Monday

It’s my turn for office greeting, or aisatsu, this week. That fact doesn’t cross my mind until I’m at the office and have less than five minutes to come up with an amusing little tidbit in Japanese. Aisatsu is far from my mind as I roll out of my warm futon and crawl to the heater. It’s 7am and 45 degrees inside my house. If I hit start on my talking heater now, the room will be tolerable by the time I step dripping from the shower. I turn the taps to start the water flowing through the pipes. Afraid of freezing the uninsulated plumbing in last night’s sub-freezing weather, I drained the pipes before I went to sleep. Coffee maker switch to “on.” After four months I’ve finally found decent coffee beans. I step into the shower. Steam rises. The tiles numb my feet for an instant before the hot water brings warmth. 

I eat a quick breakfast of eggs and potatoes while listening to NPR over the internet. I glance at the clock. It’s time. I check. The heater is off. Pipes are drained. I dress in snowboard clothes and open my door to a blizzard. Ice blankets the streets and gale-force wind blows wet snow down the collar of my jacket. Due to liability concerns, I am not allowed to drive to or from work, no matter the weather. In Japan, my behavior is not just mine alone. If I get into an accident on the way to work, it is the fault of my supervisors, my department, and the town office.

Arriving at the office, I’m greeted by one person after another. “Ohayoo gozaimasu” they cheerfully say, not betraying their true desires to be home in bed. Chiaki, the designated coffee maker, is washing cups and brewing the first pot. She’ll make more coffee during the day, serving it to each person who’s contributed to the office coffee fund. She teases me about my aisatsu duties. A topic quickly jumps to mind: it’s snowing again, after 2 weeks of sunny spring-like weather. The bell rings, and I step in front of eight expectant faces. Stumbling over my 8am Japanese, I exhort everyone to be careful on the icy roads. I suggest we be thankful for the spring we’ve had and be patient for its return. 

Greetings done, my coworker and I look at our teaching schedule for the day. Only two elementary school classes. We junken (rock, paper, scissors in Japanese) for choice of class. I win, and choose the afternoon class. My morning will be spent working on articles. 

I say hello to my plants. Half the cilantro died over the weekend, murdered by little black fruit flies. I spend a couple of minutes devising a miniature greenhouse to protect my fledgling herbs. 

I glance at my calendar. Nothing pressing other than Hood River News articles. Wednesday night is adult English conversation class (eikawa). Last week’s class was my responsibility, so I’m off the hook. Next week we start the intensive English class for the Junior High students going to Hood River. Kevin’s responsibility. This leaves me free to do as I wish. I leave for vacation in three weeks, so I have several articles to write. Written into my contract are 20 days of international vacation a year and endless hours of comp time. I already went to Taiwan for three weeks, and now I’m off to Seattle, Maui and Omaezaki (Japan’s windsurf Mecca) for another 3-week trip.

On my desk is a pile of surveys from the Junior High group. My idea is to write an article about these kids so Hood River residents will have grounds for conversation with the kids. I spend my morning working on this article. The words are slow in coming.  

At lunchtime, I order in, a bento box, 550 yen, and eat at my desk while I organize legally downloaded music files and think of topics for my website. Today’s bento includes three little salads in tinfoil muffin cups: spinach sautéed with crushed peanuts, pasta salad and rice noodles with carrots. Also in the box is half a smoked fish, two fried balls of ground octopus, picked daikon and carrots, a very thin slice of well-done fatty pork, half a hard-boiled egg, half a mandarin orange, a little shredded cabbage and a cup-and-a-half of rice topped with black sesame seeds and a pickled mini plum. Chopsticks are included.

The end-of-lunch bell chimes. My lesson book sits open on the desk in front of me. Shobukawa Elementary 3rd grade. Nice kids, scary principal. I’ll teach them the names of professions. Charades and Jeopardy, fun activities, drive the words into the kids’ brains. Rote memorization is at the core of Japanese school programs, so I try to make my class different and fun. Twenty minutes of planning passes quickly. I pull on snowboots and jacket, and head downstairs to meet my driver. He’s late, so I’m late, but the 3rd grade teacher is later. She tosses my well-laid plans to the wind, and decides to review pronunciation of random words. The kids have clearly mastered the material already, so I work in a few new phrases: “How ‘bout you,” “me too,” and “later dude.” The last thrills the kids. Even the teacher says, “Later dude,” to me at the end of class. 

I return to the office, where my desk is buried beneath a clutter of surveys, dictionaries, and germinating seeds. It’s 3:30, and the vending machine with its 110 yen Diet Coke is calling my name. At 4:15 I look up from typing this, and my eyes are treated to a raging blizzard. Wind like this in Hood River would be a call to windsurfing. Here, it inspires thoughts of movie-watching. 

Around 4:30 everyone relaxes. My coworkers chat across their desks. Silence gives way to intermittent laughter. I burn a CD for Kakarichou, my supervisor. This is international exchange – we can’t talk, but we can exchange our culture on silvery discs filled with music. “What’s this?” he says. “A cd,” I reply. He laughs. “It’s music,” my metrosexual neighbor calls across the desk. Kakarichou gives the disc a skeptical look. My last suggestion, K & D Sessions, didn’t suite his tastes at all. Maybe this, the Gypsy Kings’ greatest hits, will be better.

It’s five. The bell rings – Japanese life is dictated by bells They ring, the same tones, at schools and offices. Time to trudge home through the blizzard.

Tuesday

The aisatsu is a way of bringing the office together for a moment before we are divided by our separate tasks. I talk about how the Olympics are wonderful because they bring the diverse people of a country together in a united common purpose. Very Japanese. We sit down. There are no cubicles in Japan; Desks are arranged in rows. We face each other across the desks. Although conversation is rare, we at least know all our coworkers.

After twenty minutes of chatter and banter, our department falls silent except for the clicking of computer keys. Tatsuro stares into his brand new Macintosh screen. “Sugei!” he proclaims, marveling at the increase in speed over his nine-year-old PowerPC. He’ll be in the office later than everyone, working on the town newsletter. Chiaki, the ends of her dyed-brown hair curled and still damp from the shower, peers at a document covered in red stamps. She signals me. “March and April are times of change here,” she says. “Many people’s jobs will change at the beginning of April.” In Japan, people are rotated through jobs without control and without foreknowledge. The town newsletter publisher may become a member of the Agricultural department, and my supervisor may transfer to the town’s cultural center. People may request a transfer, but their appeals carry little weight. Elementary school teachers suffer a similar fate. They are tossed from one school to another, landing randomly like cards in a game of 52-card pickup. These transfers are thought to promote understanding of the entire town government and education systems. “Is everyone worried?” I ask. “There’s nothing we can do, so we just wait,” she replies, her voice betraying her stoic words. Silence descends again. 

I wander off to look at the weather forecast on the old computer at the end of the hall. Cold and snowy all week. I stop at the restroom. Outside the door are two light switches with glowing LEDs. Red light means “don’t enter.” I come back five minutes later. Green light. I enter, flipping the switch to red as I do. Japanese prefer to use the restroom alone, out of hearing range, whenever possible. Many public toilets have imitation flush sound buttons to cover noises and obviate embarrassment. Hence the red light/green light system at the office.

I spend the morning researching Brazil. Each month, the town newsletter, in an effort to encourage internationalization, publishes an article about a different country. Carnival coverage filled the news yesterday, so I’ve chosen to write about Brazil this month. 

The bell for lunch rings. I pull on my jacket and walk home. A care package from my parents arrived today. Chocolate and underwear. A little late for Valentine’s Day, but not too late to amuse me. I ride my bike back to the office on dry streets in a biting wind.

We don’t have many classes this week. The end of March marks the beginning of graduation season for Japanese schools. Our elementary schools are on vacation starting this week, so we won’t teach much until the school year starts in April. My day is spent working on articles until the heat of the office makes me too sleepy to continue. 

I daydream. My friend Seth is coming for dinner tomorrow night. What will I cook for him? The only thing he won’t eat is squid, so calamari pasta is out. Carbonara is my standby. If I want to impress, I’ll bake bread as well. Chocolate from a care package can become a flourless chocolate cake. I’m getting carried away. He’s a good friend, but I’m working an eleven-hour day tomorrow. 

I work on my website. The minutes tick off the clock. The sun shines through the west-facing windows, and someone closes the blinds. 

I give up on work for the day, lean back in my chair and wait for the bell to ring. 

Wednesday

Outside my window this morning, a light dusting of snow covers my car, the sidewalk and the street. I’ll have to walk to work. No bicycle today. When I arrive, I glance at the readerboard in the Town Office entrance. 441 centimeters of snow so far this year. 

I turn the page on my calendar. It is the first of March here, still February in Hood River. At the beginning of each month, the mayor gives a speech to the assembled town employees. Thirteen lines of suited men and two lines of office-garbed women face the raised stage. The mayor speaks slowly, enunciating his words in Tsugaru-ben, the local dialect. Bored listeners sway back and forth, their hands clasped in front of them. Like people anywhere, the audience makes fun of the mayor’s long, tedious speeches after he finishes. For me, the best part about the mayor’s speech is that it saves me from giving my department’s morning greeting. I am off the hook for a day. 

Chiaki says to me, “Every year Tsuruta students study English before they go to Hood River. Why don’t Hood River students study Japanese before they come here?” Long pause. When Japanese want something done, they often don’t ask for it directly. They make a statement and the listener interprets the desire. “How about I make a phrasebook and CD of simple Japanese for the kids,” I suggest. “That’s a great idea. Thank you,” she smiles, obviously pleased that I understood her hint.

I teach two classes today. The first is to a group of fifteen 4-year-olds at a kindergarten, and the second is to a 6th grade elementary class. Kindergarten class lasts forty-five minutes, during which I teach the names of bugs: cockroach, mosquito and lice among others. To the 6th graders, I teach professions. They introduce each other to the class: “This is Emi. She wants to be a baseball player.” “This is Kenji. He wants to be a monkey.” They seem positively unamused by the end of class, so I teach them “Yo, what’s up,” encouraging them to say it to my coworker when she visits. They understand that this is a bit bad, so readily learn the phrase. I also teach “Say what?” having the kids speak to me in incomprehensible local Japanese dialect so I can respond. 

Tsugaru-ben, the Japanese spoken in this part of Japan, is incomprehensible to even native speakers of Japan. Even with a college minor in Japanese, I am still at a loss when listening to old-timers. Tsurgaru-ben sounds like a drunken wino talking with a full mouth. Incidentally, talking with a full mouth is not particularly rude in Japan. In July, all the local Westerners will put on a Tsugaru-ben talent show for residents of Tsuruta. 

Thursday

I forget to drink my coffee this morning. As I’m brushing my teeth, I glance over and see the orange light on my coffee maker. I pressed the on switch, and in my rush to cook breakfast and get ready for work, the coffee slipped my mind. Not a good way to start the day. 

Snow mixed with rain is falling on the slushy streets. By the time I reach the office, dirty puddles reflect the sun and broken clouds. At this morning’s aisatsu, I talk about Burlington Northern’s attempt to put in a second set of tracks at Doug’s Beach. I say that I think it’s important we protect our recreational areas, and I say that it’s a shame that Mt. Fuji is blighted by tourism stands and odors from outhouses. 

At nine, I head to Tsuruta Nyuyogien. Nyuyogien’s philosophy is to let the kids run wild and play for most of the day. They’re the friendliest of the kids I teach. Foreigners don’t scare them at all – their favorite game is “Dogpile Temira Sensei.” They also all have ADHD. I can usually teach them a few words before I have to resort to playing a game. Today I bring the bug flashcards. When Mary or I make new cards, we tend to use them a lot at first. Many of these kids know a fair bit of vocabulary, so sometimes it’s a struggle coming up with something new and interesting to 5-year-olds. Bugs are entertaining for about ten minutes, and then we play dodgeball. 

I head back to the Town Office, and ten minutes later Mary and I go to Mizumoto Elementary. We’re visiting the third graders, a wild bunch. We run them through a battery of six games and 50 or 60 vocabulary words. In the rear of the classroom, our coworker Taka??? Takes pictures for a newspaper announcement of the new English education plan in Tsuruta. The town, because of its drive towards internationalization, has been selected by the Japanese government to be a test town for English education. Starting next year, English will be a required subject in elementary schools here. Previous to this, our official job has been simply interacting with the kids, exposing them to other cultures. Mostly we just teach English. Things will change in April, with the beginning of the new school year. Probably we will teach many more classes.

I return to the office to see several boxes of omiyage, food gifts, sitting next to the coffee maker. There are cookies from Taiwan, pastry eggs filled with ground black sesame seeds, and some assorted Japanese crackers. I eat a couple of cookies, and Chiaki turns to me. “Aren’t you dieting?” she asks. “Yes,” I say. “I am on a cookie-only diet.” She shakes her head, and goes back to translating my article on Brazil. 

