat the jungle that was our yard, we had spread herbicide all over the lawn before we left on vacation.  We had returned to a mostly dead lawn with tufts of grass that had survived growing in little clumps in it.  Trudy had worked hard to make it look presentable once again.

After dinner, I helped Brennan work on the talk he had to give at school later that week.  His teacher had cleared a whole class period for him to tell of his exciting journey that summer.  We went through all of the pictures we had taken and chose the ones that he wanted to show in his presentation.  We didn’t finish working on Brennan’s talk until around 11 pm, after which we joined the other two members of the family, who were already in bed.

September 19- Preparing for the Talk

I decided to go in to school with Brennan in the morning, to make sure that they had a projector that would enable them to show Brennan’s PowerPoint presentation.  The sole English-speaking teacher was not there, but I was able to somewhat communicate with his homeroom teacher and left with an understanding that they did, indeed, have such a projector.

I quickly changed my dialysis buffer when I got in to work, and then rushed to journal club.  There Dr. Tamai, the dermatologist in the group, described the intricacies of brain development.  After that, I performed another buffer change and then waited the four hour time intervals before undertaking the two others.  The kids got off school early for some reason, which gave Brennan time to finish his presentation, while Justin went to a friend’s house to play video games.  

The only thing left to do once Brennan had finished was to print up the slides with his notes attached so that both he and Noriko could have a copy while he gave his talk.  Unfortunately, the presentation proved too large to email to me at work, so we had to come up with an alternate plan.  When Justin returned home at 5:30, Trudy gave him a copy of the project on a memory stick, which he then delivered to me via monorail.  After we had printed Brennan’s presentation, we left for church together.

Upon our arrival in Mikuni, we decided to pick up some gyoza to tide us over during the service, figuring that we could get some more food later.  Midweek service consisted of watching a video together, which they decided to change to an English one at the last minute, since no one there felt confident about translating the Japanese lesson for us.  When it was over, Tadashi offered to give us a ride home- which we gladly accepted.

Trudy and Brennan were waiting up for us when we arrived home at 10:30.  Since we hadn’t eaten much dinner, Justin decided to walk to Family Mart to get a snack, as well as some basic staples that we were running out of at home.  I, on the other hand, ate leftover Indian food from Sunday’s big outing.  We all went to bed soon afterwards.
September 20- Brennan’s Big Day

Before heading to work, I went to Brennan’s school to make sure that the audiovisual needs were met for his talk.  I met Noriko on the way into the building and we were soon directed by his homeroom teacher to the computer room where Brennan’s talk was to take place.  The room had been newly renovated to accommodate the school’s computers; it had new carpeting in addition to the dozens of new computers which lined the tables inside.  I first tried hooking up a laptop that I had borrowed from Kiyoe to the projection system, but couldn’t get it to work.  We finally settled on using the school’s main computer to open his talk, which I had also copied onto a memory stick, just in case.

Soon, Brennan’s entire 6th grade class filed into the room, about 30 kids in all.  Brennan then spent the next 35 minutes talking about our trip, while Noriko translated his comments into Japanese.  The kids all seemed quite interested in his travels, although most of their reactions were reserved for the question and answer session which followed.  In addition to wanting to know what food as well as what city he had liked best, someone asked how long the trip had taken.  The kids let out a gasp when Brennan had said that it had taken 3 weeks.  That must have been an unheard of amount of time to be travelling (Kiyoe had admitted previously that, when I first told her that I wanted to take some time off in order to travel and see “the rest of Asia”, as I’d put it, she had pictured that I would be on the road about 5 days).  The length question was soon followed by a child who wanted to know what the trip cost.  Since Brennan had no idea, I answered the question with what must have been an unheard of amount of money to spend on one trip.  With that, Brennan’s presentation was over- and I headed out to the monorail.

I arrived at work around 11 and immediately poured and ran a big gel in order to find out how my competitor-DNA containing chromosome reconstitutions had gone.  By early afternoon, I had stained the gel and was pleased to see that the “glop” had disappeared from my experiments, as desired.  As expected, the correct histone to DNA ratio had also dropped- so that a 1:1 ratio looked the best.  One final test that remained was to remove the competitor DNA in order to digest the chromosome with an enzyme to ensure that everything was in order.

This proved to be difficult- Kiyoe gave me a protocol where one added magnesium to the samples (which compacts the chromosomes) and then spun them to recover the chromosomes and to leave behind the competitor DNA.  When I did this, the chromosomes indeed disappeared from my spun samples, but were not to be found in the pelleted material either.  Somehow I had lost them completely!  I had completed these results around 7 pm, but it took another 30 minutes before I could discuss them with Kiyoe, who had been busy doing other things.  Finally, at 8 pm, she suggested that I wait and look for them in the morning.

I arrived home about 8:45 to a fried chicken and mashed potato dinner which was waiting for me on the table.  Trudy and the boys had gone ahead and eaten after I warned them that I was running very late.  Trudy also opened a beer for me to have with dinner, she said that I could use one after a long day.  We watched T.V. for a while, but soon turned in for bed.

September 21- The Lost Chromosomes

I was determined to find my lost chromosomes when I got in to work.  I ran two gels simultaneously with various fractions from my previous day’s experiment in order to find out what had happened to my chromosomes.  It turned out that a good amount had spun down as a pellet but had failed to resuspend in buffer the day before.  After soaking in the buffer overnight, the tubes revealed that they did indeed contain chromosomes.  I then set about cutting the newly recovered samples with the enzyme to ensure that the reconstitution had gone well.

When Anna came in at 1 pm, we decided to go to the hospital cafeteria to get some lunch.  I had been sitting next to her for over 4 months by this time, but we had never had lunch together.  I ate suki udon, beef over noodles, along with my soup and tea.  Since the enzyme digestion was not going to be done until 8:45 pm, and I had worked until 8 the previous evening, I decided that I would go home early and then come back at night to load the samples on a gel.  Two days prior, Kiyoe had given me a paper that she had written and asked if I would proofread it.  Since I had not looked at it yet, I thought that taking it home with me would give me a chance to read through it while I spent time with the family.

I arrived home around 4; the kids had both just gotten home from school.  Since we were running low on groceries, I offered to go to the store for Trudy.  Justin came with me; we walked to Mandai together and soon returned with five bags of groceries.  Trudy had made barbeque beef as well as barbeque chicken to have over rice for dinner.  After we ate, I started reading through Kiyoe’s paper.  I had gotten about a quarter of the way through the 50 page article by the time I had to return to work.  Trudy decided to go with me, so we left the boys and headed to the monorail.

What I had to do was fairly simple- the samples were done with their enzyme treatment and needed to be loaded onto a gel and run in the coldroom overnight.  I was able to accomplish this and Trudy and I were able to return home by 10 pm.  I read some more of the paper, but decided that I would do a better job looking at it the next morning- so I went to bed.

September 22- Camping in Kyoto 

I woke up early, as usual, and continued reading the paper.  I had gotten about three quarters of the way through when the time came for me to return to work to stain the gel.  I needed to hurry, since a group of the church members were coming over at 11:30 to leave for a camping trip.  The church had organized a family camping trip in Kyoto with about two dozen people attending.

I stained and scanned my gel at work, only to find that it was difficult to see the results from the recovered chromosomes so that I still wasn’t sure if the reconstitution had worked.  While I had waited for the staining to be complete, I had finished proofreading Kiyoe’s paper as well as making all the corrections.  I left the picture of my gel, as well as the paper, on my desk- knowing that Kiyoe would be in later that day to look at them.

I returned home at 11:30 to find that Tadashi, who was giving us a ride to Kyoto, was running a little late.  Yuko and her husband, Tomoya, had come; we talked to them outside while we waited for Tadashi.  He arrived around noon with his family, who then got into Tomoya’s car, since we were to ride with him.  The YMCA campground was outside of Kyoto in the surrounding mountainous countryside.  We had rented a room in a lodge there, complete with a loft for the kids to sleep in.  After everyone had assembled at the camp, we ate the lunches that we had brought under pavilion tents which were set up near the bottom of the hill.

After lunch, the kids all wanted to play in a nearby river.  We had brought sandals for them to wade around in, knowing that there was such a river nearby.  After awhile, the organizers of the camp called everyone up to the common room to play games.  We had a great time, Brennan excelled in a game where one has to tie a string to a bottle and pull it across the floor without tipping it over, and our family won the relay race to stack up blocks into the highest tower.  Most of the kids at the camp were much younger than Justin and Brennan, but this didn’t seem to bother them, since they had fun playing with the little ones as well as holding the babies.

After the games, the adults returned to the pavilion to talk, while the kids returned to the river.  After a while, I started exploring the camp, looking for hiking trails.  I finally found one near our cabin which headed into the mountains behind the camp.  I decided to take it and, after 15 minutes of climbing, found myself in a small village.  Since I didn’t feel like taking the trail back down again, I started walking down the road in the general direction of the camp.  I ended up walking for quite a long time, however, since a side road I turned off on twisted through the mountains before returning back to the road that I had originally started out on.  Finally, as it was just getting dark, after an hour had gone by since leaving camp, I returned there by vaulting a guard rail, climbing down an embankment, and crossing the river that the kids had been playing in.  

Everyone was eating dinner by the time I returned and had started to get concerned, especially Trudy.  I apologized as I downed two helpings of curry rice as well as my fruit and yogurt for dessert.  After dinner, we returned to our room for a while, but soon it was time for the men to use the camp’s public bath.  While Justin and I bathed Japanese style, Trudy and Brennan opted to take turns using the shower that was located in Tsuneko’s room, one of the two rooms at the camp which came with their own shower.  Once clean, Justin and I lounged around the gathering room which was found outside of the public bath, then we headed back down to the pavilion for prayer time with the men.

By 9:30, seven men had gathered in order to pray together.  Everyone there was very impressed by Justin’s maturity, by his helpfulness with the kids earlier that day, as well as by his heart in wanting to be there for the prayer session.  After having cold drinks for a while and talking, the men took turns praying until 11 pm.  When Justin and I joined the other two, they were already in bed- worn out from the busy day.

September 23- Camp Service

A breakfast of salad (consisting of noodles in a mayonnaise-based sauce mixed with ham, lettuce, cucumbers, and clover), along with an assortment of bread was served in the common room at 8 am.  Trudy and I also made sure that we had a couple of cups of coffee with breakfast as well.  Our family had been asked to give the welcome at the worship service which would take place later that morning.

The service started at 10:30.  Trudy said a welcome in English, I followed with some comments in Japanese, Justin read a Psalm, and Brennan prayed for the service.  What followed was similar to our game time the previous day- the service was filled with singing and games, with a short lesson directed towards the kids at the very end.  Everyone enjoyed the time immensely, after which we all had a cookout.

Lunch was fixed on the large grills which were located next to the pavilion; it consisted of yaki soba, grilled noodles mixed with pork, beef, and vegetables.  For dessert, a cheesecake was brought out and we sang “Happy Birthday” to all of the people, including Justin, who had recently had, or were soon to have, birthdays.  After lunch, the kids returned to the river yet again.

At 2:30, the parents of small children had a meeting, during which time our family, along with a few others, had volunteered to watch their kids.  The kids all gathered in the common room, while their parents went to the pavilion.  Trudy and Justin each ended up holding babies for most of the next 90 minutes, while Brennan and I played on the floor with the older kids.  I actually fell asleep for about 15 minutes, while resting my head on a stuffed animal.  It began to rain just as the parents were returning from their meeting, luckily it had held off until our camping trip was at an end.

Tadashi drove us home- but due to the rain, as well as a few wrong turns, it took twice as long as usual to reach our home.  We finally arrived back at our house at 6 pm.  We turned in for the night pretty early, following a dinner which consisted of leftover barbeque from Friday night.

September 24- Autumn Equinox

The kids had the day off school again, although even they thought that the Autumn Equinox was a pretty lame excuse for a national holiday.  Nonetheless, it was the last national holiday until Japanese Thanksgiving, the Friday following our Thanksgiving.  I thought about taking the day off too and seeing some of the sights with the family.  But, when Trudy woke up, she didn’t really feel like going anywhere.  In addition, as it was nearing 10 am and the kids hadn’t yet stirred, the prospect of getting an early start had slipped away.  Trudy suggested that I go in to work and take off one of the days that my mother would be visiting, instead.

I got in at around 11 am, and went over my previous results with Kiyoe.  I had been thinking that, perhaps just spinning my old samples with the “glop” in them would be sufficient to remove it, instead of adding the competitor DNA.  She agreed that this sounded like it was worth a try.  Soon, I had a gel showing that the “glop” could be removed and, what was more, the resulting sample could be precipitated using magnesium and easily recovered once again.  The sample would work for my experiments after all!

Just to be sure, I started a new batch of chromosomes using the same conditions to be sure that I could reproduce the results.  I also repeated the competitor DNA experiments with a little less histones to see if this would improve recovery.  In addition, I cut all of the samples I had with the enzyme, this time using much more of the samples to which I had added the competitor DNA so they would show up on the gel.

I was able to finish all of this and leave work by 4:30.  After all- it was still a holiday.  It was raining as I made my way home- when I got there; Trudy and Justin were gone to Kohnan to do some shopping.  When they returned, it was Brennan and my turn to shop- we went to Server to pick up some drinks as well as one of the things Trudy had forgotten to get- vacuum bags.  

I tried making doria for dinner.  It consisted off shrimp mixed with macaroni in a white sauce with melted cheese.  It was ok, but everyone agreed that it was better in the restaurants.  After dinner, it was Trudy and Justin’s time to head out again, this time going to Family Mart for some dessert.  I went to bed around 11 pm, after watching part of a movie about the Roman emperor Nero with Trudy.

September 25- Fourth Progress Report

Brennan and I left the house together, parting ways four blocks from our house- his school lying to the left with the route to the monorail to the right.  I changed the dialysis buffer on my new reconstitutions and then loaded a large gel with the enzyme digestions that had been incubating overnight.

While the gel ran, I wrote up my fourth progress report.  The rest of the members of Kiyoe’s research group had given a report in August, while I was gone on vacation, so I had to summarize what I had accomplished in the last two months.  The gel finished right before lunch.  I scanned it but didn’t look at it right away since I had agreed to meet Evgeni for lunch.   We met at Starbuck’s, our usual meeting place.  It was the first time Evgeni did not bring along a foreign companion for me to meet.  We went to the cafeteria near the International Center and both had Thai Chilli-rice with cream puffs for dessert.

After lunch, as well as another buffer change, I was finally able to look over my results.  The digestions looked good, with the chromosomes formed with or without competitor DNA giving similar results.  The only difference was that the concentration of the former was much lower than that of the latter.  The one remaining question was whether I would be able to reproduce the results.  I left work at 6 pm, following my final buffer change for the day.

I had arranged to meet the rest of the family at the monorail station and to walk to Saizeriya, the Italian chain that we had eaten at in Kyoto but had never gone to the one near our house.  The kids were, of course, happy in any place that had a drink bar.  They ordered personal pizzas and split an order of “spicy fried chicken wings” with us.  Everyone agreed that, despite the picture of a red pepper next to its menu listing, the chicken was not spicy at all.  I had decided to go wild and order something with two peppers next to it, “spicy pepper pasta”.  Even Trudy, who cannot stomach spicy food at all, tasted this “two pepper” dish and said that it was pretty mild.  So- my quest for spicy food in Japan went on.

When we got home, Justin started working on his presentation that he was to give over our vacation at school.  The main difference with Brennan was that Justin had no idea when he was actually giving this talk.  We all went to bed around 10:30.

September 26- An Early Start

I woke up around 3 am, then tossed and turned, not able to fall back asleep.  I finally got up, around 4:15 and got ready for work, leaving the house at 5:30.  I figured that this was a good day to go in early, since I had a 10-hour enzyme digestion to perform before I could load my samples on a gel.  I spun the glop out of the samples, as I had recently learned to do, and added the enzyme to them about 7 am.  I then called Justin at home to make sure that he was up, having placed the cell phone next to him before I left the house.   

Once my enzyme digestion was underway, I treated the remainder of the samples with magnesium to precipitate the chromosomes.  Although the recovery of the chromosomes was not as good as previously, a gel showed that the results were consistent with what I had found before: a 1.5:1 ratio was under reconstituted, while a 1.75:1 ratio was just about right.  It seemed that the reconstitutions in the absence of competitor DNA would prove to be reproducible.

I was feeling a bit tired by the time I loaded the digested samples on the gel at 5 pm, I had told Justin that I would meet him 90 minutes later at Mikuni in order to have dinner together and then go to church.  But first, I walked to Kita Senri and went to the Saty store there to buy new shoes.  

My tennis shoes I had brought from America were in sad shape- they had plastic pieces sticking through the backs of them, so that these rubbed against my heal, and the tread on them was worn away.  This latter fact was what Trudy blamed my fall on Myokenzan Mountain on, and what had precipitated my trip to Saty.  I found some nice shoes at the store (they basically looked identical to the ones I had on when they had been new) which were also a decent price- so I picked them up and boarded the train for Mikuni.  I arrived right at 6:30, as promised, to find Justin waiting there for me.  

We decided to go out for kaiten sushi, to a place near the station that we had walked past, but had not yet tried.  It ended up being very good- the atmosphere was more authentic than the previous ones (the sushi chefs stood in the middle of the restaurant with the conveyer belt circling around them instead of in a back room as at the other places) and we agreed that the quality of the fish was better.  It did end up being more expensive than the other kaiten places that we had gone, averaging $2 per plate instead of $1.

After dinner, we still had some time to kill before church started, so we went to Midori to pick up another memory card for our camera.  When we got there, Justin wanted me to try out the massage chairs.  For $4000, you could buy a chair that gave you a full body, professional massage.  We started by pressing the button that read “5 minutes” in kanji, which gave us a sampling of the wondrous chair’s abilities, and then moved to a 15-minute version of something that I couldn’t read.  Justin told me that he and Brennan had spent the entire time there the Sunday that Trudy and I attended the baby shower at church- I could see why.  I could also imagine why a typical Japanese business man, after spending 12 or more hours at work everyday, would be willing to spring for such a pricy chair.  

The men and the women separated for the church service, the 4 women went upstairs, to Nori and Fiona’s house, while the 7 men stayed in the normal gathering space.  We spent the time talking about our weeks and what we had been learning lately.  Justin shared about his reading out of Proverbs as well as how things were going at school.  We left around 9:30 and found Trudy and Brennan waiting for us at home an hour later.  We all went to bed soon after this. 

September 27- Mom Arrives

I slept in until a little after 7 on this day, probably still catching up from my lack of sleep the day before.  I left for work after Justin went to school at 8:30, staining my gel when I got in.  The gel looked pretty good, but Kiyoe wanted to see digestions of the samples after the magnesium precipitation, to make sure that I could remove under reconstituted DNA from them.  This would prove important when I went to analyze their folding using the analytical ultracentrifuge.  I therefore started yet another enzyme digestion and poured another gel in anticipation of running it the next day.

Before leaving for the day, I started a scale up of my chromosome reconstitution dialyzing- in order to have plenty of sample for the impending analysis.  I used a histone to DNA ratio of 1.8:1, since the previous sample had proved slightly under reconstituted.  I arrived home about 5:45; Trudy was fixing bratwurst that she had gotten at the store the previous day.  At 7, the family left to go to the airport to pick up my mom, who was flying in from Tokyo.  When she was considering coming, I had asked her to fly into Itami airport, if possible.  After all, a 10-minute ride on the monorail to pick her up was much more desirable than the 90-minute bus ride to Kanku.  As it turned out, she found good tickets on Japan Airlines, which was one of the few carriers that flew to Itami, providing that you changed planes in Tokyo.

Mom’s flight arrived precisely on time (of course), and we all greeted her at the waiting area outside of baggage claim.  She had experienced a good flight, but had not slept much on the way over and was very tired.  Justin wheeled her large, heavy suitcase into the monorail station and half of the way from the station to our house.  I took over with it after awhile to give him a break as well as allow him to go to Family Mart with his grandmother to pick out his lunch for the next day.  I couldn’t believe how heavy her suitcase was, I couldn’t believe that it was on wheels- the way it felt going up the hill!  When we got into our house, I realized what the problem was.  Somewhere along the way from the monorail stop, the wheel had gotten tangled in a rag and had seized up.  I had been essentially dragging her bag for the past 15 minutes or so!

We all had some snacks and talked for a while, catching up on things.  Mom took a cold shower since, although we thought we had left the water heater on, we apparently did not.  She said that she didn’t mind and that it was very refreshing.  Soon it was time for all of us to turn in for the night, which we did around 10:30.  Trudy had pulled Justin’s bed into the office for mom, while Justin slept with Brennan on his blow-up mattress. 

September 28- A Nasty Spill

Mom woke up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom but forgot that there was a foot-long drop from our living room floor to the bathroom floor.  She stepped into the bathroom and fell onto her side, which resulted in a large bruise on her thigh.  She was actually lucky that she didn’t hurt herself more seriously.  The rest of us slept through the whole thing and only learned about her accident later.  Mom was outside in our front yard when I got up shortly after 6, having been up for 90 minutes or so.

We soon got the kids up and sent them off to school, while I headed in to work shortly afterwards.  I ran a gel of my latest batch of enzyme digestions and showed the results to Kiyoe as soon as it had been stained and scanned.  While the newest 1.75:1 reconstitution did not look as good as the previous one (it seemed a little under reconstituted), it was tolerable.  Kiyoe suggested that I perform a scale-up using 1.8:1 histones to DNA, something that I had already started the day before in anticipation of this result.  She also suggested performing a reconstitution using histones she had purified from human cells growing in culture to compare it with one performed using the histones I had purified.  Instead of being directly derived from human cells, my human proteins had been expressed in bacteria in order to ease their recovery.  This was not something I had anticipated ahead of time, so I began this reconstitution before leaving for the day, knowing that it would be fine in the high salt buffer until I returned from a long weekend.

I left work at 6:30 and headed to Cha Cha’s, where I had agreed to meet the rest of the family for dinner.  Trudy and mom had taken it easy for the day- mom had napped for three hours, probably in response to jet lag, and Trudy had done laundry.  Mom agreed that the Indian food at Cha Cha’s was excellent- we all had an enjoyable meal there.  After dinner, we headed back to the house, where we relaxed for the rest of the evening.

September 29- Mount Koya

We all gathered to watch Brennan’s Sports Day at 9 am.  Conspicuously absent from the events themselves was Brennan, who had decided not to participate at all after we had agreed that he be excused from the gymnastics portion of the event.  He, instead, sat in the audience with the rest of us. He really could have done some of the rest of the events we watched: marching out to music, relay races, and the “grab the hat” event, where four kids carried one on their shoulders which tried to grab the hat off the corresponding kid’s head on the other team, but he became increasingly agitated as we pointed this fact out to him.  We enjoyed seeing the kids in their events, but stayed for only a third of the 6 hours worth of activities planned, since we were headed to spend the night on Mount Koya.  We obviously would have planned some things differently if Brennan had actually participated in this yearly event.

I had thought of mom when I read about Mount Koya in my guide book.  It is considered a holy mountain by the Shingon sect of Buddhism since a monk named Kukai founded the order there in the year 819, following a trip to China. There are over 100 temples located on the 3000 foot peak, about half of which offer lodging to pilgrims, in addition to foreign tourists such as ourselves.  The mountain also contains Kukai’s mausoleum, which adherers to the sect believe contains his body in a deep state of meditation, awaiting the return of Buddha.

We picked up our luggage from the house and then headed to the monorail.  We had decided that it would be easier for mom to walk downhill to this station instead of crossing campus to Ishibashi.  We rode to Senri-Chuo and had lunch at Mos Burger so mom could experience Japan’s answer to fast food.  We then boarded the subway and took it for 30 minutes until we reached Namba, one of Osaka’s main shopping and entertainment districts.  There, we switched to an express train which would take us the rest of the way to Mount Koya.  At Namba, I bought round-trip tickets which included a cable car ride up the mountain, as well as unlimited bus rides for the two days that we would be there, for about $25 per person.

Finally, about 3 pm, we pulled into the cable car station at the bottom of Mount Koya.  The last 20 minutes of the train trip had wound through the mountains, which were surrounded by mist as well as covered in evergreens. The cable car afforded even better views as we neared the top of Mount Koya itself.  At the top, we boarded a bus for a 20 minute bus ride through the town of 5,000 inhabitants which included the temples, as well as a collection of shops and restaurants.  We got off at one of the last stops before the bus reached the closest approach to the mausoleum, called Okunoin.  It was starting to drizzle as we made our way to our temple, whose name, Shojoshin-in, was marked in kanji on a stone post near the road.

We put on slippers to enter the temple and then took even these off when we entered the “office” of the temple- a room covered in tatami mats with a single foot-tall table placed in it.  The staff gave us a map of the temple and went over the procedures with us before showing us to our rooms.  We had two adjoining rooms which, like the office, were covered in tatami mats and contained the sparsest of furnishings as well.  Our futon bed rolls were already arranged on the floor and yukata robes were available for us to put on.  Tea had also been set out for us on the low table that graced our room.

The kids wanted to use the public bath right away (which had just opened at 4 pm and would be available for the next five hours), so the three of us put on our yukata and headed to the end of the hall.  There were two men in the bath already that had obviously had the same idea that we had, but one finished and left while we were washing off.  The bath was the hottest that I have ever felt bath water be!  We tried to stay in as long as possible, but couldn’t take more than 10 minutes or so.  When we got out, we were red from the neck down.  I had a theory that they filled the bath with scalding water at 4, expecting it to be comfortable a few hours later, when most people took their baths.

Dinner was scheduled at 5:30, for which we had to go to the “dining room”, another simple room lined with tatami mats which had screens separating the different groups staying at the temple.  We all wore our yukata to dinner, which we had been encouraged to do, except for Trudy, who stuck with her normal clothes.  There was a sign indicating where our party should sit, but instead of tables- there were two trays per diner sitting on the floor next to a flat cushion.  The temple monks then served us a vegetarian meal consisting of soups, vegetables (both pickled and non-), fruits, and various forms of tofu.  It was all excellent and was quite filling, since there were so many different dishes packed onto each tray.  We of course had the usual Japanese staples as well: rice and tea.

After dinner, we changed back into our street clothes for a walk through the graveyard.  My guidebook had strongly recommended a nighttime hike down the trails which led through the graveyard which lay adjacent to our temple.  The trails led for about a mile up the hill to the Kukai’s mausoleum.  It was still drizzling rain as we headed into the graveyard, which was filled with the mist that seemed to constantly surround the top of Mt. Koya.  Our path was lit periodically by low lanterns lying alongside the trail so that we could just see the bottoms of the huge cedars which rose into the darkness, as well as make out some of the headstones which lay close to the trail.  Mom got tired of walking after a quarter mile or so; she turned back while the three of us continued our journey to the mausoleum.

The huge wooden doors of the mausoleum were closed when we reached it, so we walked around the outside of it, where we encountered a man and woman chanting Buddhist prayers.  A nearby building was also locked, but we could look in the windows, where we saw that it was filled with row upon row of burning lamps, hundreds in all.  We took a different route going back from the mausoleum which led to the main road through town after about half a mile.  We then walked down this road until we reached the temple and were reunited with mom.

It was now mom and Trudy’s turn to take a bath, which was separate from the one the men used, but the kids wanted to take another one- so we all headed there.  I was right about the temperature of the bath; it was much more bearable at 8 pm than it had been at 4.  After our baths, we relaxed in the room, reading, until it was time to go to bed at 9 pm.

September 30- Return from the Mountain

We awoke around 5:40 and got ready to go to the temple’s morning service.  One of the expectations of staying at the temple was that we attend a 6 am service which took place every morning.  We all wanted to anyway, in order to get the full cultural experience.  In case guests weren’t naturally early risers, like my mother and I, the temple banged a gong at 5:50 to make sure everyone was awake.  We had been told that this was the one event that we were not to wear yukata for, which was fine with us- since it was fairly cold and we preferred being bundled in our clothes.

The service was interesting- one monk sat in the middle of the room, facing an ornate altar, and burned incense while he chanted for the next 40 minutes.  Another monk sat to his left, ringing a bell and clanging some cymbals occasionally as he chanted.  A woman sat at a table to the right of the lead monk, chanting as well.  The rest of the guests at the temple, along with some Japanese people who had apparently come just for the service, sat on a bench or on the floor behind the monks described above.  We made sure that mom had a seat on the bench, since she was not sure about kneeling on the floor for the entire service.  The chanting had definitely been more interesting in the very beginning than it was after 30 minutes or so.  Finally, to end the service, the believers took turns burning incense at the front of the room in a gesture which reminded me of Mitch’s funeral. 

Breakfast was served in the dining room following the service.  It was not as elaborate as the dinner had been, but still tasted delicious.  Upon our return to our room, mom was interested in getting some coffee, the one thing that had been lacking at breakfast.  The two of us set out in search of some, while the boys went back to sleep and Trudy read her book.  After walking past various stores which had pictures of coffee cups on the front of them, but were apparently closed at 9 am on a Sunday morning, we found a gift store that was open and which had a number of employees milling around in it.  I asked one, in Japanese, where we could find some coffee and she drew me a map which showed a place located on the other side of town.  

Instead of heading across town right away, I returned to the room and told Trudy the outcome of our quest.  Since we had to check out of the temple by 10 am, we decided to wake the kids, check out, and then all travel to the coffee spot by bus.  The temple agreed to keep our luggage in the office until we returned from touring the town, so we left it there while we caught the bus downtown.  

We found the store which was indicated on our map with no problem whatsoever.  It was similar to the gift shop that we had stopped in earlier that morning, with the exception that it had two rows of tables and chairs set up off to the side of it.  There we were finally able to order some hot coffee, which was especially welcome on this rainy day.  Although they served just drinks, not food, in the morning at this particular establishment, we were able to get some light snacks from the gift shop portion of the store.  

We wanted to travel to Daigon, the “big gate”, at the far end of town, but we missed the bus which was headed in that direction since I had mistakenly waited on the wrong side of the street.  Luckily, the “café” ended up being directly across the street from one of the other main attractions in town, a giant pagoda.  We walked around this area for a while, ducking inside the pagoda as the rain began to pick up.  We then explored a small moss-covered island that had a shrine on it and could be reached via a red wooden bridge.  Soon, it was time for the next bus to Daigon to arrive, so we headed to the correct side of the street this time to wait for it.

Daigon was impressive, but the kids were most entertained by climbing up a big hill which led to another shrine, as well as a reportedly amazing view of the sea on a clear day, which it definitely was not.  The rest of us waited for them by the gate, and I photographed the fierce statues which guarded it, which looked particularly ominous surrounded by mist.  After the kids returned from their hike, the rain started again in earnest, so we decided to forgo further exploration of Mount Koya and start the journey home. 

We caught the bus back to the graveyard, which we stopped to take some pictures in before heading back to the temple to pick up our luggage.  We carried our bags down the street until we found a nice Japanese restaurant to have lunch in.  After we had eaten, and following yet another bus ride, we reached the top of the cable car stop and were soon headed back to Osaka on the train.  We then retraced our original steps, first to Senri-Chuo on the subway, and finally to Shibahara on the monorail.  We were all quite tired by the time we reached our house, about 5 pm.

We unpacked our luggage, and then Trudy made yaki-soba for dinner (she had gotten the recipe for it after having it during the cookout at camp).  We went to bed early, worn out by our pilgrimage to the holy mountain.
October 1- Justin’s Birthday

Brennan had this, the Monday following Sports Day, off, and we had made sure it was ok for both Justin and I to take the day off as well.  We therefore all got up early and headed to Kyoto for the day.  My family had yet to see the sights which lay to the northwest of the city, which worked out fine- since these were some of the places that I thought mom would most enjoy.  

Our first stop was Ryoan-ji Temple, the site of the most famous Zen rock garden in Japan.  Having never been there myself, I was looking forward to the visit.  We transferred to the “Keifuku Electric Railway”, aka trolley, at one of the train stations in Kyoto, which took us to a station that was a 15 minute walk from the temple.  One thing that had delayed our trip to Northwest Kyoto until this time was that it was relatively more difficult to reach using public transportation than the other parts were.  Mom enjoyed the rock garden, but liked walking around the grounds of the temple even more, since they were made up of a lily pad-filled pond with a path encircling it, which wound through the beautiful (living) gardens.  We ate lunch at a restaurant which was on the temple grounds, enjoying our meals of fried shrimp, udon noodles, as well as other Japanese staples.

Since there was no good way to get to our next stop, Kinkakuji, the “Golden Pavilion”, from Ryoan-ji, we decided to walk there.  After a 20 minute, mostly uphill, trek, we finally arrived at Kyoto’s best known sight.  It was an amazing sight, and the grounds which surround it were just as picturesque as the ones we had just left.  Before looking around, though, our group was due for a rest as well as some ice cream from a stand on the grounds.

We then went to see the Pavilion itself, which everyone was impressed with, and wandered around the grounds.  As the path began to climb higher and higher into the hills which surrounded the Pavilion, mom decided to turn around and meet us back at the front gate.  Brennan and I found her sitting there after we had completed the circuit and had left Trudy and Justin in the gift shop at the top of the hill.  On the way down, I realized that there was yet another gift shop at the bottom of the hill, so I led mom to this one and went back to retrieve Trudy and Justin.  When everyone’s shopping was complete, we walked to a bus stop and headed across town, to the Heian Shrine.

Like the Golden Pavilion, I had visited the Heian Shrine on my previous trip to Japan, and considered it the last “must see” sight to show my family in Kyoto itself.  Colored orange and green, its buildings looked to me more like they belonged in China than in Japan.  Now, with our fourth trip as a family to Kyoto proper, I felt that we had seen most of the highlights in this amazing city.  Since the bus got us close, but not directly to, the Shrine, we once again found ourselves walking through Kyoto neighborhoods, mom had been doing quite well, despite her bad knee, but was beginning to reach her limit for walking.  She sat at the entrance to the Shrine with the boys when we finally arrived, content to gaze at the buildings from afar and leaving Trudy and I to explore the immense open square between the buildings (which also reminded me of China) alone.

When we had finished, we all agreed that taking a taxi back to the train station for the return trip to Osaka was probably a good idea.  We found one right outside the Shrine which took us to the closest train station for less money than it would have taken the five of us to ride the bus there.  Within an hour, we were in Umeda, ready to go out for Justin’s birthday dinner.

We had decided to head to Los Incas, the Peruvian/Mexican restaurant, since we had been unable to go on Trudy’s birthday and since we were still craving Mexican food.  We joked on the way there that there might be a private party again, but didn’t think that our luck could be that bad.  The kids went in first, and immediately reappeared, saying that there was a party there that night, too.  I thought they were kidding, until I went in myself to find an empty restaurant and the owner watching T.V.  He confirmed that there was a private party there that night.  This time, I copied down the phone number so I could call ahead if we ever wanted to go back there.

Justin was visibly disappointed as we walked back towards Umeda station.  There were plenty of Japanese restaurants in the area, but he said that he didn’t feel like Japanese food.  We were about ready to give up, when we walked past a restaurant which showed a picture of its tables, surrounded in curtains, and in a an exotic setting that looked straight out of Angkor Wat.  We decided to go to this “Asian” restaurant, as they billed themselves.  As we sat down, the hostess explained that they had a 500 yen “sitting fee” per person, in lieu of tips.  I agreed to this, despite being somewhat taken aback, knowing how disappointed Justin had been about Los Incas.  Although the menu was entirely in Japanese, with none of the usual pictures, the hostess agreed to describe some of the more popular items on the menu to us.

To the kids’ delight, the restaurant specialized in somewhat exotic food.  They ordered Ostrich and Alligator right off the bat, as well as some more normal dishes such as fried chicken, Cesar salad, as well as a hamburger.  We all shared the various dishes that we ordered, which reminded me of tapas, the Spanish appetizers, in both size as well as in the way that they were served.  We all ate our fill, including dessert, complete with a custard pie with a candle on top, for Justin.  The outrageous sitting fee ended up being just about right for a generous tip.  Everyone left happy.

We took a taxi from Ishibashi to our house, the first time we had ever done so, but it was the least we could do for mom after walking her all over Kyoto and Osaka.  We all slept very well that night.
October 2- An Even Nastier Spill

I took the 8 am bus to work for the first time in almost 2 months, since bus service had just resumed the previous day.  When I got in, I changed the dialysis buffer on the reconstitution using Kiyoe’s histones, called Hela histones, for the culture cells that they were purified from.  Since the bus was running, Trudy and mom had decided to come and have lunch with me.  When I met them at the bus stop around noon, they had some very bad news to report.

They had been walking down the concrete steps which led to campus, when mom fell off the side of them- down a 3-foot drop between the stairs and the tennis courts.  To this day, mom has no idea what really happened to cause her to fall.  She and Trudy had been talking about the fact that there was no railing on the stairs, and Trudy had said that this was because people rolled their bikes up the side of the stairs.  The next thing mom remembered- she was flying through the air, then clutching the tennis court fence for a moment, and finally falling into the depression along the side of the stairs.  She didn’t remember tripping, stumbling, or missing a step, and all Trudy remembered was seeing her clutch the fence before disappearing behind the stairs.

After sitting on the cement on which she landed for a while, mom stood up and continued on her way to the bus.  By the time I met them, mom’s ankle was badly swollen, and she had a broad scrape across the bottom of one of her triceps.  She had landed on the same side that she had fallen on in the bathroom, and expected to be even more badly bruised there.  Mom didn’t see the point of going to the doctor in Japan, though, because she surmised that nothing was broken and imagined that there was little a doctor could do for bruises and swelling.

Before we got lunch, we stopped at Lawson’s, a convenience store in the hospital, and picked up some medical supplies.  We got mom some aspirin and an ankle wrap, then headed to the restaurant on the top floor of the hospital.  There, mom had a sausage with a side of fries, Trudy ordered spaghetti, and I had a beef cutlet, while they told me more details about their harrowing ordeal.  After lunch, we stopped back at Lawson’s to pick up an ice pack that could be strapped to mom’s ankle, then went up to my office so that mom could see it and meet Kiyoe as well.  

I changed my dialysis buffer and then walked Trudy and mom to the 1:55 bus.  They took it easy for the rest of the day, as you could imagine.  Mom took a long nap, and was asleep when I returned home at 6:10, after my last dialysis buffer change.  For dinner, Justin and I walked to Gyoza no Osho and picked up gyoza, Chinese dumplings, and karage for dinner.  Mom’s swelling had gone down some, but she was still in a considerable amount of pain.  The scrape on her arm had now changed to a deep, purple bruise and she had trouble lifting that arm above her head.

We all went to bed early that night- it had been quite a day!

October 3- The Bullet Train
Mom felt a lot better in the morning, and was ready to go see some more sights.  Since the kids both got out of school early this day (Brennan- because it had been scheduled as an alternate day for Sports Day in case of rain, and Justin- because it was the eve of his own Sports Day), we decided that they could both accompany Trudy and mom to Himeji Castle.

I caught the 8:20 bus and started my two reconstitutions incubating with the enzyme at 9.  They would need to be cut for the next 10 hours before being loaded onto a gel.  At 11:15, I caught the bus back home to help the family get organized for their trip.  I was really tempted to go with them, but felt bad for taking off yet another day.  Since I had been to the castle before, and knew that it was very easy to get to, I figured that this was something the family could do without me.

Justin came home about 12:30, but reported that Brennan would probably be another hour, since they had let Justin out a period early, since he, not knowing that they were going to have a lunch period, mistakenly didn’t bring his own lunch.  We ate rice balls that Trudy had made while we waited for Brennan to get home.  He finally did arrive, around 1:15, and joined us at lunch, since, unlike Justin one had not been scheduled that day.  We debated about whether there was enough time for the family to reach the castle, since we knew that they stopped letting people in at 4, and I estimated at least two hours of travel time to reach it.

Then I had an idea- the kids had been wanting to ride the shinkansen, the bullet train, ever since they had come to Japan, but we had not yet taken it anywhere, due to its expense.  I knew that they could cut their trip to Himeji almost in half by taking the shinkansen, and figured that it would allow the family to experience it, but on a relatively inexpensive trip.  We therefore walked to the monorail and took it to Senri-Chuo, where we transferred to the subway to reach the shinkansen station- Shin Osaka.  After I had put the family on the bullet train, I took the subway back to Senri-Chuo and then a bus to work.  When I reached my office, I looked at the clock as I sat back down at my desk- it was 3:15- the family should have been arriving 90 miles away, in Himeji, by that time!

I made the buffers that Kiyoe had given me the recipe for, and then loaded the gel a little early, at 6:30, so I could meet the rest of the family for dinner.  I had called them just before I loaded the gel and found out that they were on the train home after spending 90 minutes at the castle.  I had a little time before they would arrive, however, since they were taking the slower JR train back this time.

We met in Mikuni at 7:30 at the kaiten sushi place that Justin and I had discovered the previous week.  The whole family agreed that this was the best one we had been to yet!  They had enjoyed the castle, but wished they could have spent more time there.  We hoped that Trudy and the kids could return sometime before we had to leave Japan.  After eating our fill of sushi, we took the train to Ishibashi and then took a taxi home.  Once again, it had been an another exhausting day.

October 4- Wedding Anniversary

I took the 8 am bus to work, then stained and scanned the gel I had run overnight.  The reconstitution using the Hela histones looked much better than the one using the histones I had purified.  The former, at any rate, could now be used for the folding experiments that we had planned using the analytical ultracentrifuge. Kiyoe wanted to see if precipitating the chromosomes using magnesium would improve the way mine looked, so I performed this step on both samples and began the enzyme digestion on them which would determine their usability. In the meantime, it was time to prepare the fifth histone for inclusion in my studies.

Kiyoe had already purified the linker histone, histone H1, which I was to add to my chromosomes to enable them to fold up in solution.  She had asked me to compare the ability of this histone to fold chromosomes with that of another variety, linker histone B4, which was only found in embryonic cells, and which she had also purified.  I therefore poured a new gel, a “native gel” in order to check out complexes of each of these two linker histones with a protein “chaperone”, a protein which would facilitate their assembly into the chromosomes I had prepared.  This gel contained a special solidifying agent that had to be exposed to light for 5 hours in order for the gels to turn solid, as opposed to my normal gels, which took 30 minutes on a bench top with no special light source.

After the 5 hours were up, I loaded the linker histones onto the gel and ran it for the next 90 minutes.  When I had stained the gel and confirmed that the proteins which Kiyoe had given me looked good, I was ready to leave for the day.  Before I caught the bus home, however, I headed to the Lawson’s at the hospital in order to buy Trudy some flowers.  It was our 21st wedding anniversary and, although we had talked about the two of us going out together, we had opted for a quiet evening with mom and the boys.  Trudy and my mom had attended Justin’s Sports Day from 9 until 2 (with a short break for lunch) and were understandably quite tired.  

Justin had been in a number of events, none of which involved the acrobatic skills that Brennan’s school had expected of him.  He had participated in a running relay and had also been part of some fun races- such as one in which the kids’ feet were tied to two long boards so they had to coordinate their steps, as well as one where a student climbed over the backs of a constantly moving line of his peers.  It was this latter event that Justin’s team had won, and he was quite proud of this fact. 

Trudy met me at the bus stop and we walked home together, stopping off at my Slovakian friend’s house to pick up a cookbook that he had agreed to loan us.  We had agreed on pizza for dinner, which Justin and I walked to Chicago Delighta to order.  The last time we had ordered it, I had come to the conclusion that delivery was free, since nothing had been added to our ticket to indicate an additional charge.  When we ordered this evening’s pizza, I was pleasantly surprised that they had taken 30% off.  After we paid, however, I discovered that the girl behind the counter was expecting us to pick it up, instead of having it delivered.  Since it was free, I figured that it wouldn’t hurt to have it delivered, so I asked her to do so.

As soon as we had walked in the door from our 10 minute hike to the pizza place, the phone was ringing.  As far as I could understand, the girl had forgotten to change our ticket when we left.  Come to find out, while delivery was “free”, a 30% discount was given only if you picked up the pizza yourself.  I tried my best to tell the girl on the phone that I would be happy to return to the restaurant to pick up the pizza, in order to save being charged the 20-odd dollars which represented the 30% discount.  When I arrived there, however, our pizza was nowhere to be seen.  “Where is my pizza?” I asked in my best Japanese.  Apparently, it had been delivered anyway, since the girl on the phone had spoken no English and I had failed to convey my desire to pick up the pizza after all.  As I neared the house, returning from my second walk to the pizza place, the driver who had delivered the pizza saw me, stopped his motorcycle, and made me pay the $20 that his “free delivery” had cost me.

We all enjoyed our pizza nonetheless, and enjoyed a quiet evening for mom’s last one in Japan.  We packed the extra suitcase she had brought with all of the books that Trudy and the boys had finished reading during our stay in Japan, as well as Brennan’s ever-growing collection of neat drink bottles we had gotten out of vending machines.  We also tried our best to repair the wheel that had been damaged on the suitcase the night that mom arrived, knowing that it wouldn’t be easy for her to handle all her luggage upon her return to Chicago in  the state of health she was in after her falls.  It was raining steadily as we went to sleep, and we hoped that it would stop by morning so we could get mom and her luggage to the monorail without incident.

October 5- Mom’s Departure

Despite the forecast, it was not raining when I woke up- in fact, it looked like it was going to turn out to be a very nice day.  We left the house at 6:30, in order to get mom to Itami airport in time for her 8:30 flight.  I carried her damaged bag with our books in it, rather than drag it down the street, while Justin rolled her two smaller bags.  We arrived at the airport around 7 to find that the line to check in was longer than we had anticipated.  Although this leg was a domestic flight, they were checking people’s baggage all the way to their international destinations (luckily for mom), making check-in a little more complicated.  We saw mom off about 7:45, with still plenty of time to board her flight.

Justin and I took the monorail home, where we finished getting ready for school and work, respectively.  I ended up catching the 8:40 bus, by which time the promised rain had, indeed, started.   Once I had arrived at the lab, I set about scanning my latest gel.  Unfortunately, the precipitation step had not improved my reconstitution, but it was clear that the one using the Hela histones would be just fine to use in the folding experiments.  In anticipation of this, it was time to demonstrate that the linker histones would bind to these chromosomes.  I added varying amount of both types of the linker histones to the Hela reconstitution and, after incubating them on my bench for a while, loaded them on yet another gel, which I ran overnight.

I took the 5:15 bus home and, since we had not yet returned to the store following mom’s visit, we decided to walk to the McDonald’s in Mino-o for dinner.  It had cooled off considerably following the rain, so much so that Trudy was cold in her short-sleeve shirt during our trek.  When we returned home, the family was excited to watch episodes of “The Office”, our favorite T.V. show from America that we had not seen for months, but which Anna had downloaded for us on her computer.  We then sent the boys to Server to pick up drinks and snacks to hold us until we could get to the store.

October 6- Pei Arrives

I got up before the rest of the family was awake, got ready, and took the monorail to work.  I needed to develop the gel with the linker histone binding to make sure that they were working.  Luckily, every thing looked good- the chromosomal bands shifted up the gel as the histones were added.  I also decided to try to “rescue” the under reconstituted chromosomes containing my histones by adding more of them and then dialyzing the mixture into high salt so that the protein-DNA complexes could be broken apart and then reformed.

I returned home around 10:30, where Trudy had been preparing for the arrival of our next guest.  Pei, my Japanese teacher at Monmouth College, was coming to visit.  Pei was actually Taiwanese but had majored in Japanese and studied in a Master’s program at Waseda University in Tokyo.  Pei had moved back to Taiwan after her two years in the States and was in the process of looking for permanent teaching work.  She was traveling through Japan for two weeks and had agreed to visit us on her tour.

I met Pei at the monorail around 2:30 and then walked her to our house.  As soon as she was settled, however, we left for an afternoon in Osaka.  We had decided to return to Namba, the purported shopping and entertainment Mecca, since Pei, who was in her 20’s, was into this type of urban experience.  Namba was to south Osaka, Minami-ku, as Umeda was to north Osaka, Kita-ku.  I was also keen to visit Amerika-mura, “American village”, the part of town which was designed to emulate shopping in the U.S., to give my family a needed taste of home.  

As predicted, Pei was quite excited during our stroll along Dotonbori, the major shopping street in Namba, which runs alongside a canal of the same name.  She took pictures of the various commercial and cultural icons that lined the streets- a giant octopus, crab, and cat, to name a few.  There were a number of colorfully arrayed teenagers hanging out in that area of town as well.  Neon was the most noticeable decorating theme used in Namba.  In need of a snack, we ordered tako-yaki (grilled octopus) at a roadside stand but waited a while to eat it, as I had learned to do the hard way during my first weeks in Japan.

We next walked to Amerika-mura, which was a ten minute walk from Dotonbori.  The family, however, agreed that this part of town did not, in fact, remind them much of America.  Other than the (probably staged) graffiti covering some of the walls, the overpriced stores selling Levis or Nike shoes, as well as the teenagers riding their skateboards down the street, most things (including all of the people there) still seemed distinctly Japanese.  Whereas ethnic enclaves in America such as any large city’s Chinatown were actually made up of the group of people that they were named for, Amerika-mura just seemed like a misguided attempt to recreate something that the designer was not that familiar with in the first place- true American culture.

After a while, we walked back to the Namba subway station and took a train back towards the middle of Osaka to find the Hard Rock Café.  After our experience in Hong Kong, we had wanted to try the Hard Rock in Osaka, and figured that Pei was just the right person to appreciate it.  We found the restaurant with no problem, and while it did not quite have as cool an atmosphere as the one in Hong Kong, it was just as loud and the food was just as good.  Brennan and I split a whole rack of ribs, while Justin had a “California Club” sandwich, Trudy had a Cobb Salad, and Pei had some spicy pasta.

We returned home around 9:30, and Brennan took his nightly bath while the rest of us got ready for bed, and Pei relaxed in front of the T.V.  As Brennan was coming out of the bathroom with his towel wrapped around his waist, Pei exclaimed “Oh, it looks like you are pregnant”.  This, of course, upset Brennan greatly, who retreated to his room in tears.  I was flabbergasted how Pei, who had always been one of the sweetest people I had ever known, could have said something like that to him, and once again had to appeal to cultural differences for a solution.  I concluded that she had been trying to be playful and funny, and that many Asian people had never had to deal with the stigma normally associated with weight in the Western world.  Soon, we were able to calm Brennan down and the family went to bed, leaving Pei to finish watching her television shows.

October 7- Tori Gates

Justin and I got up early and left for Umeda at twenty after 9 so we could pick up his camera, which was done being repaired.  We had no trouble getting there this time, and soon we had retrieved it and headed to Mikuni, where we met Pei and the rest of the family at church.  Although she had originally planned to leave for Nagoya on this Sunday morning, we had talked Pei into staying with us for another night.  She seemed to enjoy the service, and was very impressed how friendly everyone there was, and how they all wanted to talk to her.  After the service, they brought out some treats for Justin’s birthday and everyone sang to him as well as to the two others who had celebrated their birthdays that past week. 

We had planned on going to Fushimi Inari Shrine in Kyoto, known for its thousands of red tori gates which line a 2.5 mile path through the woods and up a mountain.  Trudy, however, was tired and Brennan, still smarting from Pei’s comment the night before, didn’t really feel like accompanying us, so they returned home while Pei, Justin and I headed to the shrine.  We ate lunch at Subway in Umeda before we boarded a JR train to Kyoto.  Unlike all our previous trips to Kyoto, this train took us to the main Kyoto train station and then south of town, once we had switched trains there.

Also unlike our previous trips, the shrine was right across the street from the train station, and thus didn’t involve any extra walking to get there.  This was good, since a sign at the entrance estimated that it would take 2 hours to complete the looping 2.5 mile path.  The shrine had a large red tori gate, not unlike the one found at the Heian Shrine, at its entrance, followed by a large gate which was reminiscent of Daimon at Mount Koya.  After passing a complex of other buildings associated with the shrine, we found ourselves on the main path, which was lined with smaller tori gates.  

Pei was wearing the only pair of shoes that she had packed for her trip, a tiny pair of high heels festooned with feathers on the top.  She had done marvelously with them on the previous day, while walking through Namba, but this shrine was surely going to put them to the test.  Not being satisfied with only walking a part of the trail, we were hoping that the 2 hours was a vast overestimate, as they had been every time someone told us it would take 20 minutes to get somewhere, and then it only took 5.  By these calculations, we figured on only 30 minutes to complete the hike at a very reasonable 5 miles per hour.

As we ascended more and more steps, however, we began to doubt that this had been an overestimate.  By the time we entered an open area with sweeping views of Kyoto lying in the valley below us, we felt as if we had climbed to the peak.  The map which was posted there told a different story- it said that we were only a third of the way there.  When I first read about the shrine, I pictured rolling hills with a tori-lined path running through them.  Instead, we were actually climbing a mountain- we estimated that there had to be just as many steps as there were tori!

We explored a number of interesting areas on the way up, one of which was a maze-like graveyard with a waterfall in the midst of it.  Finally, 80 minutes into our hike, we reached the very top of the mountain.  It was actually somewhat of an anticlimax after the previous view, since the mountain was so full of trees at this point that one really couldn’t see the surrounding countryside.  We paused long enough to pose for a group picture at the peak and then started making our way back down.  The trip down was especially slow going for Pei, since her shoes proved to be better suited for climbing up than climbing down the stairs.  We reached the bottom of the mountain where the main shrine sat at 5 pm, a full two hours after our initial arrival there.

We grabbed a quick snack at a convenience store and then boarded a train for the ride back to Osaka.  When we reached Umeda, I called Trudy and asked her and Brennan to meet us at Cha-Chas, as we had previously agreed.  Thirty minutes later, we treated Pei to our favorite restaurant, which she enjoyed very much.  When we returned home, Trudy and I were soon ready for bed, but Pei stayed up with the boys to watch “The Waterboy”.

October 8- Another Sports Day?

The boys had yet another day off school since it was the official Sports Day.  Although both kids had already had their respective Sports Days (and Brennan had gotten the Monday following his event off as well), this was the official national holiday which everyone (with the exception of overworked scientists) had off.  Although a number of schools still held their events on this particular day, many schools had decided to utilize various dates within the preceding 10 days, in order to spread the celebrations out some, and perhaps to enable parents to attend more than one event. 

I got up and left on the 8 am monorail (no bus was running), before everyone was awake.  Pei was leaving on the shinkansen at 11:20, so she didn’t have to get up too early.  I changed the dialysis buffer on my attempt to fix the reconstitution using my histones and then discussed with Kiyoe our game plan for the analysis of chromosome folding during this week.  After a couple more changes of dialysis buffer, I boarded the 6 pm monorail for home.

Trudy and Justin had been shopping all afternoon for fall clothes to replace those which she had packed for him, but which we had just discovered that he had already grown out of.  They had taken the monorail to Senri-Chuo and gone to the store where I had gotten my clothes before- Uni Qlo, a sort of Japanese Gap, which I had just learned to pronounce from Pei (the q gets pronounced as “ku”).  Justin had also gone to the store and picked up the ingredients to make spaghetti, which Trudy had then made for dinner.  The “Wizard of Oz” came on later as the English movie de jour, which the kids watched- while Trudy and I went to bed early.

October 9- Brennan’s Field Trip

Brennan left the house at 8, since the 6th graders at Brennan’s school were going to Nara on a field trip and he had to be there early.  I, however, waited around the house since Justin had asked if I could meet with his principal to see if his cousin could accompany him to school when he came in November.  His principal was mostly concerned about insurance and liability, but thought that the plan sounded like a good idea, assuming these issues could be cleared up.  Since she was planning on going to the store later in the day, I walked with Trudy to the Post Office when it opened, at 9, to show her how to withdraw cash from the ATM machine there.

I took the 9:40 bus in to work, arriving around 10 am.  I started the enzyme digestions of my “rescued” sample right away and later talked to Kiyoe about our plan to analyze our samples using the analytical ultracentrifuge.  Since I had good material from my reconstitutions using the Hela histones, we decided that I should start with those.  Our plan was to compare chromosome folding which was induced by B4, the embryonic linker histone, with that induced by H1, the linker histone found in adult cells.  I therefore added each of these histones to respective samples of chromosome and incubated them for a while at room temperature, then for an hour on ice.  When the incubations were done, it was time to deliver the samples to the Institute for Protein Research, IPR, on the other end of campus.

The fancy ultracentrifuge machine was housed at IPR, as was the technician, Sakari-san, who actually ran the machine.  Kiyoe drove me across campus; my samples safely stored in a small cooler, Sakari-san would then run the samples on the machine the following day.  I caught the bus home from the Engineering campus stop, which was much closer to IPR than the Medical School stop.  The family met me at the Toyonaka campus once I had arrived, and we walked to Cha Cha’s to have dinner, for the second time in only three days.  Trudy had not made it to the store after all, since it didn’t work out for her to get a ride from Yuko, as originally planned.  The kids had picked Cha Cha’s, hands down, over the rest of the possibilities.  I wondered how much Indian food we would eat once we returned to America.  

Brennan reported on his field trip at dinner, saying that he had a great time- one of the few times he would say this about school.  He had loved walking through the gardens, seeing the ancient buildings, and especially petting the deer that roamed free in Nara.  He hardly had time to eat; he had so much to report on from his experience.  His class had gone to see Houryugi temple, where Buddhism first got its start in Japan and which contained the oldest wooden buildings in the world, dating back to the 7th century.  They had eaten lunch at the site of the old Imperial Palace, from when Nara was capital of Japan (the capital had later moved to Kyoto, and finally to Tokyo).  Last, the kids had visited Todaiji Temple, which contained a 50 foot statue of Buddha, the largest gilt-bronze statue in the world.  Brennan said that he definitely wanted to return to Nara, taking the rest of us with him the next time.

We walked home through the cool fall air and soon turned in for the night.

October 10- Ultracentrifuge

I arrived into work just in time to load a gel with my digested samples and to hurry to journal club- which proved to be just as impossible to understand as usual.  The gel finished running just before lunch, at which time I discovered that my “rescued” sample was anything but- it looked worse than it had before I added more histones to it!  I suspected that I had overdone it and had now added too much histone.  I thus devised a plan to perform three more reconstitutions: one with a 1.9:1 histone to DNA ratio, since 1.8 had proved to be under reconstituted, one with a lower ratio but with the competitor DNA added (adding more of both, since I expected recovery of the chromosomes to be bad), as well as a new rescued sample with less histones added than in the first attempt.  

We had been informed that our samples would be finished running in the ultracentrifuge by 4:30, so we went to IPR to retrieve them at that time.  The data looked promising: the chromosomes which contained the linker histones had folded up to some degree, as expected.  We couldn’t, however, detect any differences in their ability to compact the chromosomes- but Kiyoe thought we might still see a difference if we added less histone.  We retrieved the samples that had been run in the machine, and returned to lab so I could process them for the next day.  I spent two hours precipitating the chromosomes, resuspending them in new buffer, and adding more of the linker histones, before placing them in the refrigerator and catching the last bus home.

Trudy had finally made it to the store with Yuko, and had made fried rice with beef for dinner.  We watched an episode of “The Office”, and then had a family Bible devotional together, since I had left work too late to get to church in time.  Justin then went through his notes of what he wanted to say during his school presentations, while I listened with eyes closed- worn out from the day.  Finally, at 10:40, I suggested that we go to bed and that he continue to work on his talk in the morning.

October 11- Justin’s Presentation

I woke up a little late- at 6:50, and got Justin up as soon as possible.  One hour later, when he was finally ready, he made some last minute changes to his talk on my work laptop.  Since I needed to get to work to deliver the samples to IPR, I had him switch to the house laptop a little after 8.  After I left, he had troubles saving the file he was working on and left for school both late and worried that he had somehow lost his presentation.  Justin was to give a talk on our summer travels a total of four times- once to each third grade class.  Half of these presentations had been scheduled for this particular day.  

I got in close to 9 am, and just had time to finish prepping the samples before I walked them over to the IPR.  The only concern that we had was that the concentration of the samples had dropped by about half, while we had counted on nearly 100% recovery.  In addition to the two Hela histone reconstitutions with more of their respective linker histones added, I also included a sample of my best recombinant (purified after being expressed in bacteria) histone reconstitution, the original 1.75:1 ratio sample that I had not been able to reproduce since.

Back at the lab, I worked on changing the dialysis buffer for my latest attempt to get good recombinant reconstitutions and also ran gels to determine where the missing chromosomes had gone following the ultracentrifugation run.  Following their completion, my best guess was that, like the chromosomes in a typical reconstitution using competitor DNA, they had simply failed to resuspend after being spun out of solution.  After realizing that reusing the samples as I had done, although it promised to save on material, was going to pose a problem, I started a new Hela histone-containing reconstitution- this time using four times the amount I had used previously.  I was determined to produce enough samples for at least another week of ultracentrifuge runs.

Before I left for the day, Kiyoe stopped by with some bad news.  Preliminary results from the ultracentrifuge revealed that, unlike the two samples to which I had added more linker histone, my best recombinant sample had not formed compact chromosomes in the presence of salt- something seemed wrong with it.  As I rode the 6:15 bus home, I tried to hold out hope that my new recombinant samples would prove to be useful, but worried that, they too, had some hidden flaw in them that would prevent their use in my studies.

Justin had more encouraging news when I arrived- despite his earlier technical problems, his talks had worked out fine- the school ended up having an overhead projector from which he could show the map he had been trying to insert into his presentation.  He told us about his successful presentations over the pancake dinner that Trudy had fixed.  Strangely enough, the kids in both classes had asked the same two questions that had come up in Brennan’s talk: “what was his favorite country?” as well as “how much did the trip cost?”  Justin had been a little dismayed that kids his age didn’t have any more sophisticated questions for him concerning his talk.

After that, it was Brennan’s turn to work on a project.  He had to write a paper about the day they went to the play and the impressions that it left on him.  I helped him with it, but it was slow going, since he said that he didn’t understand what happened in the play.  He finally finished and soon the family had retired to their beds.

October 12- Burdock Roots

I left on the early bus so I could get my dialysis of the Hela histones, as well as my enzyme digestion of the recombinant histones started as soon as possible.  This made for a long, but not particularly exciting, day at work, which ended with me changing the buffer for the last time as well as loading a gel (a little early) with my digested samples, along with the chromosomes to which I had bound the linker histones for analysis using the ultracentrifuge.  It was important at this point to establish that they had actually bound, now that we had obtained some data concerning the ability of the chromosomes to fold up.  

I took the 6:55 bus home and joined the family for a dinner of fried burdock root and steamed rice with vegetables.  Trudy had enjoyed burdock root, which have the shape of a flower (with holes through it) when sliced, with the Japanese women when they got together- and had asked what it was.  She had then picked it up at the store and had fixed it for dinner on this particular evening.  I commented that burdock root was one thing that we would definitely not be eating if we were in America just then.  It was very good, even the kids ate it without complaint. 

Justin had given another presentation at school and the kids had asked him the same exact questions, he had one more to give the following Monday before he was done.  Brennan was bewailing the return of Roderick, his Australian interpreter, who had been away on vacation until recently.  Brennan didn’t mesh well with Roderick’s personality and was of the opinion that Roderick actually did very little that was helpful to him, while his presence cut into time when Brennan could be reading a book.  Brennan, however, did like Noriko, who was now coming two days a week, on two days that Roderick could not be there.  It was only on Wednesdays, which were usually short days anyway, that Brennan was completely on his own.

We watched the rest of “Beaches” together, which the family had already started before I got home from work.  It was yet another chick flick that was among the new batch of movies Trudy had gotten from Yuko and has been retilted “Friends Forever” for marketing in Japan.  Trudy liked it, but the rest of us made fun of it any chance we got.  After the main character had died, signaling the end of the movie, we all went to bed.

October 13- Shopping Spree

I took the monorail in to work at 9:30 in order to develop the gel I had run overnight.  While the fractions that I had submitted to ultracentrifugation looked as expected, my new reconstitutions using the recombinant histones were hard to interpret.  There really wasn’t enough material on the gel to make a good call, but what I could see didn’t look very promising.  I put the scan on Kiyoe’s desk and returned home.

The family was waiting for me when I arrived home at 11:30, since we had agreed to go shopping together in Umeda.  We first went to Yodobashi Camera, the huge shopping mall next door to the train station, and had lunch at “Vie de France”.  Trudy and I then shopped for a watch for her, while the kids headed up a few floors to the gaming area.  When the two of us were done, we retrieved Justin from the video game section and Brennan from the drum machines.  We all continued up a couple more floors to Uni Qlo, where we got more sweat clothes for Justin.

After leaving the mall, we headed to a huge book store (the only one we know of that has a section with English books) which was located in the train station itself.  Justin wanted to spend a gift certificate that some church members had given him for his birthday.  Trudy got a number of books as well, however Brennan couldn’t find any that interested him that he had not already read.  It was not until we were on the train home that Justin discovered one of the pages in his book was ripped.  We said that we would have to return the next day in order to exchange it.

Trudy made marinated steak for dinner, along with potatoes and eggplant.  We were all worn out from our day of shopping, so we took it easy the rest of the evening.

October 14- Sushi and Karaoke

Justin and I got up early and left by 9:30, so we could stop by the bookstore on our way to church and exchange his torn book.  We worried that they might think that we had torn it, but the person behind the counter spoke English and gave us no difficulties in exchanging the book.  In fact, we actually made money in the process, since the book we exchanged the damaged one for was marked 16 yen cheaper, even though they were identical.

We met Trudy and Brennan at church, where a charcoal salesman from Indonesia who was just passing through town on business was visiting.  Because he did not speak any Japanese, he sat near us in the English translation section.  I told him that I didn’t think we used much Indonesian charcoal in America, and that he might think of branching out in that direction. After service, a group of people, the Indonesian visitor included, were headed to the typical kaiten sushi place for lunch- so we accompanied them there.  

Following lunch, someone suggested that we all go to a karaoke box and continue to hang out.  Unlike in America, where most karaoke is done on a stage in a lounge or bar, the most common form of karaoke in Japan is a group of people renting out a small private room and singing there.  This set-up greatly allayed Trudy’s initial concerns about singing in front of a group of strangers, so we decided to take part in the experience.  Ten of us thus went to an entertainment complex near Mikuni station, a whole floor of which was dedicated to karaoke.

We rented a room for two hours, which included unlimited soft drinks, for about 500 yen per person, which was pretty reasonable, considering the drinks alone would have cost about this much.  We then took turns singing songs, mostly in English, with a few Japanese favorites thrown in as well.  We programmed the songs using a remote, and when the one that a given person had chosen came up on the screen- it was time to grab a mic and go for it!  Our family was a big hit, singing a number of solos as well as duets to songs by such diverse artists as Prince, the Dixie Chicks, and Marilyn Manson.

After our time was up, the group was still not done having fun- we all just moved down to the basement arcade which was found in the same building.  There, all the girls crowded into a booth to get purikura.  Meanwhile, the kids sat across, but out of sight from, one another and battled each other in a martial arts video game.  Unlike an arcade in America, where you would expect to find only kids, the establishment where we were at housed mostly grown men, who apparently came to the arcade to unwind.  In such a perpetually polite society, there must be something therapeutic about coming to the arcade after a hard day to electronically kick the stuffing out of a complete stranger who sat across from you, hidden by a bank of machines.  Justin was getting pummeled on this particular day; Brennan went on to beat him four times in a row.

By 5 pm, our group of friends was ready to call it an afternoon.  About half of us walked to the train station together, and then separated as our respective trains whisked us away in different directions.  We took it easy at home, of course, after all that excitement.  Later on, we ate a simple dinner of peanut butter sandwiches, since we had eaten such a big lunch.  About 8 pm, I decided that I had better go back to work to start a new enzyme digestion, this time using more material to get conclusive results.  Justin said that he would go with me, so we took the monorail to my laboratory and back.  We arrived home around 10 and went to bed shortly after that.

October 15- Bag of Books

I got in early and developed my gel right away.  The results looked much more promising than on my last attempt: all three of the new recombinant histone reconstitutions were passable, even if they were a little dilute.  The Hela histone reconstitution also looked fine, perhaps a little over-reconstituted, but useable nonetheless.  By afternoon, I had pooled two of the recombinant samples (both with and without competitor DNA) in order to have enough material for an ultracentrifugation run and submitted these, along with my “rescued” sample and the new Hela reconstitution, to IPR for analysis.  I returned to the lab in time for group meeting and then headed home when it let out around 6 pm.

We all walked to Gyoza no Osho for dinner, where Trudy ordered something she had never tried before- sliced pork over udon noodles.  I was also feeling daring, so I tried sweet and sour pork along with my gyoza.  The kids, however, stuck with their old standby:  a karage set for Justin and a fried rice set for Brennan.  Brennan told us about his day at school- they had done calligraphy, which he really enjoyed.  He had written “world peace” in kanji.  Also, his teacher had noticed that he had run out of books lately, so she went to the library of another school and brought back a whole bag of English books.  He had picked out “Matilda”, by Roald Dahl but then was forced to pick another book after reading the entire thing before school got out.  He had settled on “The Hobbit”, which we thought might hold him for a while.

We walked home from the restaurant and lounged around the house until it was time to go to bed.

October 16- Problems Folding

I took the early bus in to work, even though there was little I could do until I heard back from Sakari-san at IPR.  I managed to keep myself occupied until after lunch, when we finally heard from her.  The news was not good for my recombinant samples.  Although they were both concentrated enough for analysis, neither of them had budged in my folding assays.  This meant that there had to be something wrong with the histones themselves, and not just an isolated sample here or there.  The new reconstitution using the Hela histones, however, had folded up just as expected.  I was surprisingly upbeat after learning that my months of work on recombinant histones had not produced the desired results.  The nice thing about nature is that things are the way they are, it doesn’t really matter if they behave the way you expect them to.  Scientists dedicate their lives to uncovering the truth, and sometimes- the truth hurts.  

I was excited about binding the linker histones to the Hela reconstitutions to see if I could repeat Kiyoe’s observations.  I bound three different amounts of the two different histones and took the six samples to IPR after the 90 minutes of incubation was up.  Now, I just had to wait for the results from these samples.  When I returned to my lab, I loaded fractions of each of these samples on a gel to run overnight in order to make sure that the histones really bound.  I then caught the 5:15 bus for home.

When I arrived, the family wanted to pick up some pizza for dinner.  Trudy had been ill all day and had therefore not made it to the store yet.  Justin and I walked to Chicago Delighta, making sure that we specified that we would indeed pick our pizza up, and then walked to Server to get a variety of drinks.  The family watched the latest episode of “The Office” on my computer as we ate our dinner.  Justin had given the last of his series of presentations on our trip earlier in the day, this time for his class.  He was glad to be done with his series of lectures and was also excited to report that he would be off on Thursday and Friday because of testing.  His teacher thought it would be silly for him to come in and take tests that he couldn’t understand.  We took it easy the rest of the evening and then went to bed.

October 17- The Waiting Game

I woke up at 7 am and had to hurry to catch the 8:20 bus to get to journal club in time.  The report was on how the West Nile Virus perturbs the cholesterol in the cells which it infects.  Afterward, I stained and developed my gel that had run overnight.  It looked good- the linker histones had bound to the chromosomes as expected and thereby shifted the corresponding bands up the gel.  Now, it was just a matter of waiting for my ultracentrifuge results.  By afternoon, Sakari-san did call, but only to say that she needed more buffer to use as a blank in the ultracentrifuge.  When I walked some over to her, she said that she was about to run one set of samples that afternoon and another set overnight.

I left the lab at 5:30 and met Justin one hour later at Mikuni.  We had dinner together at the Chinese restaurant in the station; we both figured that it might be a while before the rest of the family would want Chinese food, after our experiences on the boat and on the train.  There wasn’t any specific lesson planned for midweek service, instead we talked about what future services should include.  The church members who were present were very interested in the way things were done in our church back in America, and asked many questions about what we did for services.  Afterwards, Tomoya, Yuko’s husband, gave us a ride home.

When we arrived, we discovered that Brennan was not feeling good, he had a sore throat, along with a cold.  Luckily, it had been a short day at school for him, but even that had been hard for him to make it through.  We gave him some medicine and put him to bed, then the rest of us headed to bed as well.

October 18- Still Waiting…

Brennan was feeling worse when he got up, so we called Noriko, who was due in to his school sometime that morning, to say that he wouldn’t be in and to ask if she could convey the message to the school.  Trudy and Justin, however, were still planning on attending a buffet lunch with the women’s devotional group, along with their kids.  Justin had this, as well as the following day, off school.

I went in to work, where I patiently awaited word from Sakari-san concerning the fate of my samples.  In the meantime, I decided that it was time to start working full-force on my fourth writing assignment, the review about linker histones, which was due at the end of the month.  Kiyoe stopped by in the afternoon to say that she had emailed Sakari-san, but had still not heard from her.  She saw me working on the review, and told me that the deadline had changed and that it really wasn’t due until the end of November.  While I was happy to hear this, in a way I wished that she hadn’t told me, since I knew I would then be tempted to procrastinate on the project even further.  She did, however, want a rough draft of the paper before she left for a meeting in Denmark in a week’s time- providing me with a motivational deadline once again.

As it neared 6 pm with still no word from Sakari-san, I decided to head for home.  Trudy had made barbeque pork chops, fried rice, and korroke for dinner.  Around 8 pm, since we had still not made it to the store, the three healthy members of our family decided to walk to Mandai.  We got there to find a sign on the door saying that it was closed for some reason- the second time that that had happened to me since I had been in Japan!  Justin and I decided we would walk to Ishibashi to do some shopping, so we parted ways with Trudy so she could return home to be with Brennan.

We walked to the train station and found a grocery store just a short distance beyond where we usually turned to take the train.  We ended up with three bags of groceries, and then headed to Mr. Donut.  We figured that we would need a little boost to get back home with the groceries, since the distance was at least three times the trip we would have taken from Mandai, had it been open.  We each had a donut, and Justin had a café au lait, then we ordered three more donuts to go, in case Trudy and Brennan wanted some.

It was nearing 10 pm when we returned home, so after we put the groceries away, everyone went to bed.

October 19- Results At Last

It was raining when I woke up.  I went in to get Brennan up at 7, in case he was feeling better.  He wasn’t- so I gave him some medicine and let him go back to bed.  The others were still asleep when I left the house a little before 8.  Since I didn’t have the number for Brennan’s school, I walked over there to let them know he wasn’t going to make it in for the second day in a row.  His assistant principal was sitting at a table in the office when I poked my head in.  “Today, my son is sick,” I said, in Japanese.  “Is it a cold?” he asked.  “Yes, and a sore throat,” I answered.  It wasn’t much, but I was felt good about being able to convey the necessary information.

Soon after I got in, Kiyoe stopped by- she had finally heard from Sakari-san.  There were no differences between the linker histones in the first four samples I had submitted.  The last two, however, were quite different from one another.  The H1 containing sample had opened up and relaxed the chromosome some, while the B4 containing sample had remained the same.  It wasn’t exactly what we expected- but it was good to see some difference between them.  What we really wanted to see happen next was for higher amounts of both linker histones to compact the chromosomes, as they were known to do.

Even though the next time the ultracentrifuge would be available wouldn’t be until the following Tuesday morning, I mixed an even larger amount of each linker histone with their respective reconstituted chromosomes so they could bind and be ready for analysis then.  Since we could have three samples analyzed at once, I also took some frog histone H1 and mixed it with some of my sample, to make sure it would have the same reaction as the human version did.  

Since I was getting a little tired of the hot lunches from the co-op, I walked over to the restaurant near the school store and ordered karage for lunch.  I sat inside for the first time ever, since it was still raining heavily.  I had brought with me a couple of the papers that I needed to read in order to write the review article, so I read them as I ate.  I then spent the rest of the afternoon reading more papers, as well as discovering others that I thought I should look at as well.  Since I didn’t have any more experiments to do for the week, I took the 4:15 bus home.  The bus was so packed with people that I could barely squeeze on and ended up riding home pressed against the sliding door of the bus.  For the first time ever, there was a whole line of people behind me who couldn’t fit on the bus and had to wait 20 minutes until the next one came along.

The family was watching “The Godfather” when I got home.  When it finished, we made frozen pizza and chicken nuggets and watched the newest episode of “The Office”.  Brennan was feeling a little better; we hoped that he would be well enough to travel to Nara the next day, as we had planned.  Justin did the dishes after dinner, while Trudy worked on the communion message she was to give in church on Sunday.  It stopped raining around 9 pm, so Justin and I walked to Family Mart to get everyone ice cream.  We all went to bed around 10, so we could be rested up for a day of sightseeing.

October 20- Nara

We all woke up and got ready to leave by 8 am.  Just before we left, however, Brennan said that his throat still hurt and that he wanted to stay home for the day.  Since the rest of us really wanted to get out of the house, we decided to leave a cell phone for Brennan and check on him periodically throughout the day.  After all, Brennan had already seen most of the sights that we were planning to take in when he went on his school field trip.  Our friend Shohei called us when we reached the train station; we had planned to meet him in order to go sightseeing together.  Since he was running a little late, we agreed to hook up at our first stop.  

We took the train to Umeda and switched to a JR train that would take us to Horyuji.  Horyuji, like Mount Koya, was one of the original Buddhist enclaves in Japan.  It had the distinction of being home to the oldest wooden structures in the world, some of which dated to the 7th century.  By 10 am we had arrived at the station, but we just missed the bus to the compound.  Since the next one didn’t leave for another 20 minutes, we decided to take a taxi there.  The taxi followed right behind the bus we had missed for the entire 10 minute trip, but, since there were three of us, ended up costing about the same.

Horyuji had three buildings in its main courtyard: the oldest was Kondo, the main hall; there was also a five story pagoda as well as the Great Lecture Hall.  We really enjoyed walking around the whole complex; it was very peaceful and had the feel as if we were in medieval Japan.  The whole grounds were laid out perfectly, with beautiful gardens interspersed with majestic buildings, as well as a more modern museum which held some of the ancient treasures.  After 90 minutes of walking through the walled compound, we were ready to head to Nara itself.  Shohei had just arrived in Horyuji and had walked to meet us at the compound.

We took the bus back to the train station and caught a train for three more stops, getting off at Nara.  The four of us then walked to a nearby “vending machine” restaurant for lunch.  Justin had shrimp tempura with noodles, Trudy had marinated beef over rice, and I had spicy “Canton” flavored udon noodles.

After lunch, we took the bus to Nara Park, the site of the rest of the things we wanted to see that day.  First on our list was the Kasuga Grand Shrine, a Shinto shrine dating from the same period as Horyuji.  As we got off the bus, we saw our first of dozens of deer that we would encounter in the park.  Like Miyajima, Nara was known for its hordes of tame deer which roamed free, being fed, as well as pet, by visitors to the park.  The approach to the shrine was amazing in itself.  The entire path was lined with moss covered stone lanterns, which brought back images of the graveyard at Mount Koya.  As we neared the shrine, we saw a number of cute little boys and girls who were wearing kimonos and walking around the area with their parents.  Shohei explained to us that parents take their kids to the shrine on their 3rd, 5th, and 7th birthdays, since these were lucky numbers in Shintoism.  

When we arrived at the shrine, this wasn’t the only ceremony that was going on that day.  A full wedding party was there, with the bride wearing a traditional Japanese dress, complete with a large white hood which encompassed her head.  The whole party was assembling on the stairs as we entered the shrine, posing for wedding pictures.  After they had finished, we explored the rest of the shrine, which contained a 1000 year-old tree in its midst, as well as rows of bronze lanterns, 3,000 in all, counting the stone ones on the approach.  The tree, we read, was prominently featured in a famous painting of the shrine, which dated from the 1300’s, when the tree was still “young”.

We then decided to walk to Todaiji Temple, the most famous attraction in Nara.  On the way there, we stopped to visit with more deer as well as do some shopping along the main approach to the temple.  One couldn’t mistake that we were on the right track to get to Todaiji, due to the huge gate at the end of the road.  The gate was the largest we had ever seen, two to three times the size of Diamon, the gate we had seen at Mount Koya.  One thing that these two gates did have in common was the huge scary looking statues of gods, which presumably had been placed there for their protection.

Stepping through the gate, we saw Todaiji, the largest wooden structure in the world.  The temple was almost 190 feet long as well as over 160 feet tall, and was just as wide.  Inside this massive structure was a 50 foot tall Buddha, usually called Dai Butsu, or “Big Buddha”, by the Japanese.  The bronze statue was similar in size and pose to the one we had seen in Lantau Island.  It was massive, but still strangely dwarfed by Todaiji Temple itself.  We walked around it and saw a variety of other statues which were housed in the temple.  At one point, Justin crawled through a hole in a pillar which was said to be the same size as one of the nostrils of Dai Butsu, a process by which one reportedly received good luck. 

After leaving the temple, we did a little more shopping along the approach to Todaiji, Justin and I ordered some ice cream (I had chestnut flavor), and I seized the opportunity to pet more deer.  We then walked to a train station which belonged to a private rail company, called Kintetsu, and took that train to Namba.  There, we took the subway to Umeda and then parted ways for a while with Justin and Shohei.  Shohei needed to do some shopping, so we had agreed to split up and meet for dinner at Cha Cha’s in one hour’s time. We also called Brennan, who was feeling somewhat better and agreed to meet us there as well.

At 6:30, we all assembled for our favorite Indian food.  Biim was able to guess what all of us wanted to order, with the exception of Shohei and myself, since it was his first time and I was the only one in the family that tended to order something different each time we went.  We had a nice meal and then walked home through the breezy cool air.  We watched a little T.V., generally took it easy, and all went to bed rather early. 

October 21- Trudy’s Sharing

We got up early and put some rice and vegetables in the rice maker, so we could bring the dish to church later.  We were having a communion service where we shared a meal together, but this service was a special one, since Trudy had been asked to share about her relationship with God over the years, as well as the challenges that she had faced, both inside and outside of Japan.  I made buttermilk pancakes for breakfast, since Justin and I had mistakenly bought two cartons of buttermilk when we had gone to the store- a fact that I did not realize until I poured a bowl of cereal for Brennan the previous morning and he had complained about the taste.  When I had tasted it myself, the problem had immediately became apparent to me. 

We left the house a little after 10 and walked to the train station.  Once there, Justin and I proposed a race- we would take the express train, which required switching at Juso and heading back in the other direction for one stop on a local train, while Trudy and Brennan would take a local from the start and meet us at Mikuni.  Despite our best efforts, Justin and I arrived in Mikuni a few minutes after the other two, learning that “slow and steady” really did win the race.  Trudy did a great job sharing- she had worked out what she was going to say and emailed the entire thing to Fiona, so she would be ready to translate it for the church.  Trudy’s sharing was followed by Takashi, who talked about being arrested in May for allegedly groping someone on the subway and the need to trust in God to prove his innocence during his continuing legal struggles.

After the two of them had spoken, we took communion together and then sang some songs and had a few announcements to close the service.  After that, we brought out all the food and once again had a feast together as a church.  We were happy to see that our rice dish was well received and that it disappeared quickly, we were also pleased to partake in the other excellent food that was being served.  When we were all finished, Takashi and Tsuneko drove us to Costco, where we stocked up on all the things that we were in need of.  One thing that particularly interested us was buying tortillas, refried beans, and shredded cheese to make burritos- all of which we split with our chauffeurs, since the packages were way too large for one family to eat, or even to store in a typical Japanese house.

We arrived home around 5:30, and subsequently made the burritos, our first real taste of Mexican food since coming to Japan, no thanks to Los Incas- which never seemed to be opened when we dropped by.  After dinner, we enjoyed real cheesecake for dessert, something else that we had discovered could only be found at Costco.  The English movie was “Collateral”, about a taxi driver who spends the night driving a hit man around L.A., which the boys and I watched.  Trudy, however, was not particularly interested in the film, so she went to bed after a while.
October 22- The Outline

The kids were finally headed back to school after a four day weekend- Brennan because of illness and Justin because of tests.  I left right before Brennan did in order to catch the 8:10 bus.  Once I arrived at work, I got started on writing an outline which summarized what I had learned from reading scientific papers and laid out what I wanted to say in my review paper.  I had still not discussed with Kiyoe exactly what I wanted to write about, so I figured that an outline was a first step to putting down some of my thoughts on paper.  Kiyoe stopped by in the morning and saw that I was writing the outline, but I was determined not to discuss any details with her until it was finished- unless she asked about it first.  

The process of writing the outline took most of the day; I did pause in the afternoon, however, to deliver my latest linker histone binding experiments to the IPR in order to be analyzed.  Upon my return, I poured a gel in order to test the binding of the histones to my chromosomes.  I was so absorbed in my work; I almost forgot to go to group meeting.  I ended up slipping in about 15 minutes late, while the first speaker was presenting his results.  The second speaker was Kiyoe, who summarized her latest work involving Wolf-Hirschorn syndrome.  After the meeting had ended, I loaded my samples on the gel, started it running in the cold room overnight, and then caught the 6:35 bus home.

Trudy had hamburgers, fries, as well as mixed Japanese vegetables ready for dinner.  She had found out that our German neighbors were getting a divorce and that the wife was leaving for home later in the week.  Trudy felt really bad for their situation, as did I.  We were happy, however, to hear that Brennan had experienced a good day- he enjoyed lunch, especially the cheddar soup that they had served, and had played the drums in music for a song about Icarus flying too close to the sun.  He had also taken a test in math, which he reported had been relatively easy. 

After dinner, the kids and I were watching the final baseball playoffs between the Red Socks and the Indians.  Justin, however, already knew the outcome, since Trudy had watched the same game earlier in the day, closer to the time it had actually been played- so we quickly lost interest. I soon went back to work on my outline, finishing it about 10:30.  I had summarized the findings from 40 papers that I was planning to discuss in my review as well as organized what I was planning to write.

October 23- Five Month Park

I went over my outline with Kiyoe when she got in, she liked my ideas for the literature review and encouraged me to get started writing the real article.  One thing that she did ask about it was what kind of figures I planned on including, which I proceeded to describe to her in general terms but then, after I returned to my desk, thought in more detail what they would look like.  I searched around for a picture of the structure of the H1 protein and, when I finally found one, worked on mapping out the sites where the protein could be chemically modified, a main topic of the paper I was about to write.  I also consolidated the data from three different papers on the subject into one diagram, something else that I needed to do to produce the figure I had in mind.  All this time, I was also waiting to hear from Sakari-san regarding my latest batch of samples that she had analyzed by ultracentrifugation.

By afternoon, I could put off the actual paper writing no longer- I sat down and wrote a 250 word introduction- not much, but it was a start.  When 5:45 rolled around with still no word from Sakari-san, I decided to take the next bus home.  There, Trudy had made bulgogi- another of the meals we had picked up from Costco over the weekend.  Over dinner, Brennan reported on another fun day.  There had been a going away party for one of the girls in his class, who was moving.  They played tag as well as “sharks and minnows” and had had a lot of fun.

After we ate, I suggested to Trudy that the two of us take a walk.  I had been wanting to walk over to see a park in Ikeda, the next town over from ours.  We walked to Ishibashi and took the train north, away from Osaka, for one stop.  There, we walked through a mostly deserted covered shopping arcade in the direction that I thought we should be going.  Sure enough, after a little while, we began to see signs for the park, which I did not know the name of, but whose kanji translated as “5 Month Park”, or “5 Moons Park”, or simply “May Park”, since all of these would use the same kanji.  I preferred the first choice, since I had been in Japan for a little over 5 months at this point, and it therefore seemed like an appropriate destination.  

We soon found ourselves at the bottom of a steep staircase that led up to a playground built onto the side of a hill.  The playground had an exceedingly long slide, which I went down, but otherwise was not too out of the ordinary.  A map at the far end of the playground showed that there was a zoo (which was particularly known for its wombats, judging from the photos of wombats in the train station, as well as the bronze wombats which had lined the shopping arcade), as well as a number of shrines and temples in the park, farther on.  But since it was getting late, we decided to go back.

One we had returned to Ishibashi, we stopped by the store that Justin and I had gone to the previous week to pick up some frozen vegetables, since we had discovered that this was the best source of them in our area.  Once we had walked home again, I was very tired and, although I had intended to work some more on my paper, ended up going to bed around 9:30.

