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The Early Years

	 	 Now, Chibiham was always big. When we were 
kids I remember how she'd always be wearing these 
white sequined t-shirts, garnished with mysterious 
orange spittle stains. They always rode up and ex-
posed her belly. 

	 Chibiham would always be eating something, 
and it was invariably sticky. Her mom (my aunt) 
would cater to her every whim - requests for popsi-
cles, cotton candy, potato chips, soda pop - would 
never be denied. Neither were mine, but whereas I'd be satisfied with one popsicle, 
she would always go back for seconds, thirds… I didn't think anything of  it - we 
were six, and I'd never heard of  fat logic, diabetes, or HAMS.

Since I only met my cousin at 
family reunions, it was years be-
tween encounters. Every time I'd 
see her, she'd be just a little bit 
bigger.  So would I, but the differ-
ence was that while I grew stead-
ily up,  she started growing out.

	 The first time I encountered 
fat logic was while shopping with 
her at the mall. We were four-
teen. We visited Hot Topic, The 
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Place for weeaboos and angsty teen-
agers to shop because, Sailor 
Moon. I bought a wicked cool 
anime T-shirt, and she some figu-
rines. We then head to the food 
court, chose meals, and found a ta-
ble. Thrilled with my purchase, I 
immediately took out my shirt and 
slipped it on over the clothes. (This 
was 1998, and layers were a thing.) 
I gushed over my geeky purchase, expecting my cousin to also be pleased, since we 
both loved anime back then. But she scoffed.

"You bought a frikkin baby-tee and can still fit it over your clothes? You're dis-
gusting."  
"Erm…"  
"It's just, I could never do that. They don't even make those in my size."

I felt a pang of  pity for her for a moment and considered taking the shirt off.  
But she continued, "It's just these bad genes. My mom has the same problem."

Her mom. My aunt. My Dad's sister. Bad genetics? Her mom was pudgy in her 
own right, and my dad has his share of  a pot belly. But neither of  them broke 250. 
And then there was me, who was a normal-enough sized teeny-bopper to buy a 
baby-tee and layer it. Genetics?

I wasn't sure what to say as I watched her suck the grease off  her cheese fry. 
"It's like, I try to diet. I'm on a diet now. But it's always diet, diet, diet. The only 
time I can eat any real food is when I'm with you, and we eat practically eat the 
same thing. So it has to be genetics."

I surveyed the haul. I had a Chicago-style hotdog and potato wedges with an 
ice tea. She had two chili cheese dogs, cheese fries, BBQ chicken wings and a large 
coke. As she picked up the coke my gaze followed it to her lips. Gulp.
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"I'm not even allowed to drink regular 
coke. This is diet," she shrugged, as if  drink-
ing diet meant that she was suffering inside. 
Either way, her insides were suffering all 
right.

The subject changed as Chibiham took 
out her Hot Topic purchase. It was a figu-
rine of  the lovely brunette Sailor Jupiter 
posed in one of  those magical attacks they 
did so gracefully. We admired it for a while 
and she said, "This Halloween I'm going as Sailor Jupiter! I wish you lived nearby. 
Then you could go as one of  the other Sailor Scouts and we could be a trick-or-
treat team! Since we can't do that, though, maybe you can just trick-or-treat for 
two and send me half  the candy?"

	 And suddenly the wave of  disgust hit me. 
My beloved cousin, who I had never thought of  
as anything but big, suddenly transformed into 
a blob. Her gut was hanging out over her pants, 
her chins were covered in cheese, she licked and 
slurped at her chili-covered fingers in the same 
way she had slurped at those stickily melting 
popsicles when we were six. It was as if  that mo-
ment of  unbelievable fat logic, the world of  the 
goo-ball opened up to me. I did not want to be 
a Sailor Scout team with her. I just wanted to 
go home.

Fortunately that was the last time I saw her as a 
teenager. The next time would already in col-
lege, in a dream land far, far away from fat logic 

and hamplanets, when she would come to visit me in the land of  the samurai…
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C H A P T E R  1

Yokoso!

	 	 Weeaboos like me know that "yokoso" means "welcome" in Japanese. After 
parting ways with Chibiham six years earlier, I had went on to college, and after 
doing some foreign exchange to a nice Japanese university which offered English 
classes as well, I went on and did the thing that I had wanted to do my whole life - 
I actually moved to Japan. I transferred colleges, found a part-time job in the 
school library, and moved in with a chick named Juicy.

	 	 Now, Juicy was not her real name. A pretty Japa-
nese girl with a flower-like completion, Juicy was what 
they'd consider "fat" in Japan, and a cute way to call a 
fat girl in Japanese is "juicy." She took it as no disrespect, 
however, and adopted the pseudonym herself. 
	 Juicy lived in a small house near our college - a family 
home. Her parents lived out in the countryside, so she 
had taken over the old place in the center of  the city her-
self. When I told Juicy that I'd be living in Japan indefi-
nitely, she graciously opened up her home to me, and 
thus I lived rent-free for the remainder of  my college 
days and then some. 

Juicy kept a ship-shape home. While not misophobic, 
she cleaned and did laundry daily, and always had some-

thing good cooking. I contributed with the meals and the cleaning, and bought 
most of  the groceries as well as paying half  of  the utilities.
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The fact that I had moved to Japan was a big deal for my Tennessee family. 
"Ain't they starving in Japan?" and the occasional, "You know that country binds 
their baby girls' feet…" were some of  the comments I got, but frequent Facebook 
updates and pictures of  my journeys cleared the air. My cousin Chibiham was one 
of  the happiest contributors, of  course.

After living in Japan for about two years, Chibiham asked me if  she could 
come visit. Juicy was happy to oblige - the 
sweetheart had an unused room and said we 
could host her while she was here. We 
agreed, and Chibiham planned to come to 
Tokyo for one month during late summer. 
Juicy and I would chat excitedly about all the 
places we were going to take her and all the 
things we were going to do.

Summer rolled around, and in rolled Chi-
biham with it.  
That is to say, she rolled right off  the plane 
like a big beach ball.  
She had gotten bigger. She was almost as 
wide as she was tall. And she was wearing a muumuu.

"Paprika!!" She screamed as soon as she exited the arrival gates. Was her voice 
always this big? Everyone in the waiting area turned to look. "I knew it was you! I 
can spot that red hair a mile away!"  
	 Juicy, who had come with me to pick her up, laughed in shock.  
	 "Juicy, this is my cousin-"  
	 "CHIBI."

I looked over at her. She tee-heed. She did.

She explained, "I go by that now. Because I'm small, like one of  those chibi-
anime characters, you know? After all, this is Japan! Might as well have a Japanese 
name!"  
	 "What did you say your name was? Juicy? Geez, look at you though, we must be 
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the same size! We can BOTH be Chibi! Tee hee!!"  
	 There was a look of  bitter shock and confusion on Juicy's face. But being sweet, 
she just smiled and patted her head while saying, "I thought all Americans were so 
tall!"  

And Chibiham took it well. "Yeah, not everyone is 
huge like Paprika over there!" She guffawed. "I'm so 
happy to see you. At least now I know I can find cloth-
ing in this country for midgets like me!"

	We boarded the train into the city. Chibiham went on 
for a half-hour about her flight and how excited she 
was to leave the country for the first time before she fi-
nally conked out for the long leg of  the trip. When she 
fell asleep, Juicy still had that worried look on her face.  
"I didn't think she'd be THIS big. I don't think the PJs 

and things I prepared for her will fit."  
	 "Don't worry, Juicy; I'm sure she has brought her own things. Just look at all that 
luggage!" For Chibiham had two large suitcases, a duffel bag and a backpack with 
her.

We had to change trains once. It was a long walk between trains. All the way, 
Chibiham was huffing and puffing. "Now I 
know gasp why you Japanese huff are so 
darn tiny puff It's all the wheeze darn walk-
ing… don't you burp have a car?"  
	 Though we were all helping with Chibi-
ham's luggage, by the time we got to the 
next platform, Juicy and I were carrying 
everything, and Chibiham was carrying 
nothing. She still lagged.  
	 As we waited for the next train she tried to explain herself. "I'm actually in really 
good shape. It must be the jet lag or something." As she said this, she reached over 
and unzipped the backpack that Juicy was now carrying. It was chock full of  
sweets. Juicy twisted to look in horror. 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	 "Is that ALL candy?" she asked. 
	 "Would you like some? I brought it all the way from America!" She waved a 
Snickers bar at Juicy.  
	 "No, thank you. We have Snickers in Japan, too…" she laughed. 
	 "Suit yourself. After all that exercising I need a snack." She wolfed down not one, 
but two Snickers bars in the eight minutes it took for the orange train to arrive.

Finally we arrived at Juicy's house. We dragged all the suitcases upstairs to the 
guest room Juicy had prepared. That is, Juicy and I did. 
	 And then, before we left the room to let her get settled in, Chibiham called, "hey, 
wait!" And unzipped her suitcases with a flourish.  
	 ALL of  them, were COMPLETELY full of  NOTHING BUT SNACKS.  
	 	 Chocolate, gummy candies, hard candies, lollipops, chips, caramel popcorn, 
ramen noodles, cupcakes, peanuts butter, canned frosting, donuts, even coolaid. 
She grinned proudly as she gestured 
to all of  it. "Since you guys have 
been sooooo sweet in letting me stay 
here, I want to offer you each one 
snack of  your choice. Go ahead!"  
	 "Chibiham, why did you bring all 
this?"  
	 "Well, I figured that I might not be 
able to get used to Japanese food, so 
I needed enough to cover the entire 
month."  
	 "But where are your clothes? Your 
things?"  
	 "I brought some stuff, but I wanted to pack light," she said as she pulled out a T-
shirt, a sweatshirt and a pair of  shorts. "I wanted to have room for all the awesome 
clothes and stuff  I am going to buy here!"
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Juicy looks at me. That face. That face. That face! 
"By the way, do you guys have any pajamas I can borrow?"

A half-hour later, Chibiham was fast asleep, sprawled out 
in the middle of  the room surrounded by her candy. She had 
not been able to fit into poor Juicy's PJs. There hadn't even 
been time to pull out a futon for her, and now that she was asleep there was no 
way the two of  us could manage to move her, so we just let her sleep there.  
After all, it had been a long, long day. 

We would be up to getting her situated tomorrow.
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C H A P T E R  2

Lazyham

	 	 The self-proclaimed Chibi[ham] slept for a day when she arrived - this was 
normal; we've all had jet lag before. When we started to hear movement upstairs 
(and boy could you hear it), Juicy popped up. "Is that an earthquake?!" she asked.  
	 	 I giggled at her. "Actually, you'll need to get used to that. It's my cousin."  
She didn't understand until she recognized that the tremors were in fact, pulsating 
footsteps. While water was heard running in the bathroom sink, the ever gracious 
host of  Juicy took over the kitchen and began preparing a Japanese-style breakfast.

In a few minutes, Chibiham descended the 
staircase and peeked into the common room. 
She looked like she had washed her face, but 
she still had morning hair and such. And she 
was wearing the muumuu again. It was not a 
clean item of  clothing - whatever she had 
spilled on herself  during the flight was still 
there, and it looked sweat-stained beneath the 
arms and bust line. And honestly, it smelled 
sour.

"Chibiham, don't you have any other cloth-
ing?" Juicy asked her. "We were thinking of  taking you into town today." 
	 "Oh, I didn't have the space to bring much. Can't I borrow some of  yours? You 
and I are just about the same size."  
	 Juicy grimaced. "Maybe we can take you shopping instead."
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Chibiham seemed to like that idea. "I want to get some anime shirts, and I 
want to go to Akihabara and see the cosplayers, and I want to go to Harajuku and 
see the Harajuku girls, and get one of  those 
awesome lolita outfits!"  
	 She sure did seem to know her stuff. But 
she had trouble sitting down at the table on 
the floor - the every-famous style of  Japanese 
kneeling. "My knees hurt," she said as she sat 
there, legs ajar.

Then, sweet Juicy brought out breakfast 
for her. If  you have ever seen a traditional Japanese breakfast - that is precisely 
what Juicy had made. A slice of  grilled salmon, bowl of  white rice, miso soup, pick-
les, nori, and a dashimaki-tamago egg which… erm… I'll just draw it for you.  
	 Chibiham wrinkled her nose. "WHAT is this…?"  

	 Juicy and I were perplexed. "Break-
fast…?"  
	 "Don't you have any like, cereal? Or 
could you make me some pancakes? With 
sausage, and scrambled egg?"  
	 Juicy pointed to the dashimaki-tamago. 
"That is scrambled egg…"  
	 I was disappointed. "Chibiham, you 

know this is what we eat for breakfast in Japan. Don't you remember seeing it in 
the anime?"  
	

Chibiham looked crestfallen. "Well yeah, but… I don't know if  I can stomach 
Japanese food just yet. And besides, it seems like this will never be able to fill me 
up. I need an American breakfast. How about you just point me to the nearest 
McDonalds and I'll just go grab myself  a burger?"  
Juicy turned her eyes to the ground and took the tray away. "Oh, okay, I'm sorry," 
she said, softly. As soon as she was gone I turned to Chibiham.  
"Hey, come on, she really put her heart into that breakfast."  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"Well, if  she really cared about her guests then she would know that real people 
don't eat food like that. We need real food. Pancakes, sausage, scrambled eggs, 
McMuffins, donuts, that kind of  stuff. Come to think of  it, I have donuts in my 
suitcase. I'll just go eat those."

And the ham lumbered up the stairs to devour her sweeties.

After consoling Juicy, the three of  us set off  to see the city. We walked to the sta-
tion nearby, then took the train to a junction and began to change trains. Juicy and 
I had walked ahead, showing Chibiham the way. But when we walked up a flight 
of  stairs and turned to check if  she was all right, 
we saw her seated at the bottom of  the stairs. 
We joined her. 
	 "What are you doing, Chibiham? We have to 
change trains here!" 

"There are so many stairs! I need to catch my 
breath!" As she said this she was pawing through 
her backpack again to find some candy. "I think 
my sugars are getting low."

"What are you talking about? You haven't even started to climb the stairs yet!"  
"I know, but we already climbed so many stairs back at that other station, and then 
we had to stand on the train and now my knees hurt. I need to rest." In total she 
had been standing all of  15 minutes from the time we left the house. "Don't they 
have any elevators in this country?"  
	 Juicy furrowed her brow. "There are elevators, but those are for people who 
really need them. Old people, pregnant ladies, and people with disabilities…"  
	 "I have a disability!" Chibiham popped her head up. 
	 "But I thought you said the other day that you were healthy!"  
	 "I am healthy. But you can be healthy and have a disability too. Like being an am-
putee, or having cancer or something…"  
	 "…cancer…?" I said, dumbfounded.  
	 "Yeah, like lots of  people with cancer lead long and healthy lives, you know…" 
She trailed off, foot in mouth with the chocolate.
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Juicy bit her lip and sighed. "Okay, then, we 
can take the elevator."  
"Really?" Chibiham rippled to her feet. She 
followed eagerly behind Juicy and we took 
all elevators and escalators we could until 
we finally arrived in Harajuku. Chibiham 
was even able to sit for that one transfer sta-
tion on the train, so she was happy as pie.

So we arrived at Harajuku...
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C H A P T E R  3

High-Fashion Ham

	 	 When we finally arrived at Harajuku, the place was crowded. Harajuku, for 
those who don't listed to Gwen Stefani, is a fashion town. The people who fre-
quent this area are designers, artists, and fashion models, or at least people who 
want to be fashion models. They are creative, outlandish, and have an eye for de-
tail. They mould their entire persona into a living catwalk debutante. They are al-
ways pret-a-porte.

I don't go to Harajuku often, but I know that I don't belong. I wear the easy, 
cheap stuff  and frequent thrift shops near where I live. But there are enough tour-
ists who come to the area so that the gaudy, large, hawaiian-shirt-donning Ameri-
cans like myself  aren't given the evil eye. 

Chibiham was another matter. 
Wearing that filthy muumuu and 
gawking, she snapped pictures of  
nearly everyone who walked by. She 
liked this outfit and that outfit, that 
haircut and that makeup, she 
wanted to buy those shoes and that 
dress. She was thrilled.  
	 As we walked down the main touristy street, she spotted a shop that sold her be-
loved lolita costumes. She bolted inside, knocking over a mannequin that was 
standing out front. Juicy caught the thing before it fell over, and we followed her in-
side.
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Inside the shop, Chibiham oohed and ahhed 
over the frilly merchandise. The poor shop 
owner’s eyes were as big as saucers. He followed 
her around the tiny shop, fixing piles of  folded 
clothing she carelessly rumpled with her over-
sized rear, catching stands she absentmindedly 
whacked with her sweet-stuffed backpack.  

It’s then that the shop attendant noticed her ubiquitous chocolate bar melting 
into her hand, and said hand, sticky fingers and all, reaching out for the silky 
wares…  

	 	 “NO!” he cried out, suddenly. “Please, don’t touch!” He discreetly mumbled 
something to juicy, who translated for the gai-ham… “He asks you not to eat in 
the shop.”  
	 	 Looking slightly insulted, Chibiham crammed the remainder of  the chocolate 
bar into her mouth, slurped the melt off  her fingers and wiped them on her enor-
mous muumuu. “Fine. When in Rome, right? Ask him if  I can try this on.”  
	 	 There was an awkward exchange between the Japanese speakers again.  
“He says he doesn’t think he has your size here.”  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	 “Oh, just give me a large,” shrugged Chibiham, offhandedly. “Normally I’m a 
medium, but everyone says how small the people here are, so I’ll just go down a 
size later.”  
	 	 The shop owner scratched his head and bowed in apology.  
	 	 “He says your size is only available special order.” He’s beet red.  
	 	 “What.”

Chibiham sputtered. “But… Juicy, do you have this problem?? We’re just about 
the same size… he doesn’t have your size?”  
	 	 Juicy didn’t know what to say, and the owner, who seemed to understand Chi-
biham’s expressive gestures muttered with a sigh, “it’s not a problem of  her 
height…”  
	 	 But even without understanding the potentially owie comment, Chibiham 
had grown angry of  her own accord.  
	 	 “This is a tourist area! You need to cater to the influx of  the majority! Hara-
juku was made famous by an American and I’M what an American looks like!! 
Not just these bony catwalk models, which is all you seem to have here in this 
shop!!”  
	 	 There were people looking into the store that I could see from the doorway.  
“Or I guess people really ARE starving in Japan!” Chibiham screamed and 
stormed out of  the shop, 
absent-mindedly knocking 
over a mannequin. Juicy and 
I apologized, but the shop 
owner spoke no English, and 
saw nothing but a blathering 
oni-ham turning red in the 
face. He apologized in re-
sponse, and we left in shame.

When I was ready to go 
outside, BOY was I ready to 
scream at Chibi!! She was purchasing crepes from a stand on the corner and 
looked happy, as if  nothing had happened. She looked at us with a grin and ex-
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claimed, “Look, fast-food snack pancakes!”  
	 	 Noticing my anger, Juicy ran in between us. “Chi-
biham, I know you wanted to go to Harajuku, but let’s 
just look for a while and not buy anything. I have trou-
ble finding clothes in my size sometimes, too.”  
	 	 She was so soft spoken, so sincere that my acid 
was neutralized. Japanese omotenashi at work. 
	 	 Chibiham coddled up to her. Metaphorically. “Do 
you think we could go look for a kimono, like a real gei-
sha girl?”  
	 	 	 “Yes, Juicy laughed, “Like a real geisha girl.”  
	 	 	 Chibiham was happy as ever as she ordered two custard and strawberry 
crepes from the stand. “Let’s go get some McBeetus,” she said, while biting into 
her crepe. “I’m starving.”
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C H A P T E R  4

Picky Eating Will 
Make You Skinny

Anyone who has ever been abroad knows how the size differs per country. A quick 
google shows that in McBeetus…

------US--------JAPAN--- 
S:…..16………..10…..  
M:….24 ……….12…..  
L:…..32………..22…..  

* Sizes in oz.

From the first day, Chibiham refused to try Japanese food. The first inkling 
came when she wouldn’t eat the breakfast that Juicy prepared for her, then re-
treated upstairs to finish off  a box of  powdered donuts that she brought from 
home. 
Before lunch she ate two “pancake-snacks” of  custard-filled crepes, but then we 
suggested something like soba or yaki-sakana 
(grilled fish) she insisted on McBeetus.  
“It’s my first day! I’m not acclimated yet.” 
She would say, “I’ll have plenty of  time later. 
Besides, it’s not like I’ve never had it before. I 
used to have Japanese food all the time in 
Tennessee!”

So we went to McBeetus. Juicy and I or-
dered set meals, while Chibiham got a big mac, double cheeseburger, teriyaki-
burger (“See? I’m eating Japanese food! Tee-hee!” …she actually said), two large 
fries, chicken nuggets with barbecue sauce, and a large green tea. She looked at us 
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with a grin when she ordered the green tea. This, with her Teriyaki Burger, was 
meant to be some sort of  show of  cosmopolitanism.  
	 While we waited for the food to come out, the server passed our drinks over the 
counter. It was hot outside, so we took to them right away. But Chibiham stared at 
the cup on the counter in shock. 
	 “What is THAT.”  
	 “Large green tea,” answered the server, in English. (McBeetus employees here 
are multi-linguistically edumacated.)  
	 “That’s not a large, it’s a small. I’ve been eating McBeetus my whole life - you 
can’t put one over on me.”  
	 I stepped in to explain, “Chibiham, sizes are different outside of  the states-“  
	 But she was having none of  it. She confronted the server. “Oh. OHHHH, I get 
it. You’re giving me a smaller cup because you think that I don’t need the extra 
calories. Right?? Well then, I want TWO!! I will NOT be babied!!” She cursed un-
der her breath and sipped her drink with a sideways evil-eye at the poor guy, mut-
tering something like “stupid McJobber thinks he can pull one over on me because 
I’m----“  

SPIT!!!! 
Chibiham just spit out her tea. It sprayed 
over the counter as she cried, “There’s 
no syrup in this!! It’s bitter!”  
I knew what she was getting at. “It’s un-
sweetened, Chibiham! Look what you’ve 
done…”  
“That can’t be true. Green tea is sweet! 
Snapple green tea is sweet!”  

“This is Japan!”  
“Y’all don’t have Snapple in Japan??”  
Juicy and I tried to explain how green tea in Japan is almost never sweetened. For 
some reason, Chibiham couldn’t take this. She began to tear up, and suddenly 
started to sob.  
“Why can’t they just put sugar in it like normal green tea!!” she cried, rubbing her 
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eyes.  
“Chibiham, stop it!” I yelled, “People are looking!!”  
“I don’t care! They should have some sympathy!”  
In the meantime, Juicy had hurriedly ordered a milk-
shake and rushed it to Chibiham’s lips. The moment the 
sweet liquid hit her mouth, she shut up like a baby being 
handed its bot-

tle. The food arrived hurriedly and we 
quickly whisked the lumbering baby over 
to a table. The entire staff  was peeking 
out from behind the counter.

As soon as we were seated, Chibiham 
hung her head. “I’m sorry… it’s just… it’s 
so hot, and I’m so tired, and so very hun-
gry. I get cranky when my sugars are low.”  
	 “I don’t understand what that means,” I sighed at her, “are you a diabetic?”  
	 “No, but I need to ensure by sugars are up at all times so that I don’t become a 
diabetic! I get tired so easily – I need energy to keep myself  fit and active! And 
we’ve walked so much today… I am so worn out, and haven’t had barely anything 
to eat…”

Juicy was obviously hurt by that comment, 
and began to munch on her fries in silence. 
She was thinking of  the breakfast she had 
made that morning which Chibiham had 
refused. A few nibbles into the fries, how-
ever, she stopped eating, just staring at her 
food.  
Then she perked up again. 
Chibiham was mid sentence. “In Tennes-

see I walk all the time and never get tired. I walk to the mailbox every time anyone 
in my house needs to mail something, and spend hours at the mall and that’s all 
walking. It must have something to do with the climate-“  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“Chibiham, I have an idea,” Juicy exclaimed.  
“Mwuh?” Chibiham mid-sente-wich.  
“What about we go grocery shopping together? You point out what you would like 
for breakfast, and I will make that for you. Deal?” She smiled again, sweet as pure, 
unrefined sugar cane. 
“That’s a really good idea, Juicy! I’ve never been in a Japanese grocery store!” she 
exclaimed with glee. Not that she had ever been in a Japanese anything, of  course.  
While Chibiham excused herself  to the bathroom for quite... a... while....  Juicy 
and I discussed the logistics. This Harajuku trip was not going well. We had better 
just move along.

Chibiham returned, and we finished our meal lickety-split. Chibiham had not 
only wolfed down her own food, but decided that it wasn’t enough, and so fished 
off  all of  Juicy’s fries as well as half  of  mine. As we left the joint, an employee be-
hind the counter handed us a small cup of  vanilla 
soft-serve. He said the staff  felt sorry for the crying 
visitor!

We made our way to an import-foods grocery 
store not too far away. There, Chibiham pointed to 
Fruit Loops, Danish pastries and muffins. The also 
insisted on bacon and sausages, pancake mix, ma-
ple syrup and pop tarts. “I didn’t know you could 
be regular food here,” she was saying when she spot-
ted the POCKY.

On one of  the shelves in the candy aisle, four different flavors of  pocky was for 
sale. Chibiham bought one of  each – one wholesaler’s box of  each, which has a 
bunch of  regular-sized boxes of  all. She bought chocolate, strawberry, green tea 
flavor and double-dipped white chocolate flavor, claiming she wanted to take them 
home with her.

Anyhow, grocery shopping apparently made Chibiham hungry. She began ask-
ing about dinner, and said she’d leave the choice up to us. Juicy and I, still trying to 
get her to ease into local cuisine, chose an izakaya – a Japanese style watering hole 
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and restaurant.  
Since Chibiham couldn’t kneel on tatami we chose a table, and Juicy and I or-
dered for all of  us. And the food came. Once again, however, Chibiham continued 
her point-and-gag routine. Fish, edamame beans, wakame salad, shishamo, sashimi… 
her gaze swerved to the next table over. She waved down a waitress, and pointed.  
“I want that.”  
Fried chicken (kara-age), potato wedges, beer and onion rings. She ordered three 
baskets of  each, “It’s so we can all have one each.”  
I sighed at her. “Chibiham, you used to write me all the time, about how much 
you like Japanese food!”  
“I do! I eat it all the time! See? Look at all the Pocky I bought!”  
Pocky??  
“That’s candy, Chibi! Not food!!”  
“Candy is food! It’s better than food! It has lots of  calories, and almost no fat! Calo-
ries are energy! And I need energy! There’s almost no energy in food like that-“ 
she pointed specifically to the wakame salad with obvious disgust.  
My arguments fell on deaf  ears.  
“Eating stuff  like that will make you anorexic! People with anorexia don’t get 
enough energy, so they shrivel up and die! There are so many anorexics in this 
country because they have to eat stuff  like that!”  
“That’s ridiculous. The Japanese aren’t anorexic!”  
“The portions are tiny! They eat seaweed and fish without tartar sauce!”  
“I eat the stuff  here and I’m just fine. And I don’t eat Pocky all the time!”  
Chibiham gave me a sideways glance. “Actually, I’ve been worried abut you, Pa-
prika. Ever since we were kids! You never enjoyed real food. You were always pun-
ishing yourself ! Why have one popsicle when you could have had three? You were 
such a strange kid!”

We argued. Impasse. Chicken, fries, beer, katsu, potato salad with a side of  
mayo, ice cream later, we went home. I probably do not need to tell you guys that 
she ate all of  “our” servings of  fried chicken and potato wedges too. Instead, Juicy 
and I ate the stuff  we had originally ordered.
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In the morning, I went in to Chibiham’s room to wake her, and found all four 
boxes of  Pocky completely empty. “I ate so little yesterday – I was still hungry! But 
not to worry. I can buy more later. After all, I am here for a whole month!”

She said all this from inside her futon, from which she had not yet emerged. 
Little did I know that it was to be a morning no amount of  eye-bleach would ever 
wipe completely clean.
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C H A P T E R  5

Japanese Bathroom

	 The morning I came into the guest room to wake Chibiham and found all her 
newly purchased Pocky completely devoured, was also the morning I noticed a re-
volting pungency. Despite it being late summer and characteristically humid, Chi-
biham had not bathed in at least the two days she had come to Japan. The sweat 
was catching up to her.

“Chibiham, get up, you stink.”  
	 “What’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded from beneath the covers. 
	 “Nothing, except that you need a shower. I’ll run the hot water and set out a 
towel for you – you had better be up by the time it is hot! And that only takes a 
minute…”  
There was a grumbled from beneath the mountainous futon, but she agreed, and I 
did as I said I would.

Now, Juicy lived in an old house. A really old house. 
The bathroom on the second floor was equipped 
with a small unit-style shower and toilet which are 
frankly tiny and difficult to maneuver in. To give 
the impression of  space, the toilet itself  was up on a 
platform but very old-fashioned – looking like this. I 
admit it’s a death trap. But I never expected what 
would come of  it.

I went downstairs to enjoy breakfast with Juicy. We planned to take Chibiham 
to Asakusa, the touristy temple area downtown. After all, she was saying how 
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much she wanted a kimono, and that’s what we’d get her. All the while, I heard 
Chibiham get up, and lumber across the second floor hallway to the bathroom.

Some ten, fifteen minutes passed. There was some sound in the bathroom, 
thumping steps and bumps and squeaks, the whole time. But then the running wa-
ter stopped. And it stayed stopped, for a long, long, long time. Enough for us to 
wonder. The sink ran again and we relaxed. Perhaps it was a girl ritual. Those 
take time. But a few minutes later, we hear the door whip open, thunderous run-
ning down the hall, and a dramatic door slam.

Oh, crap.

I ran up the stairs before Juicy, and peeked into the bathroom.

Oh, CRAP.  
Everywhere.

Juicy was behind me on the thin staircase, try-
ing to peek past me.  
“What is it?” she asked. 
I stopped her. “Don’t go in there, Juicy.”  
“Why? Did she make a mess?”  
“Just, don’t. Let me handle this. Could you 

get me a mop bucket and some rags? And maybe some rubber glovers and stuff ?”  
Juicy cocked her head at me but nodded, and tiptoed down 
the stairs again with worry.

I burst into Chibiham’s room. “Get up! Now! You’re go-
ing to clean up that mess you made!!”  
She was under the covers. I could hear sobs from beneath 
the comforter. “I can’t! I’m so embarrassed!”  
“What did you do??”  
“My stomach hurt! I haven’t gone since I got here! I know 
you showed me how to use that toilet thing, but when I got 
in there I couldn’t see the toilet from behind, and right 
while I was going, my legs gave out and I fell over! It started flowing out beneath 
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my feet, and so I tried to flush, but that made things 
worse! I was covered in poop – it was so gross! So I 
ran into the shower real quick, but the poop just came 
coming out….”

Oh god. Oh god oh god oh god oh god…. No, no, 
no don’t tell me.

“But I thought if  I was in the shower I would be 
okay. But then the shower stopped flowing too, and I 
didn’t know what to do! I tried to rinse off  but every-

thing was just a mess and oh, god, I am so embarrassed! I 
just want to die!!”

Okay. Okay, I’ve been there. Well, not there. But I’ve been 
embarrassed before I can imagine how she was feeling. It 
would be horribly embarrassing if  I couldn’t see the toi-
let under my own rear end too, and missed when I had a 

bad stomach but-

“Ahhhh!” Juicy’s scream echoed through the hall. She had found the mess. 
“ Juicy! Don’t touch it! Let me handle it!” I cried and ran out into the hall. Juicy 
had a hand over her mouth and was taking deep breaths of  air, trying not to be 
sick.  
Juicy, being characteristically Juicy, protested and said that she wanted to clean be-
cause it was her house, but I was having none of  it, and ordered Chibiham to 
apologize and come out to clean up the war zone.

She slowly peeled off  the futon.  
She was covered in mess.

It looked like she had tried rinsing it off, but 
there were light brown streaks running down 
her pasty calves, and she was still wearing that 
muumuu. That awful, dirty muumuu. What 
was worse; there were pale brown water stains 
all over the inside of  the futon covers.
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I looked at Juicy. “Juicy, how about you go downstairs and finish making break-
fast?” I suggested.  
	 Juicy nodded slowly and began walking downstairs.  
	 I turned to Chibiham. "Come with me!" 

Chibiham grouched. "This is really all 
your fault! You don't know what it's like for a 
normal person to go to the bathroom. I 
need a properly-sized toilet that is built for 
proper-sized people! I can't just do squats 
every time like that. And I told you that I 
can't eat that vegetable and fish stuff ! I 
never had a problem with my bowels be-
fore." But she stopped complaining when she saw my face. Standing up, she lum-
bered off  to the bathroom, brooding.

With mops, rags, a blue plastic bucket and a plunger, Chibiham and I cleaned 
the bathroom in silence. It was partially the smell, and partially the dumbfounded 
nature of  the situation that kept me from screaming at her. Surely she was 
ashamed and disgusted too. The buckets of  waster were carried outside to the 
sewer grate. It took more than three hours to properly clean the room, but I got 
the toilet and the shower in working order again. 
Juicy, in the meantime, had run to the nearby drugstore and purchased some drain 
cleaners, so when the room was clean enough she dropped the pellets in the drains 
and closed the door, letting the chemicals work their magic.

Now, what to do with smellyham.
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C H A P T E R  6

All Clean!

	 In Juicy’s old house, there was a bathtub on the first floor, 
but it was really, really, really old, and just as small as it was 
old. Here’s an illustration…  
So you can imagine how this would not work.

Juicy suggested I take the smelly, poop-covered Chibi-
ham down to the local sento – a bathing house. I didn’t know 
how Chibiham would react to a communal bathhouse, but 
at that point I didn’t care if  she was uncomfortable. There 
was no other option. 
So I told her, “You have one set of  clean clothes left, right? That T-shirt and shorts 
set you brought. Go get those, and come meet me down here.”  
The shamed Chibiham nodded obediently and ran upstairs to get her clothes.  

Juicy told me, “Don’t let her put that filthy summer 
dress on again. When she takes it off, throw it in 
the trash right away.” I agreed wholeheartedly and 
accepted a plastic grocery bag to put the thing into.

So we went to the sento. It was a local, mostly empty 
place that had little more than the basic amenities, 
but it would have to do. The owner made no show 
of  displeasure in our arrival, and gave us our locker 
keys without incident.

In a sento bathing house (as well as an onsen hot 
spring, if  you care to know), you remove all your clothes in the locker room and 
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put them in your cubby-hole. As soon as Chibiham left the room, I snatched up 
her nasty tent-dress and stuffed it in the plastic bag provided me by Juicy, then 
threw the bag right into the trash.

You then enter the bathing room. There is a communal shower first – everyone 
is nekkid as they day they were born, and there is no oogling. Chibiham seemed to 
express discomfort, but there was really no-one there, so she got over it pretty 
quickly.  
	 Small stools are provided, and you sit in front of  a mirror with the establishment-
provided soap and shampoos, washcloths and other items. There is a bucket and a 
shower hose in front of  you. Since the bathing stools were far too small for her, I 
lined up two for her to sit on. I then showed her how to fill the bucket with water, 
douse herself  wet, then lather the soap and begin to wash herself. She obeyed, 
glancing around nervously. She washed her hair, her armpits, her legs and bits and 
everything. Then she once again doused herself  in the water from the bucket and 
turned to me. 
	 “Now what?” she asked.  
	 But she was not clean. Her acne-stained back was still icky, the smell still wafted, 
and I was sure she had not washed between her rolls. I pointed this out to her. 
“I can’t reach,” she said. “It’s my boobs. My boobs are too big. They’re in the way. 
You're so lucky to have small boobs, but I wouldn't trade mine for yours.”  
Oh, god. 

I won’t go into detail, but boy, did I have a new-
found respect for hospital nurses when I was fin-
ished. I took her washcloth and scrubbed her back, 
I lifted her arms and her rolls and helped scrub be-
tween her toes and all those things. She did in fact 
have a lurid layer of  lint in the folds of  her.... 
boobs... but I have blocked the details of  that from 
my memory, so no picture. She even had shampoo 
left in her hair, which I helped her rinse properly. I 
would guarantee you she had not been this clean 
in years. 

30



After the cleansing, I showed her how she could now sit around in the big bathtub, 
full of  super-hot water and just relax. And did I relax. Chibiham’s rolls floated in 
the water, bobbing up and down like little islands. I stared and imagined her far, 
far away from my little island, reminded of  all the reasons I left in the first place. 
But la-la land was not to last.

When we got out of  the water, we rinsed off  once more, then returned to the 
locker rooms. The owner / cleaning lady was there, replacing the amenities, tak-
ing out the trash. I distinctly remember seeing the offending plastic bag in her 
industrial-sized trash bin and feeling a sense of  relief. We could now start afresh.

I told Chibiham to get changed, and then went to the mirrors to dry my hair 
and do all that girly after-shower stuff. Once I was 
satisfied and relaxed, I went to the lockers to get 
changed into my clothes. 
And there was Chibiham. Wearing what was left of  
a cheap Lolita outfit.

Words can barely describe the sight (so I drew it 
for you).

It barely covered her chest, the bottom of  the 
shirt just resting on the top of  her voluminous belly. 
The skirt covered nothing, shoving whatever was sup-
posed to be hidden up and out. Fortunately this bit 
was discreetly hidden by the fupa. Thank god for the 
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fupa. She was beaming.  
“What do you think?”  
“Oh my gosh. What are you wearing, Chibiham?”  
“I bought it yesterday. In Harajuku. Do you remember when I pretended to go to 
the bathroom? I went and bought this instead. Isn’t it cute?”  
“It… doesn’t… you didn’t even try it on, did you?”  
“The shop assistant didn’t know he was talking about. So I told him just to give 
me whatever size he thought would fit the girl who was with me-“  
“You went back to the same shop?” How did he even let her in there? 
“And see? It fits fine.”  
It did not fit fine. It did not fit fine!! 
“Chibiham, you can’t wear that outside! What happened to your shorts?”  
“Oops, I must have left them at home, tee hee!” she fake-laughed, without even 
smiling. “And what do you mean I can’t wear this outside? This is Japan – a lot of  
people dress like this!” I am sure she was referring to the goth-lolita cosplayers. 
This was a large, humongous insult to them.  
“No, Chibiham! You are waiting here until Juicy brings your clothes and you are 
going to change!”  
Chibiham started to bawl. "You're not being fair! You're just picking on me be-
cause I'm bigger than you are - you think it's only the privilege of  skinny people to 
dress like a gothic lolita! That's what it is - that's why they tell me there are no 
dresses in my size when there are!! But big chicks can be goths too! This dress fits 
just FINE!!"  
I let her bawl for a moment. She threw a tantrum for a few minutes, before finally 
calming down and sniffing to herself. She had lost, and I didn't have to say any-
thing to convince her.

I telephoned Juicy and told her the situation. She agreed to run the shorts and 
T-shirt over to the sento. I hung up and looked at the undressed ham. 
	 I told her, “You have been nothing but trouble since the moment you got here! 
You are not going to disobey me on this, so help me!! You’re going to change back 
into your real clothes, go to the store and buy new sheets and towels to replace the 
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ones you ruined, and go back home, where we 
will finish cleaning up. No more bad behavior!!”

Chibiham grumbled and spat, but obeyed. She 
changed into her shorts and t-shirt, and we did 
exactly as I said we would do. Juicy and I de-
cided not to take her out any more that day.
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C H A P T E R  7

Mama and the 
Kimono

	 A bit of  background. If  you remember, I live in a house with Juicy, whose family 
owns an old home nearby our school campus. Juicy's parents lived in Kanagawa 
for most of  the time, and only come back to town on occasion. I’ve been here long 
enough so that the guesty-ness between her family and I has worn off, and I call 
Juicy’s parents Mama and Papa on an everyday basis.

After Chibiham ended up with only one outfit left for the remainder of  the 
month, we had to figure something out. She had come to Japan on the assumption 
that she would be purchasing all sorts of  clothing while here. Average sizes in Ja-
pan are small even on me (I mostly wear boys’ clothes as a result), so poor Chibi-
ham would be in a world of  trouble.

On the evening of  the bathroom fiasco, Juicy tried to cheer the embarrassed 
and irate Chibiham up by offering a suggestion. “Why don’t I lend you a yukata to 
wear? That way we can keep your day clothes clean.”  
“What’s a yukata?” asked Chibiham.  
“It’s like a kimono, but for the summer. It’s much easier to wear, too,” Juicy ex-
plained, as she pulled out a couple yukata from her chest of  drawers. She showed 
Chibiham how the yukata is simply like a long coat you wrap around yourself, left 
over right, and tie with a couple strings and an obi (belt).  
Chibiham was ecstatic.  
“A kimono!!!!” she cried in glee. “Just what I wanted!”

So Juicy set upon dressing Chibiham in her yukata.
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Now, I won’t tell you what dimensions Chibiham has, because it’s not really 
relevant. But you may be wondering if  poor Chibiham really is as big as I draw 
her, or whether or not it’s an exaggeration. Well, here you have it. This picture de-
picts the two girls in the same outfit.

A kimono is 
supposed to 
be able to 
wrap around 
the body so 
that it fits 
tummies of  
all variations. 
A little 
tummy is ac-
tually good in 
a kimono, be-
cause it fills 
the belly out 
and makes 
you look soft 

and rich. But Chibiham’s kimono did not close.  
	 In fact, those strings which you wrap around the body (himo, for those who want 
to know) wouldn’t wrap around her. Juicy was at a loss. She had to safety-pin the 
front of  the yukata to get it to close.  
	 “Juicy, these must be kids’ sizes. Do they even fit you?” Chibiham giggled. “After 
all, we are the same size. I should fit into your clothes no problem.”  
Juicy smiled weakly.  
	 “Impossible,” I said to Juicy in Japanese. “If  even a yukata won’t fit her, how are 
we going to find clothes for the rest of  her trip? We can’t let her wear that T-shirt 
and shorts combo for the rest of  the month…” The last two muumuu days were 
anything but a pleasant memory.  
Juicy grimaced. “I’m gonna call Mama.”
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The next morning, I awoke to the smell of  
cooking downstairs. Assuming it was Juicy, I 
hopped downstairs in my boxer shorts and 
tank. But Juicy was sitting at the table, already 
fully dressed. Mama turned around from the 
stove. 
“I arrive at ten in the morning and you girls 
still aren’t awake? Tsk, tsk, bad habits start at 
home. Juicy, this is why you are pudgy. It is be-
cause you spend too much time sleeping. And 
you, Paprika, you can’t run around in your un-
derwear, family or not.”  
I didn’t get much omotenashi. 
“Food will be ready in a moment. We are hav-
ing miso soup and home-made o-shinko (pick-

les),” she continued, “and I picked up some nice saba fish this morning at the fish 
market in Tsukiji.” Mama home-made everything except the fish. Which she 
would have caught herself  if  someone had given her a net and javelin.

Just then, Chibiham emerged. “Whatcha 
cooking? Smells good!” And she spotted Mama. 
Mama, who was wearing a kimono. “Oh my 
god, it’s a geisha!!” she squealed.

Chibiham was dressed in the yukata that Juicy 
had fixed for her yesterday. Juicy, being not only 
made of  buttercups and sunshine, but also sew-
ing needles, had added a row of  buttons down 
the front of  the yukata to hold it closed for sleep-
ing.
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Mama turned around and took a deep breath. I wondered what she was going 
to do. Gasp? Yell? Gawk?  
She nodded. “I see,” she said. And she smiled. “ohayo gozaimasu.”  
Chibiham thought she knew that one; good morning. “Ohio!” she blurted with a 
grin.  
Mama’s smiled remained unchanged. “Ohayo GOZAIMASU,” she insisted. 
“Ohayo gozaimasu?” Chibiham repeated.  
“So, so,” nodded Mama.  
Chibiham entered the kitchen and opened the cabinet to pull out her Fruit Loops. 

CLAP.  
Mama had snatched her wrist in 
midair.  
She turned her head to look at the 
stunned hamplanet, then slowly 
took the sugareal from Chibiham’s 
paw, put it back in the cupboard, 
and closed the door. She smiled. 
Stiffly. “No. We are having saba to-
day.” And she pointed to the table. 
Chibiham had no idea what Mama 
just said. She began to protest in a 

whiny voice… “But-“  
“NO.” Mama ordered. “Today. Is. SABA.”  
Chibiham did not protest. She did not whine, she did not fuss. She pouted, and 
went to sit at the table. I snatched her up midway and dragged her upstairs with 
me.

“Who is THAT??” Chibiham asked me upstairs.  
	 “That is Juicy’s mother. Don’t mess with her,” I warned. “She is here to help find 
you clothes. Get dressed – she’s kind of  strict sometimes.”  
	 “She doesn’t have to be such a bitch about breakfast,” Chibiham started to 
whine. “I have needs. If  I don’t get my sugar in the morning I won’t have any en-
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ergy for the day.”  
	 I declined to continue the conversation, and advised Chibiham to hurry up.

Chibiham bitched and complained at the breakfast. “Is this how guests are 
treated in Japan? No way is this going to be enough for me. Maybe she’s trying to 
starve me because she thinks I’m fat. That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Passive-
aggressive old Japanese lady thinks the American is fat.”  
	 Juicy glanced at her. There was a tiny bit of  bitterness in her grapefruit glance. 
	 	 But she said nothing. 
	 Mama, too, who did not speak English, quietly and daintily ate her meal.  
	 I told Chibiham, “you should be quiet. It’s about time you had a Japanese break-
fast. You’ll never get used to the food here if  you don’t try.”  
	 “But this isn’t Japanese food, this is torture. Japanese people eat sushi and pocky 
and crepes and stuff !”  
	 I advised Chibiham to be quiet.  
	 Mama spoke up. “What do you want to do while you are here, Chibiham?” I 
translated for her.  
	 Chibiham grinned and went off  into happy land. “I want to see castles and tem-
ples, and samurai swords and stuff, and I want to eat Japanese sweets and go to see 
cosplayers and buy some anime stuff, and meet a real geisha!”  
	 Mama nodded at the answers and seemed to be making mental notes. “Well, for 
today we are going to find her something to wear, because that just won’t do.”  
	 “Today, we are going to buy you a yukata, Chibiham,” explained Juicy.

After breakfast, Mama took us 
to a department store in Ginza. 
There she had Chibiham meas-
ured properly, and the stop assis-
tant told her that there were no yu-
kata at the store that fit her at the 
moment. Mama was browsing a 
catalog of  the store, speaking to 
the shop assistant about possibili-
ties, looking at pictures. 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	 Chibiham, however, had decided otherwise. “I want this one!” she pointed to a 
picture of  a very fancy kimono called furisode, used for the highly formal ceremo-
nies. 
I shook my head and explained to her. “You don’t wear those kinds of  kimono 
every day, Chibiham. Those are for coming-of-age ceremonies and weddings and 
stuff. It’s like a tuxedo.”  
	 Chibiham gazed back at the catalog which Mama was holding. “But I don’t like 
those kimono. They’re boring. Those colors are ugly. I want a fancy one like this!”  
	 Juicy tried to explain, “That is a special kimono for use in the winter. It’s too hot 
to wear that now.”  
	 Chibiham decided to take offense. “You’re lying to me. You’re just saying that be-
cause you don’t think a properly sized curvy girl like me could be a geisha. But I 
want to be a geisha too!!” She once again started to get red in the face. “You 
wouldn’t let me wear the lolita clothes and now you won’t let me wear geisha 
clothes!!” Her voice had gotten big. “Maybe it’s because you’re jealous, Paprika? 
Yesterday, too, you thought my curves were too sexy and would take all the atten-
tion away from you!”  
“I promise you, Chibiham, all eyes in the 
room are always on you,” I conceded.  
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Chibi-
ham read my tone and got louder.

Mama appeared out of  nowhere. With 
a stern expression, she whisked the three of  
us out of  the building and piled us into a 
taxi. Mama demanded to know what Chibi-
ham was fussing about. Juicy explained 
how Chibiham wanted to be a geisha. Mama smirked. “There are no sumo gei-
sha,” she muttered in Japanese. I did not translate that.

So far, it seemed Mama did not like Chibiham, and Chibiham did not like 
Mama.
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C H A P T E R  8

Versus Mama

	 As soon as Chibiham, Juicy, Mama and I arrived at Ryogoku by taxi, Mama sug-
gested we get lunch. Naturally, the first thing Chibiham did was point to McBee-
tus, right next to the station. Mama instead took us to have soba noodles. Chibi-
ham pouted and whined the whole way. First it was, “Why do we have to walk so 
far? There was a burger place like right there!!”  
	 And then when we arrived at the soba restaurant it was, “I don’t want to eat this 
stuff. It’s gross. Why can’t we just have McBeetus? Mama looks like she’s never 
had a hamburger in her life.” Which was probably true.  
	 Juicy reluctantly translated what Mama said to her. “You should try this because 
it has very little fat.”  
	 Chibiham didn’t like that word. “I don’t have to worry about fat. I hope she 
doesn’t think I’m fat. This is all muscle, you know. I’m actually very strong. I’m like 
a sumo wrestler. I could take all of  you guys out.”  
Mama giggled to herself.

In the meantime, Chibiham had pulled out her pink backpack. And what came 
out of  that, right at the table, but a fistful of  chocolate. Mama looked on in horror. 
“Don’t eat that! You haven’t finished your 
soba!” Juicy had translated.  
“But my sugars are low. I didn’t eat anything 
this morning, and now you’re making me eat 
this crap! I need my sugar!”  
“You don’t need any more sugar. Your whole 
body is sugar! That is why you are too fat for 
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a normal kimono!”  
Chibiham did not like that one bit. “There is no fat in sugar! And I told you, this 
isn’t fat! Your stupid kimonos are too small for NORMAL people!” She pouted, 
but by that time, Mama had snatched away her backpack.  
“If  you don’t like the soba, that is too bad,” said Mama. “You will have to wait un-
til dinner tonight, then. We are having sushi.”  
“But I’ll DIE without my candy! You don’t understand! Americans need sugar all 
the time! You don’t want me to turn diabetic, do you?”  
“No,” said Mama, “That is why I am refusing your candy until dinner. When you 
have finished dinner, you can have as much as you like. “

Chibiham turned on the waterworks, but Mama completely ignored her.  
At last dessert came. Green tea ice cream with 
azuki beans and kanten. Chibiham made a face 
while eating it. “I thought dessert was supposed 
to be sweet. This looks like chili beans.” Azuki 
are plenty sweet. But despite the complaints, she 
gobbled up the dish in a few seconds while I 
drank my tea and let the soba settle. And then 
she reached for mine. Mama glared. Chibiham 
stood up with my dish of  ice-cream, walked 
away from the table and hid behind the fusuma 
wall to the booth. Mama shot arrows at her with 
her eyes. Chibiham shot back needles. 
	 Chibiham sat down in her seat. “You didn’t need it anyway, did you, Paprika? 
You have Japanese food all the time.”  
	 With a visibly annoyed sigh, Mama put her napkin down on the table and went 
off  to the restroom and pay (this is a Japanese thing to do. You pay for everyone’s 
meal while pretending to go to the bathroom at the end). Juicy smiled weakly at 
Chibiham, who was in her pout mode.  
“Mama is strict on everyone. Especially me. But it is because she does not want to 
treat you like a guest. She thinks of  you as family.” She held out her untouched des-
sert. “Here, would you like my ice cream? I am not going to eat it.”  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Chibiham nodded at her. “Yeah. It was really good, actually. Thank you.” And she 
ate Juicy’s dessert as well. Mama came back in just as she finished and tsk-tsked at 
her.  
	 “Juicy, you must learn by watching the follies of  others,” she said tritely, giving 
the evil eye to Chibiham. 
	 “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling responsible for her behavior and the behavior of  all in-
visible brutish foreigners everywhere. 
	 “Don’t apologize. The only person she will be accountable to is herself.” And 
Mama herded us out of  the room.

Ah, Ryogoku. 
	 	 Sumo-land.  
	 If  you know nothing of  glorious Ryogoku, land of  the sumo gods, then look it up 
on Wikipedia, because this article is already too long. In the land of  the Lillipu-
tians, the enormous, towering sumo wrestlers are revered like gods. But unlike the 
wild hamplanet, these quarter-ton beauties are pure, massive, rippling muscle, 
with lighting-fast reflexes and an exercise regime that 
would put many Olympians to shame.  
And they gotta wear something.

Mama took us to a kimono outfitter in Ryogoku 
on the suggestion of  the standard kimono shop in 
Ginza. And there, at last, Chibiham found sizes that 
fit her, covered up all her bits and pieces, and even 
suited her. She reveled in it. 
	 “See? I knew you people were hiding all the real 
clothes,” she giggled. “Is this where you buy all your 
clothes, Juicy?”  
	 She pranced around in one yukata after another, try-
ing to find one she liked. She even began to flaunt 
them. 
	 “Does this kimono make me look faaaaat?” she cooed. Juicy and I said nothing, 
but Mama did.  
	 “No, kimono don’t make you look fat. You make kimono look fat. Kimono make 
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you look red,” Mama snapped at her, and we once again thanked heavens for the 
language barrier that allowed Juicy and I to filter the vitriol.

Mama bought her three yukata, and we moved over to a western-style clothes 
store which also catered to sumo and larger tummies. There Chibiham found a 
pile of  shorts, shirts and tank tops which she didn’t hate. She complained that 
there were no goth-loli outfits, but Mama made a stern face when she began to 

whine, so she shut up fast.

At last Chibiham had clothes.

Mama took us to Ueno, the older part of  
town near where she was born. She 
showed us the park and the old shopping 
areas, gave us treats to eat and little trin-
kets for our hair. Even Chibiham behaved 
– she was walking around in a yukata, 
munching on Japanese snacks that Mama 

gave her and pretending to be a geisha. She snapped pictures of  everything.

Finally we went into a nice sushi restaurant. Chibiham had never been to a 
sushi restaurant before. Her face fell when we were seated at a counter. “These 
seats are too small! Why don’t they have real sized seats? They have real-sized 
clothes, so where are they hiding the real-sized people?” She sat her bum on TWO 
seats and refused to move. And then she continued. “This isn’t a real sushi restau-
rant. Where I live, the sushi comes out on a conveyor belt. Where is the conveyor 
belt?”  
	 “That’s a different style of  sushi,” explained 
Juicy. “Here, we leave the menu up to the 
chef.”  
	 And the sushi came out, one piece at a time.  
	 You might be able to imagine the effect this 
sight had on the ham. 
	 Mama was very thorough. She told the winc-
ing Chibiham how to pick up each pice of  

44



sushi with her fingers, turn the piece over, being careful not to get any soy sauce on 
the rice, then eat quickly and wipe one’s fingers on the provided wet cloth to the 
side. It was a laborious task that Chibiham did not appreciate, especially when 
there was so little food set before her each 
time.  
	 “What in blazes is this! Are you really trying 
to starve me here?” She ate up one after the 
other after the next, and when the sushi menu 
was done, the chef  asked if  we wanted any-
thing else. 
	 “Yes!” cried the ham, “I want avocado rolls. 
Three of  them! And cream-cheese and salmon 
rolls, California rolls, tempura rolls, shrimp-mayonnaise rolls, teriyaki sushi and 
beef  rolls. See you guys? I know lots about sushi.”  
	 Juicy and the sushi master had blank faces. “I have some nice beef  sashimi,” said 
the chef, and began preparing something. 
	 I turned to my cousin. “Where did you eat that stuff ?”  
	 “In Tennessee. I eat Japanese food all the time!”  
	 “None of  that is Japanese,” I explained to her. “You might be able to get some of  
that, like California rolls and shrimp-mayo stuff  at some low-class places, but this 
is real sushi, Chibiham. You’d better leave the ordering up to Mama and the 
chef.”  
	 “But you guys only give me the bland stuff ! It’s because you want me to become 
thin and anorexic like you guys, isn’t it! You’re picking on me!”  
	 Just as Chibiham began to raise her voice, the beef  sushi arrived, for all of  us. If  
you have never seen beef  sushi before, I link to this picture, which is not mine. Yes, 
it is uncooked. 
	 “Matsuzaka Beef  sushi,” declared the sushi chef, happy he could fill one of  the 
orders for the emotional oni-ham.  
	 And Chibiham started up again. “It’s RAW!”  
“That’s what sushi IS, Chibiham! What do you think you have been eating all this 
time??” I cried in disbelief.  
“That stuff  was RAW? I’m gonna die! I’m gonna get salmonella! None of  the 
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sushi I ate in Tennessee was raw! I want a steak! I want a burger! This is disgust-
ing!!”  
She shoved the food away from her rudely and snorted.

Mama snapped. “Chibiham, how shallow of  you. You have flown all the way 
to this country, and for what? To throw your weight around and refuse to accept 
the new challenges you have chosen to put before yourself  by coming here? What-
ever will you gain by acting like such a child!? How will you ever improve?”  
	 “Improve? Whatever! I don’t need your lecture! I’m perfect as I am.”  
	 “No, no one is perfect as they are. We are given this time in our lives to steadily 
improve ourselves. The moment we let our guard down and become selfish 
enough to think we have obtained perfection, is the moment we have lost the bat-
tle, and lose all right to command respect.”  

Chibi wasn’t quite sure what was thrown at her. 
	 There was a moment of  silence.  
	 No one moved. No one breathed. 
	 But then, hesitantly, Chibiham reached out her puffy fingers and picked up the 
beef  sushi. She dipped the edge in the saucer of  sweet soy-sauce, careful not to get 
any on the rice, as Mama had told her not to do. Then she lifted the thing to her 
lips, and in one fell swoop, gobbled it down.  
A moment went by. 
What face would she make?  
“That was actually good,” she said.  
And we smiled.  
“Let me have another five,” Chibiham asked. 
“Yes, you can have another five,” answered Mama.
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C H A P T E R  9

Boys, Boys, Boys

	 One day, about a week after Chibiham had come to Japan, Juicy came home 
from an outing crying. Her boyfriend, Kintama, had broken up with her in no un-
certain terms. She said through tears how he had told her, “I want a model girl-
friend. We’re not compatible physically.” It was 
because he thought she was fat.  
	 To reiterate, Juicy was chubby by Japanese 
standards. Her nickname, too, was a reflection 
of  that fluff. She was pretty self-conscious about 
her weight, and this breakup put her into a de-
pression. When depressed, Juicy would eat. 
She’d go to the local convenience store and 
stock up on pudding, cakes, potato chips and ice 
cream, then close herself  in her room and read 
romance manga until she felt better.

	 Kintama happened to work with me in the uni-
versity library. I confronted him about the breakup. 
He explained, “people are always watching me. I 
know that Juicy is sweet and all, but when I bring 
her places everyone is always like, ‘why are you 
with her? You could do better.’ I got sick of  people 
telling me that, so I decided to get a new girl.”  
	 “You’re dickless,” I told him, but he shrugged.  
	 “She’ll get over it,” he said.
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Anyway, this was to be a problem because we had planned to take Chibiham to 
a summer barbecue with our classmates, among which was of  course, Kintama. 
Juicy, who felt responsible for bringing the salads for that day, decided not to de-
cline. She put on a stiff  upper lip and we all went to the barbecue in Wadabori 
Park.

The moment Chibiham laid eyes on Kin-
tama, she was in love. “Is THAT Kintama?”  
	 “Yeah,” Juicy sighed, lowering her eyes.  
	 “Chibiham, don’t get any ideas,” I thinned 
my eyes at my cousin. 
	 “What? They’re not dating anymore, right? 
He’s free game!” She reasoned, and pranced 
after the group of  pretty Japanese men.

Kintama had brought his new girlfriend, 
Derumo. She was exceptionally beautiful, and very slender. Juicy sighed deeply 
when she saw the girl, repeating “nattoku, nattoku,” which means something akin to 
I get it, I’m satisfied, I understand why he dumped me. Poor Juicy.

Chibiham began by pulling her tank top down a bit too far. Plenty of  cleavage. 
She sashayed up to Kintama, who was in charge of  the grill and trying to avoid 
Juicy. 
	 “Have you ever thought about getting yourself  an American girlfriend for a nice 
summer fling?” Chibiham started. Juicy and I giggled. That is, I giggled; Juicy was 
pretending not to see Kintama. 
	 “American girlfriend? You mean you?” Kin-
tama laughed. He was embarrassed, and most 
Japanese guys will laugh when they are embar-
rassed. Chibiham didn’t know this.  
	 “Don’t laugh! You’re laughing because you 
think I’m fat, right? You don’t know what 
you’re missing here! In America, I am what 
they consider super hot. Like a pinup model. 
They like curvy women out there! Have you 
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ever seen boobs as big as this?” She forearmed her boobs together until she had 
three lines of  cleavage. Kintama pretended to be blown away.  
	 “Nope, I have never seen boobs that big. I can’t have those around here, I might 
lose concentration and burn the meat.” He shooed her away. 
	 “You’ll change your mind! I’ll be waiting over here by the sake getting very, very 
drunk,” she said with a wink.

Chibiham situated herself  in the middle of  the party, eating to her heart’s con-
tent. She wolfed down one steak after another, one bowl of  nabe soup after an-
other. Juicy cautioned her, “Chibiham, you shouldn’t eat so much. There isn’t 
enough for everyone else.”  
	 “You snooze, you lose,” Chibiham replied, “I can’t help it if  they’re missing out.”  
	 “Everyone contributed, Chibiham,” I told her. “You’re a guest and all, but you’re 
eating way more than your fair share. That’s super childish.”  
Chibiham growled. “You know, you’re the ones being childish. I am an adult! I 

can eat as much as I want! I 
spent my whole childhood being 
told what to do. Screw you 
guys,” she spat as she finished 
off  a bag of  chips.  
While Kintama and his friends 
cooked the meat, there were 
games of  all sorts being played 
nearby. Someone produced a 
soccer ball, someone else a bad-
minton set. Juicy and I joined in. 

But Chibiham, in the meantime, disappointed that Kintama was not paying atten-
tion to her, had buddied up with his new girlfriend Derumo.

“Come on, Chibiham! It’s fun!”  
	 “I hate exercise!” yelled Chibiham back. “I didn’t graduate high school just to go 
back to gym class.”  
	 “I thought you said you were good at it,” I teased her. 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	 “I am! But I don’t want to get sunburn. Red tan lines on my boobs and all…”  
The already drunk Derumo laughed next to her. “Yeah! No suntan!” she called.

Chibiham and Derumo were the only people sitting on the picnic blanket. Kin-
tama was at the grill with a couple of  his friends, chatting over beer, while the rest 
of  us were playing. Chibiham was chowing down.

Some time later the sun had passed its peak and we returned to the picnic area 
to get drinks, and found the boys chatting nervously to each other. Chibiham had 
eaten ALL the meat. “There’s not enough food!” she was wailing through the 
park.  
	 “Is that even possible?” I asked the guys. 
	 “I thought I got enough for everyone, but she just kept eating and eating.” One 
of  the boys shrugged. “It’s all right, we have this place for a few more hours, so I 
will go to the grocery and get more.”

I stomped over to Chibiham. She and Derumo were piss drunk off  their asses, 
red-faced and making fart noises with their armpits.  
	 “Chibiham! Where’s your wallet!”  
	 “What!” she yelled between gasps and giggles. “Why?”  
	 “You’re paying for the next round of  meat!”  
	 “Why do I have to? You guys invited me.”  
	 “Because you just ate twelve people’s worth of  meat!”  
	 “It wasn’t just me, Derumo was eating too.”  
	 Her chopsticks weren’t even split. She hadn’t eaten anything. 
I argued with Chibiham, but won, and took out what little cash she had from her 
wallet. But by that time, Juicy had already sent the boys off  with her own money. 
She refused to take the cash I tried to give her. “She only has a set amount for the 
month,” Juicy reasoned. “Besides, she is right. We can’t make a guest pay for the 
meal. It would be inhospitable of  us.”  
	 I pretended to concede, but put the cash into Juicy’s bag later when she wasn’t 
looking.

Chibiham and Derumo grew increasingly drunk. The two of  them were hang-
ing all over the boys, running around and trying to get them to give piggy back 
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rides. While Derumo was distracted and being lifted up on the shoulders of  some 
of  our friends, Chibiham charged at Kintama. Kintama was standing near the 
stone grill, unprepared for the onslaught.  

		 BOOM. 
	Chibiham cannonballed him, knocking the slen-
der man face forward into the edge of  the stone 
grill and slamming his cheek into the wall. His 
sunglasses cracked and he cut his cheekbone 
open. “What the hell!” he yelled in the much 
softer bunny-fur swears of  the Japanese language. 
Chibiham was laughing. So was Derumo, and a 
couple of  the others. 
	Chibiham yelled at him, “Why didn’t you catch 

me? They caught Derumo!”  
	 “I didn’t know you were coming!” he said, trying hard not to insult her.... 
	 I yelled at Chibiham. “Chibiham, you’re drunk! Stop it!”  
	 “No way, I’m not drunk! I can handle my liquor better than anyone else here! 
You’re just angry that I’m having all the fun, and I’m getting all the boys! I’ve got 
some damn hot curves!!” And with that she lifted up her shirt, tucked the bottom 
in under her bra, and shook her tummy for all to see. She then ran away next to 
Derumo, who was still laughing, and yelled the only Japanese insult she knew. 
“Baka!”  
	 And then she barfed. 
	 Blissfully entertained, Derumo fell down in a fit of  laughter, and Chibiham stum-
bled over to a patch of  woods to expunge her stomach.  
	 Juicy grabbed a couple bottles of  water and a rag, and headed to Chibiham’s 
side. 
	 “Let her alone, Juicy,” I said.  
	 “She needs water,” Juicy replied, and joined her. 

For the next half  hour or so, I helped clean up at the barbecue site. The meat 
arrived, the cookout continued. Derumo was passed out in the grass, Chibiham 
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was in tears, drinking water and trying to regurgitate the worst of  the mix, and 
Kintama had patched up his battered cheek. His injuries were minor.

Later Chibiham had sobered up somewhat and joined us. She was crying 
again, this time from shame. “It’s just not fair. I want a cute Japanese boyfriend 
too. You’ve embarrassed me.”  
	 Juicy took out some sparklers, another staple of  a Japanese summer. “Look, Chi-
biham, cheer up,” she said, “Kintama isn’t really that cute anyway.”  
	 “I guess,” Chibiham sniffed. “A real man would be into me. I’m really popular 
with the guys back in Tennessee.”  
	 Someone had pulled out a cooler of  ice cream and yelled for everyone to come 
and get it. Chibiham jumped up, happy once again, characteristically forgetting 
how sad she was a moment before. But Juicy stayed.  
	 “You don’t want ice cream?”  
	 Juicy shook her head. 
	 Chibiham wasn’t satisfied. “You know you do!”  
	 Juicy smiled. “I think that the sweetest ice cream is the type which you never get 
to taste,” she said. Chibiham, confused, ran off.  
	 “That was kind of  deep, Juicy,” I commented, making note of  her philosophy in 
my notebook. “All mature-like.”

It was then that Juicy went to join 
Kintama, who was curled up next to 
the grill alone, bruised and battered. 
“Are you okay?” she asked him. 
“I think I owe you an apology, Juicy,” 
he said to her. “Would you consider 
going out with me again?”  
“What about Derumo?”  
“She doesn’t seem to know how to be-
have at times like these,” he said. An-
other poorly chosen party favor?  
	 Juicy bit her lip and sighed deeply, disappointed. “I think you’re too concerned 
with what others think of  you, and not concerned enough about others.”  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Kintama laughed. “What?”  
Juicy stood up. “What I mean to say is, I don’t think we’re compatible.”

And she walked away, back to Chibiham.  
	 Chibiham asked, “are you going out with Kintama again?”  
Juicy shook her head. “You don’t want him. Let’s find cuter boys!” As she said 
that, there were gentle tears running down her puffy cheeks, but at least she was 
smiling.
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C H A P T E R  10

The Anklet

	 The evening after the barbecue, we all went home 
very drunk, downing tiny bottles of  Ukon-no-Chikara, 
which is a sort of  anti-hangover drink. Chibiham, who 
was still infatuated with Juicy’s ex-boyfriend, asked 
Juicy to show her memorabilia of  the couple’s relation-
ship. Juicy had also decided it would be best to put the 
items away somewhere where they would not be a nui-
sance. One of  the items was a silver anklet that Kin-
tama had given her on her birthday. She still wore it often, and Chibiham cooed 
about how romantic it was to be given jewelry by a guy.

The next day, Chibiham was still terribly hungover, but Juicy and I were not. 
We decided to leave her while we went to run some errands in town. “Call us if  
you need anything,” we told her, and she grunted her acknowledgement from be-
neath the covers.

Juicy and I walked to the station and 
took the train over to the next station of  
Shina-no-machi, where she had to pick 
up a few things. Afterwards we stopped 
in a little café we frequent in the area. 
Juicy always had a habit of  ordering a 
tea cake with coffee, but today she just 
stuck with coffee. I remarked on the 
change. 

56



	 “Actually,” she confessed, “I’ve decided to make some effort. I don’t need cake 
every time we come here.”  
	 “Are you on a diet?” I mused. 
	 “Watching Chibiham these last few days was like a mirror. I don’t want to be like 
that.”  
	 Juicy was in no way like Chibiham. “What could you possibly mean??”  
	 “It’s her lack of  reservation. She always takes what she wants. She has no gaman,” 
she explained. “So what I realized is that when it comes to some areas of  my life, I 
need to practice gaman too, so that I don’t end up turning into a Chibiham.”  
	 I laughed at her imagery. “I hope you’re not doing this because of  Kintama.”  
	 “Of  course not! I think Kintama has even less gaman than I do…” she giggled. “I 
am doing this for my own sake.”  
	 So instead of  taking the train home that day, we decided to walk.

Now, it is just under an hour’s walk between Shina-no-machi and Yotsuya (you 
can do it in much less if  you jog), and we took our time returning. After all, we fig-
ured Chibiham wouldn’t be up before noon with the hangover she looked to have.

When we got home, we entered the front door and Juicy called out the quintes-
sential “Tadaima! We’re home!” greeting. We her thunderous, running steps up-
stairs and heard the bedroom door slam. The first thought I had was, “oh, no, not 
the toilet again!” and I made a mad dash up the stairs. But peeking into the bath-

room, I found no disgusting mess. What 
could it be this time?

Nervous, I hurriedly opened the door to Chi-
biham’s room. And there she was, cowered 
in a corner in tears. She was wearing Juicy’s 
clothes. 
“Chibiham, what are you doing? You 
shouldn’t take Juicy’s clothes without asking 
her!”  
“I was only trying them on,” she sniffed. 
“They obviously don’t fit! Take them off !”  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	 “What do you mean ‘they don’t fit?!’ You probably only put this dress in there to 
shame me – this belongs to you, doesn’t it? You put this in there just to trick me, 
didn't you! You’re so mean!” She started on her typical rant, but her face was quite 
red and puffy. She had been crying for some time, and surely not over a dress. 
	 I noticed she had her arm behind her back.  
	 “Chibiham,” I said in the most condescending tone I could manage, “What are 
you hiding behind your back?”  
	 “Nothing!” she exploded, “why do you always pick on me like that?!”  
	 “Then show me your hand.”  
	 “No.”  
	 “Chibiham, cut it out!!”  
	 “It’s none of  your business!”  
	 We started to argue. In the midst of  it, Juicy had peeked into the room and 
walked over to Chibiham with a curious face. “Would you show me?” she had 
said, somewhere in between the shouting. This seemed to break the spell. 
	 “I didn’t mean to,” Chibiham said, somewhat involuntarily, and took out her 
arm. "It's just, you get a cute Japanese 
boyfriend, and I wanted to be like 
that..."  
	 It had swollen to twice its normal size.  
	 Chibiham’s normally pudgy fingers 
were as large a sausages, and her hand 
was bright red and purple. “I just 
couldn’t get it off.”  
	 There, hidden beneath the folds of  
skin, around her wrist, was Juicy’s anklet.  
	 Why it hadn’t snapped, I have no clue (damn this Japanese quality), but it was so 
deeply embedded in the rolls that the silver item was only barely visible.  
	 I had seen this happen before with a friend’s ring – after buying some dubious 
jewelry at some “asian” market she had an allergic reaction to the metal and her 
finger ballooned up. She had to get the ring cut off.  
	 “That’s an anklet, Chibiham,” Juicy said curiously. “Why do you have it around 
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your wrist?”  
	 “That can’t be an anklet,” Chibiham retorted. “It doesn’t fit around the ankles. 
Only the wrist, and even then it took me a half  hour to squeeze into it. It’s got to 
be like a kid’s size!”  
	 Chibiham had cut off  her own circulation trying to put the anklet on her wrist.

Going down into the kitchen we discovered the counter a mess. In her attempts 
to get the anklet off, Chibiham had tried butter, olive oil, cooking oil, and even 
tried to snap it with a butter knife. Nothing had worked. We decided to take her to 
a hospital.

I grabbed Chibiham’s hoodie and we headed to the clinic. Chibiham’s tears in-
creased. Surely she was in pain, but I noticed a pattern. First, she would not walk 
the four blocks to the clinic. She wanted an ambulance. We settled on a taxi.  
	 Then when we arrived at the hospital, her injury was considered non-emergency, 
so we were told to go up to the second floor reception. Juicy and I turned to the 
stairs, but Chibiham refused to climb them. “My feet hurt, I don’t want to walk up 
there. Can’t we take an elevator?”  
	 Juicy replied, “There are many elderly people in Japanese hospitals, and people 
in wheelchairs and broken bones need them more. People going up one flight of  
stairs don’t need an elevator.”  
	 “But I ACHE,” Chibiham cried, “I can’t move any of  my limbs! I need a wheel-
chair!”  
	 “You don’t need a wheelchair, Chibi!” I cried.  

	 And Chibiham sat down on the staircase. “I 
feel faint! Don’t make me exercise when my 
body is in such pain! You don’t know what it’s 
like!”  
	 Juicy had run for a wheelchair as soon as 
Chibiham started raising her voice. The recep-
tionist gave Chibiham an odd look, but 
shrugged and produced a roly-poly, nurse and 
all. We refused the help and I took on the 
driver’s role. The moment Chibiham was seated 
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in the wheelchair, she stopped crying. “Now push me to the elevators,” she said, as 
if  she were shipping off. It took me one heck of  a heave to push the bulging thing 
forward, but momentum took over.  
	 The elevator arrived, other passengers got on. It was small, but surely we could 
fit. I tried to turn the wheelchair towards the doors (it was caught on an odd an-
gle), but it was too heavy to turn from that position. “Chibiham, stand up, I can’t 
turn the wheelchair.”  
	 “What do you MEAN you can’t turn the wheelchair? That’s what wheelchairs 
are for! You’re just being lazy!”  
	 This irritated me. “Chibiham, your feet are fine! There are people waiting for us 
to get on the elevator, so stand up!”  
	 “My feet hurt!” Juicy let the elevator go without us, and the two of  us pushed 
and pulled and inched the wheelchair into an ideal position for entering the next 
elevator. All the while Chibiham was complaining that we were exaggerating – she 
insisted that she wasn’t that heavy.

We took the elevator to the second floor, and all the while Chibiham seemed to 
have forgotten her pain. We arrived at the waiting room. Chibiham spotted the 
drink dispenser. “Get me a coke!” she ordered. 
	 I looked at the machine. “There is no coke,” I said. “There’s water, green tea, 
regular tea, coffee-“  
“Isn’t there anything sweet in there?” she cried. 
“This is a hospital, Chibiham.”  
“So they should know I need sugar at a time like this! My adrenaline is up so my 
heart is working harder, so I need something to give me energy!”  
	 I rolled my eyes and bought her the only sweet thing in there – a canned café-au-
lait. She took one sip and made a face. “This isn’t sweet!”  
	 “It’s plenty sweet; it’s like caramel!” I retorted, irritated. I admit I wasn’t in the 
best of  moods after having to roll the princess upstairs. Chibiham continued to 
complain, but at last she drank the canned coffee and requested another one since 
“it wasn’t sweet enough, so I need double to get my sugars up.”  
	 Fortunately our number was called before we got into another argument.
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We went into the examination room. Since this was a university hospital, three 
students came into the room with the older doctor. They eyed her swollen hand in 
surprise. The doctor told the students to be quiet, in Japanese, “you must not be 
shocked no matter what a patient shows you,” he explained to them, “it will cause 
them to worry.”  
	 But Chibiham was sure they were talking about her.  
	 “They’re making fun of  me! I know they are! Aren’t they, Juicy?” she demanded. 
“Stupid twigs never seen a regular 
sized person before.” She contin-
ued to complain, but neither of  us 
answered her. Juicy was completely 
absorbed in the actions of  the doc-
tor. He had slipped a protection 
sheet between the bracelet and the 
ring, and taken out his mini saw. 
Juicy gasped a little. “Is there no 
other way to get it off  without cut-
ting it?”  
	 The doctor shook his head. He lowered the tiny tool and there was a gentle filing 
sound. Juicy started to tear up. Then – pop! – the bracelet snapped.  
	 The doctor gave Chibiham a compress and told her to massage her hand. She 
would be back to normal in no time.

Juicy was beside herself  as we left the hospital, cradling the beloved anklet in 
her palm. Chibiham was complaining about the pins and needles feeling in her 
hand. “Let’s get a taxi home, I’m starved,” Chibiham began to coo.  
	 Juicy looked at her. “It’s very nice weather. Let’s walk instead,” she said. “You 
know, that dress is just about your size? I am sure my mother would be able to let 
it out for you.”  
	 Juicy tossed Kintama’s anklet in the trash and didn’t look back once.
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C H A P T E R  11

Geisha in the Closet

	 It was after Chibiham ruined Juicy’s bracelet that I decided I’d had more than 
enough of  my cousin. But, being beta beta beta and gutless as a Thanksgiving tur-
key, I resolved to talk to my Auntie (Chibiham’s mother) to fix the issue instead.  
I sent a message on Facebook – I need to talk to you about Chibiham.

Auntie: Oh, Chibiham posts her adventures 
on here every day! We are so happy she is enjoying 
herself  out there! Thank you so much for hosting her 
– this really is the chance of  a lifetime for her.  
I was embarrassed by my aunt’s words. 
How could I tell her to get rid of  Chibiham 
when she was so grateful I was taking her 
in? 
Me: Auntie, Chibiham seems to have had a differ-
ent image of  Japan than what it is. I’m not so sure 
she’s enjoying herself.  
Auntie: She can be a little fussy, I know. But she’s 
really enjoying her stay out there. She told me all about how she got to wear a gothloli costume 
thing.... 
Hmm?  
Auntie: …and dressed up like a geisha…  
Geisha, huh? 
Auntie: …and how you brought her to the spa…  
Does she mean the sento bath after she… 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Auntie: …and how you guys climbed Mount Fuji…  
Climbed…?  
Auntie: …and about all the friends she is making out there! You know her too, of  course, Pa-
prika. She can be temperamental. But you were always her best friend, so you know her best. 
You’ve always been patient and kind with her – it’s really a great influence, and I wish she spent 
more time with you more often.

And I melted. Of  all the gosh darn whatza dammit come ON, auntie, give me 
a break you…Ugh, and I cursed the day I was not born Judge Judy.

Well, if  Chibiham was staying for the rest of  the month, we’d at least need to 
lay down some ground rules. Put her through boot camp or something. If  only 
someone had the alpha to control the ham-zilla…

“Tadaima.”  
	 Mama’s voice echoed up the stairwell and through the corridors. I dashed to the 
vestibule – she was putting away her umbrella and had her arms full of  grocery 
bags. “Take these to the kitchen for me, won’t you?”  
	 Mama handed me her groceries and turned to pick up her suitcase. Suitcase.  
	 “You have a lot of  luggage,” I commented.  
	 “I have decided to stay for a while,” Mama told me. “After all, you are now three 
girls in a house, and it would be in everyone’s best interest if  I took over the house-
work while you enjoy your summer.”

Juicy and Chibiham, who had been watch-
ing television in the other room due to the bad 
weather, also joined us in the entrance.

“Juicy, bring this to my room for me, will 
you?” she ordered, and then turned to look at 
Chibiham, who was less than amused. “Hello, 
Chibiham,” she said. “How are you enjoying 
your trip?”  
	 Juicy, who had not yet taken Mama’s suit-
case, translated for her.  
	 “Just fine, thank you very much,” Chibiham 
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replied, eyeing her nemesis suspiciously. “Why are you here? I thought you lived 
somewhere else.”  
	 “And let you eat us out of  house and home? Wouldn’t dream of  it.” No one trans-
lated that part. “I am here for you, Chibiham. After all, you want to become a gei-
sha, don’t you?”  
	 “A geisha??” Chibiham liked that word. 
	 “Yes,” smiled Mama. “I am going to teach you to be a geisha.”

Some twenty minutes later, Mama had us all in the tea room (a square-shaped 
tatami room) with some light green tea. She had brought out a book of  photo-
graphs. They were all geisha pictures. Chibi-
ham oohed and ahhed for a while. Mama told 
her she could choose any photo she liked and 
keep it next to her vanity table.  
	 When she heard that she seemed happy for a 
while and looked at the pictures more discrimi-
nately. Eventually her face grew sullen and her 
fatlogic came out.  
	 “They’re all so thin. Don’t you have any pic-
tures of  geisha who aren’t anorexic?”  
	 “I don’t know what you are expecting, but these are all normal geisha. They are 
not particularly thick or thin.”  
	 “But I could never be like that. I want something I can be.”  
	 “You mean right away?”  
	 “Of  course! All I have to do to be a geisha is wear a kimono, right? Kimonos 
aren’t made in only one size, so why are the geishas only made in one size?”  
Mama laughed at her silly comment. “It doesn’t work like that, Chibiham. Ki-
mono is just clothing. The word ‘geisha’ means ‘artist,’ literally. They not only 
learn the art of  clothing, but the art of  dance, the art of  tea, the art of  music, the 
art of  literature and flower-arrangement, the art of  conversation. The art of  enter-
taining others.”  
Now this, Chibiham seemed more interested in. Instead of  whining or complain-
ing, she listened to Mama’s lecture.  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“The lady in these pictures didn’t start out like this from the beginning. She 
worked very hard to get there. And starving yourself  isn’t part of  the regime, but 
much exercise and self-restraint is.”  
“Exercise??”  
“Why, yes. Do you see this picture? This is a pose from a dance. Geishas dance – it 
is one of  the may arts they learn to do.”  
	 “Dance isn’t exercise.”  
	 “Do you like to dance?”  
	 “I do. I’m really good at it. I get to move my curves around and look sexy.”  
Mama giggled. “Is that so. Ten people, ten colors. You want to learn to colors of  the 
geisha? We have about three weeks. I can teach you if  you want to know.”  
Chibiham agreed. I don’t know where she got it from, but after choosing the pretti-
est picture of  the prettiest geisha doing the prettiest pose, somewhere she decided 
that she was going to do it too.

Mama took over the kitchen and brought Chibiham with her, while Juicy and I 
began to set the table. Mama told us not to do it, because she wanted to teach Chi-
biham how. So we watched from the sidelines. 
“First of  all, this is Japan, and you are now a gei-
sha, so you don’t eat these things,” announced 
Mama. She went into the cabinet we had desig-
nated for Chibiham and began throwing out the 
junk food. 
	 Chibiham’s eyes grew wide. “But I need that 
stuff !”  
	 “You don’t need it, Chibiham, people here 
have lived without it for centuries, so you can live 
without it for three weeks.”  
	 “But I will die! I will have nothing to eat!”  
	 Mama was having none of  it, and the food was in the trash before you knew it. 
Mama then draped an apron over Chibiham and began to take out various food 
items – dashi, wakame, tofu, miso, abura-age – all things that Chibiham had never seen 
in her life. She was teaching Chibiham to make miso soup. Chibiham began to 
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complain, “where is the cream? Don’t you use butter to make soup? What’s this 
green stuff ?” but I didn’t translate her complaints.  
	 Chibiham complied with some of  the instructions and complained about the oth-
ers, but somehow dinner was made. Mama was just about to start teaching her 
how to set a Japanese table, when Chibiham was nowhere to be seen.

We went upstairs, into the living room, the bathroom, the yard, but Chibiham 
had disappeared. We were just coming down out of  the loft to the second floor 
hallway when we heard the unmistakable sound of  wrappers coming from Chibi-
ham’s room. We looked I the room again – but there was no one there. 
The wrappers crinkled again.  
The closet.  

	 If  you don’t know what a Japanese closet is 
like, here it is… it is made for putting away fu-
tons rather than hangers. And Chibiham, who 
had not put away her own futon, had fit herself  
into it instead. As well as the trash bag full of  
junk food which Mama had taken away from her 
that morning. 
	 Mama sighed as soon as she saw it. “I 
should have thrown the bag outside right away,” 
she said. 
“What are you DOING, Chibiham??”  
Chibiham turned red in the face again. “I was so 

hungry! And I have been on my feet for more than an hour! I’m so tired! Mama 
won’t give me a break.”  
	 “An hour isn’t that long time, Chibi-“  
	 “It IS! My ankles hurt! My knees are aching!”  
	 Juicy explained why Chibiham was complaining, but Mama didn’t like it one bit.  
“Your knees and ankles hurt because you are putting so much weight on them! 	
Where you do you think that weight is coming from!!” and she reached out and 
snatched the bag of  candy bars from her. “This!”  
	 Chibiham tried to reach out her hand and grab the bag back, spouting some-
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thing about energy and all the things Mama doesn’t know, and then stopped. 
	 She was stuck.  
	 She squirmed and wiggled, but closets are 
not meant to be easy places to get into, or out 
of. 
	 Mama threw her hands up in disbelief.  
	 “Hey, you guys, come on, this hurts! Help 
me!” Chibiham yelled.  
	 Mama sat on the ground in front of  her. 

“Chibiham, do you know who hides in closets? Children and bake-mono (monsters) 
hide in closets. Which one are you?” Then, Mama looked like she was thinking. 
She got up and left the room, and a moment later came back with a tray of  
kibidango. She sat down again. The she picked up one of  the little sweets and 
slowly, deliciously bit it. “Mmmm, 
oishi.”  
Chibiham’s eyes opened. “What’s 
that.”  
Mama looked at her. “Kibidango.” 
And she took another, and similarly, en-
ticingly popped into her mouth, whole. 
“Mmmm.”  
“What’s a kibidango.”  
Mama looked at her incredulously. 
“You don’t know what a kibidango is? 
You should try one.” She ate another. “But perhaps I will eat them all.”  
“Are they sweet?”  
“Very sweet.”  
“Can I have one?”  
“Come and get it,” Mama said, turning away every so slightly to the side as she 
nibbled at the sweet which was, incidentally, the traditional favourite snack of  chil-
dren and bake-mono. 
“I can’t reach.”  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“If  you really want the kibidango, you must make an effort to come and get one.” 
	 	 Mama was eating up all the kibidango.  
	 Chibiham made a sour face, but squirmed. And budged. And wiggled.  
	 And pop, out came the Chibiham.  
	 She rolled forward, and as if  she had completely forgotten she had been stuck in 
a closet a moment before, plopped down contentedly next to Mama for a 
kibidango. 
	 “Now, see what you can do if  you make the effort,” Mama smiled slyly at her 
and clapped her hands. “Oishi?”  
	 Chibiham didn’t like the thought that she was being talked down to so, but very 
much liked the kibidango. “Oishi,” she said. 
	 “See how delicious Japanese sweets are?”  
Chibiham somewhat nodded and continued devouring the kibidango. Mama 
stood up and put all the leftover sweets and wrappers into the trash bag, taking it 
out of  the room. This time, the ham did not complain.
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C H A P T E R  12

Too Conbini

The first day of  Mama’s takeover was not as brutal as we expected it to be. 
Juicy and I watched as Mama lured Chibiham from the closet, showed her how to 
put away her futon (so that she couldn't enter the closet anymore), and brought 
her to the kitchen to show her the art of  mori-tsuke, or “how to display food on 
dishes.”  
	 Among the many foods Mama had pre-
pared was potato salad. While making it, 
Chibiham had complained, “that’s not 
how you make potato salad. You need 
more mayonnaise!”  
	 Though we did not translate her com-
plaints when it reached this petty level, 
now that the food was all made, she was 
disappointed at the small dollop of  potato 
salad she was finally told to serve.  
	 “That's never going to be enough,” she said.  
	 Mama convinced her to stop complaining about the amount of  food on each 
plate by replying, "There may only be a small amount on each plate, but there are 
many plates. It only looks like you are eating less of  each when you're actually eat-
ing more!"  
	 For some reason, the thought that she was eating more seemed to placate the 
ham.  
	 While eating, Chibiham was eying the potato salad with disdain. She decided to 
stand up from the table to get ketchup. Mama glared at her.  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	 “I thought you were going to try new things,” she 
chided. 
	 “I will. I just know potato salad – it totally tastes 
better with ketchup.”  
	 “Chibiham, what flavor does ketchup have?”  
	 “Erm… ketchup flavor?”  
	 “And what flavor does this have?” she gestured to 
the potato salad.  
	 “I dunno.”  
	 “Then wouldn’t it be better to be surprised by a flavor you don’t know, rather 
than be bored with one you do? You might just like it.”  

	 Chibiham reluctantly sat down, and ate the po-
tato salad. She did not try to get any other condi-
ments for the rest of  the meal.

	 In the afternoon, Mama took Chibiham into her 
room, showed her how to do girly things like wash-
ing her face properly and putting on point 
makeup. She also gave Chibiham some hair acces-
sories, and taught her how to fold her yukata. All 
the while, Chibiham asked about dinner. Unfortu-
nately Juicy was stuck in the middle translating.  
	 “She wants to know when dinner is going to be... 
again...” she explained to Mama.  
	Mama gave her the evil eye. “Juicy, does this rou-
tine sound familiar to you? She sounds like you 
did when you were eight. So here, I will give her 

the same answer I gave you. Tell her she can have dinner after she walks in the 
park for two hours. And I want you to take her,” she ordered. “When she comes 
back, there will be a dance lesson, and then we can start dinner.”  
	 Juicy translated the orders to Chibiham, whose eyes inevitably bugged out. “Two 
HOURS? Dance sounds like more fun – can’t we just do the dancing stuff ?”  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	 Juicy didn’t bother translating the protests, and told Chibiham to just come with 
her.

Juicy took Chibiham outside. “Mama tells me to do that every time I get hun-
gry, and to tell you the truth it kind of  helps. There’s a really nice park around the 
corner there, too.”  
“What’s that?” Chibiham pointed across the street to the convenience store. 
Juicy cocked her head. “You’ve never been to a conbini?”And the two of  them 
headed into the conbini instead of  the 
park.  
	 	 Oh, what a wonderland it was! All 
the things Chibiham saw that she had 
never seen before… Chibiham started 
to load up a cart as she pranced down 
the aisles, shrieking at every little thing. 
“What’s this? What’s that! What does 
that say? Eeew, is that green thing?” 
She put into her basket all sorts of  
things – pink germ masks, overnight shampoo sets, cold packs and thigh-thinning 
“lift” stockings, toys and figurines, underwear and a whole stack of  manga books. 
“The Japanese really do have manga everywhere!” she exclaimed, bouncing 
around the aisle as Juicy tried to catch the things she absentmindedly knocked off  
the shelves behind her. 
	 And then, she turned the corner. The junk food aisle. Chbiham’s stomach 
growled. Remembering how Mama had emptied her stash of  junk foods, she be-
gan perusing the goods. Soda pop, Coke and Sprite. Ice cream. Oreos, in the bas-
ket. Ritz crackers, in the basket. Snickers, Twix, Pringles, in the basket. The moun-
tain grew.  
	 “Chibiham, if  you bring all that home, Mama won’t like it,” Juicy warned.  
	 “It’s not that much. I’ll eat it all before we get home, anyway. We have two 
hours!”  
	 Eventually they got to the checkout. The bill rang up to 7,000 yen. But Chibi-
ham did not have enough. Juicy, too, had not brought her purse, since she only 
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thought she would be going to the park. Chibiham tried the ATM machine, but 
foreign cash cards didn’t work in conbini ATM machines at the time. 
	 Chibiham thought for a moment, and pulled out her credit card. “Dad gave it to 
me just to use in emergencies,” she explained. But the clerk saw the card and 
shook his head. 
	 “They don’t take credit cards at conbini,” Juicy explained.  
	 “What? How am I going to pay for all this stuff ?” she whined. “I only have 3,000 
yen.”  
	 “I guess you’ll just have to put most of  it back,” Juicy reasoned. “You don’t really 
need it anyway, right?”  
	 “What are you talking about? OF COURSE I need it! Mama only gave me tiny 
amounts of  food for lunch and it’s gonna to be at least three hours before dinner. I 
need to snack or my body will go into starvation mode and I’ll retain everything I 
eat.”  
	 So Chibiham started taking out anything in the cart that wasn’t edible. Goodbye 
manga, underwear, masks, slimming socks and shampoo sets. She was forced to 
take out some of  the drinks and ice cream, too. At last the bill was beneath 3,000 
yen, and she had left a huge pile of  refused items behind the counter.

Juicy took Chibiham to the park, but Chibiham didn’t want to walk. They sat 
down on a bench near the entrance. “I’ve been on my feet all day,” she com-
plained. 	“Mama really works me to the bone.”  
	 “She means well,” Juicy said. “She 
is really strict on me, too.” Chibiham 
was breaking out the potato chips 
and chocolate. “I dunno how anyone 
could be strict like that on their kids. 
Don’t they want them to be happy? 
My momma let me do whatever I 
want, and look how free spirited and 
well-rounded I have become.”  
	 Well-rounded, indeed. 
	 “You want some?” Chibiham of-
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fered Juicy. 
	 Juicy smiled, but declined.  
	 “You know, you would be really popular in America. You just need to gain a little 
more weight. You need bigger boobs to make it in the States. Like me.”  
	 Juicy giggled. “I’ll take that into consideration. Do you have a boyfriend?”  
	 “Not at the moment, but there are like three guys who like me right now. But you 
gotta be choosy, you know? Ooh, let’s head home, two hours are going to be up.”  
And as if  she had timed it, Chibiham bounced to her feet and lead Juicy back to-
ward the house in search of  dinner.

As soon as they stepped in the door, Mama spotted the conbini bag.  
“Chibiham! I told you to go walking! Juicy, didn’t you watch her?”  
Juicy protested. Chibiham, who had no idea what they were saying, was shocked 
when Mama snatched the conbini bag from her hand. Mama opened her eyes wide. 
Junk food, all junk!  
	 “I thought you were looking forward to dinner! Now you will have too full a stom-
ach for sure.” She thought about it for a moment. “What did you spend on this 
bag of  junk? At least 2,000 yen, I’m sure. Here’s what I will do. You can have one 
treat every day, after dance lesson. But only if  you behave.”  
	 Chibiham whined. “What? But those are MY snacks! You don’t understand, 
there was like no sugar in that lunch, and I was feeling faint! You can’t take those 
away from me!”  
	 But Mama was gone before anyone had any chance to translate for her. “Get 
into your yukata – we are beginning our dance lesson. You want to be a geisha, 
don’t you?”  
	 “Yes, I wanna be a geisha, but I don’t wanna faint from starvation…” she mut-
tered and stomped up the stairs.

Juicy and I helped Chibiham get into her yukata, and we all joined Mama 
downstairs for her first lesson. Mama showed her how to stand with her knees 
slightly bent to give her a stable stance and low center of  gravity, and showed her 
how to always point her stomach to the corners of  the room at all times, to make 
her look thinner. “One day, you will not have to gomakasu,” (which means to lie, or 
put on a show, or pretend she is not the size she is.) Mama explained, though no 
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one could think of  a good translation for gomakasu. “Because you will have years 
ahead of  you in which to improve.”  
	 “If  I have years ahead of  me, why do I have to do it now?” Chibiham com-
plained.  
	 “Because you’ll have less years ahead of  you if  you don’t.”

The lesson ended, the promised treat was given, dinner was made, and the day 
finished in peace.

Late at night, I was in Juicy’s room and she told me what Chibiham had done 
in the conbini. Either way, it meant she was now out of  cash and we would have to 
take her to an international bank. After all, Mama did have a big day set up for to-
morrow, and she would probably want to-

CRASH.

We ran downstairs into the kitchen. 
	 There was Chibiham, standing in the mid-
dle of  the kitchen, with the fridge open. The 
tupperware of  left-over potato salad from 
lunch was overturned on the floor, and cov-
ered in ketchup. 
	 Mama came in right away. “Chibiham, 
what have you done!”  
	 “I was still hungry! And I wanted to try it 
with ketchup, because I know ketchup would 
make it even better…”  
	 “Why did you not put it on a plate?”  
	 “There’s only a little bit left anyway…”  
	 Mama shook her head. “This is a pity. I was saving the rest for tomorrow’s out-
ing. But I guess we will have to picnic without it.”  
	 “Picnic? Where are we going?”  
	 “Why, Chibiham, we are taking you to a matsuri. A Japanese style festival!”
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C H A P T E R  13

The Matsuri

	 The next morning, Mama had us all dress up in yukata and we headed downtown 
to see a matsuri - a Japanese festival. In such a festival, young men and women 
dress up in special jackets called hanten, and carry the local Shinto jinja's omikoshi 
shrine through the town. Wherever it passes by is said to be blessed. 
	 Chibiham marveled at the sights. Vendors of  all types line the streets selling 
snacks and goods, at least half  of  the attendees wearing yukata or summer ki-
mono, and the atmosphere lively and colorful.  
	 "What are those things?" Chibiham asked, 
pointing to the paper strips hanging from ropes 
lining both sides of  the street. 
"Shi-de," replied Mama. "They tell the omikoshi 
where to go. Everyone who wants to be blessed 
by the omikoshi comes to this street.  
	 We decided to take Chibiham over to the 
omikoshi, but it was crowded and difficult to get 
through, especially with the slow-walking, pant-
ing cousin. "It's hot," she complained. “Can't 
we get a coke?”  
	 "We just got off  the train ten minutes ago, Chibiham," I snapped at her. 
	 "No coke, but you may have lamune," offered Mama, as she bought one for each 
of  us. (Lamune, commonly written in Romaji English as Ramune for those who care 
to know, is a corruption of  the word "lemonade" from when such sweet drinks 
were introduced to Japan during the Meiji period in history. It tastes just like 
cream soda. It is a popular children's drink during festivals. So, anyway…) As we 
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sipped our lamune and strolled down the street, we finally came to the place where 
the omikoshi was to begin its route. And there, she saw the official bearers of  the 
grand golden omikoshi were all wearing nothing but fundoshi.  
Chibiham grew red in the face.  
"Paprika," she whispered, "you can see 
their BUTTS."  
I giggled. "Yep, you can indeed." We 
shared an adolescent girl moment. "At 
least they all have really nice butts," I 
complimented.  
"Yeah!" Chibiham made a snatching 
gesture in the air at the group. 
"Yummy!" Insert overeating joke here.

We purchased water balloons, and 
Chibiham took pictures of  every little 
thing. In the meanwhile Chibiham bought a snack from every stand along the way. 
Yakisoba, tai-yaki, yaki-tori, tako-yaki. I bought a chocolate-dipped banana and Juicy 
bought a cup of  fried sweet-potato wedges. Mama, too, bought some mizu-ame. 
Chibiham wolfed her food down as fast as it came, but eventually found herself  
with too much in hand and no place to put it. She finished up her lamune drink and 

bent down to leave the empty bottle on the side of  the 
sidewalk.  
Mama saw that.  
“Chibiham! Pick that up immediately.”  
Chibiham looked at her incredulously. “What! But there’s 
no place to put it!”  
“You will deal with your own messes! Do not leave trash 
for someone else to pick up.”  
“But my knees hurt – I can’t bend down again.”  
“Now!”  

Chibiham grudgingly did as she was told, and Juicy showed her how to use her yu-
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kata sleeves as temporary pockets into which she could put her lamune bottle until 
she found a trash can.

We decided to find a good spot to sit on the side of  the road, where locals had 
set out overturned plastic crates and made wooden tables available.  
	 While there, the group of  local old men allowed us to partake in their crates of  
beer, pleased to treat the sumo-gaijin and pretty girls in yukata. Chibiham loved the 
attention - she downed beer after beer, 
eating plate after plate of  food. From 
the izakaya behind the tables, the locals 
ordered kara-age (fried chicken) and 
okonomi-yaki (egg pancake) for us all, 
and we all enjoyed it, but boy did Chi-
biham eat.  
	 Chibiham was getting gradually 
drunker, and noisier along the way. At 
one point she took a whole basket of  
fresh kara-age and literally dumped all 
five pieces of  chicken in her mouth. Even after realizing how hot they were, she 
only made a face and downed it all with a chug of  her beer. The drunk locals were 
highly entertained, and Chibiham was feeling it.  
	 I cautioned her. "Chibiham, don't you think you've had enough already?"  
	 "What?! What do you mean 'enough?' You're just saying that because you think 
I'm fat. But my fat means I can out-drink all of  you. Besides, beer is healthy; it's a 
plant. And liquids don't have any calories, so they don't count. So there!" She 
stuck out her tongue at me and turned back to her beers.  
	 I glanced over at Mama to see if  she would say anything, but she looked only 
mildly annoyed. She noticed my gaze. "Don't worry about her. It's a matsuri, so eve-
ryone is allowed to go a little crazy."
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The matsuri went on and the omikoshi could be heard coming down the road. 
Chibiham wanted to go see. She ever so discreetly hid her trash beneath the table 
and pretended that it wasn’t hers as she stood up. Mama saw it.  

“Chibiham, pick that up right now.” She ordered. “The 
trash cans are right over there across the street! You must 
deal with your own trash.”  
“But I can’t!” Chibiham cried. “They’re so far!”  
“If  you don’t put away your trash, you cannot go see the 
omikoshi parade,” Mama ordered. The Chibiham grumbled 
and mumbled but hobbled over to the trash cans at the 
other side of  the road.

The omikoshi came our way. The heavy golden shrine was 
carried on two poles on the tops of  the shoulders of  the na-

ked, muscular men. Some of  them wore hanten, a blue and 
black vest of  sorts. Chibiham wanted one, and the men at our table, all being lo-
cals, had a few spares. Chibiham, too, donned a 
hanten, and ran out, completely drunk, with the 
rest of  the locals to help carry the omikoshi 
through the area. The happy girl took up two 
spaces, but enough people were carrying so that it 
didn’t matter much.  
Dancing around the omikoshi, were hikeshi (tradi-
tional firefighters, mostly yakuza) carrying around 
tall, heavy poles called matoi, atop which white 
streamers slapped and twirled as they danced.  
The omikoshi bounced and swayed to the chant of  
wasshoi! Wasshoi! Hot and sticky, sweaty and smell-
ing of  sandalwood, the group pressed forward 
with tiny, metered steps. Chibiham, among them, too, was enjoying herself  im-
mensely, drunk and carefree, happy as a clam among sardines. She bounced 
about, but not to worry - no amount of  her wiggle jiggle could topple the golden 
tower.
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And then it happened. 
	 Chibiham, thrilled that there were so many cute naked butts around her, had the 
gull to smack the bare butt fundoshi-wearing guy in front of  her with her hand. He 
turned to look at her with quite a face, but laughed when he saw her. She was 
thrilled he had smiled at her, and began bouncing happily. Suddenly, Chibiham no-
ticed that amidst her gleeful bouncing, she had lost one of  her floppy pink beach 
sandals.  
	 She stopped right in the middle of  the street 
where she was and bent down to pick it up, only 
slightly inconveniencing the men carrying the 
omikoshi behind her. Unfortunately she had bent 
down right in front of  a hikeshi. And the poor hike-
shi, carrying the 20-kilogram matoi turned and 
tripped over the ham, toppling over her. He was 
conveniently caught by a kind passerby and did not 
drop his matoi. 
Chibiham whined, “Oww!!” and turned to look at 
the man, who laughed.  
“Bikkurishita!” He was surprised by her, he said, 
breathlessly. For it would have been very bad luck 
for him to drop his matoi. 
	 Mama ran up and apologized, but he was a jovial 
man, and with a twirl of  his matoi he went on his merry way. Mama looked at Chi-
biham. “Why didn’t you apologize!”  
	 “It’s not my fault he didn’t look where he was going!”  
	 “It is your fault you didn’t look where YOU were going! Or did you knock into 
him on purpose?” she scolded. “Naughty girl, you are too drunk to carry the omiko-
shi. Come on.” And she pulled the noisy, protesting Chibiham from the parade.

Chibiham was cross for the rest of  the afternoon, because Mama sat her down 
at the table again and made her drink nothing but water. She refused to buy her 
any more snacks, too. Chibiham would have to wait until supper. Chibiham 
bitched and moaned and cried, but Mama did not understand English anyway, 
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and was ignoring all her complaints. Juicy and I refused to intervene.  
	 Eventually Chibiham lightened up and began snapping pictures again, and time 
oozed into dusk. 
	 The locals came back, the drinking continued. Lanterns went on, crowds dis-
persed. The locals who had lent Chibiham her hanten returned, and a great big 
box was brought out from one of  the local taverns, from where most of  the locals 
had borrowed their hanten. A pile amassed on the table, and a young lady was ac-
cepting all the hanten and shaking them out for washing.  
Chibiham too, waddled over to return her hanten. 
As she turned and came back to where we were all sitting, the pile of  hanten top-
pled over onto the ground. 
	 Mama eyed Chibiham.  
	 “Chibiham, go pick those up.”  
	 Chibiham sighed dramatically and made a face. “Why do I have to pick them 
up! It’s not my fault they fell over!!”  
	 Mama glared at her with thin eyes.

“No, Chibiham, it is not your fault they fell over. But it will be your fault if  you 
fail to pick them up. When you see something that needs to be fixed, it means you 
have been given an opportunity to prove you can do it. This is why you must never 
ignore a problem.” She continued slowly, “this is why I do not ignore you.”  
	 Chibiham had quite sobered up by now, and wasn’t sure how to respond to the 
words translated to her. 
	 “This is a chance, Chibiham," Mama explained. "A chance to show what level 
of  person you are.”  
	 “Level?” Chibiham liked that word. “You mean like in a video game?”  
	 Mama saw the ham’s eyes light up. “Yes, Chibiham, like a video game. It is a 
chance for you to level up.”  
	 Suddenly getting it, Chibiham nodded and turned, slowly, to the girl who was 
fumbling with the clothes. She waddled over and bent down, while the girl 
thanked her for her kindness. 
	 Mama nodded.  
	 Chibiham was beginning to level up.
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C H A P T E R  14

Tea Ceremony

A bit of  culture for you.  
In a Japanese tea ceremony, known as an ochakai, there are numerous roles, but in 
this story only the following needs to be known:  
The teishu (亭主), prepares the room, tea, decorations, flowers and sweets served. 

Shokyaku (正客), the first guest, has to ask the teishu about the tea, decorations, and 

sweets  
Kyaku (客), the rest of  us. We don’t need to remember much, just sit still and do as 

in Rome.

One morning, Mama announced to us all that we were going to attend a tea 
ceremony at which she was to be the teishu. This informal ceremony was set up 
really in honor of  Chibiham’s coming, to 
introduce the gai-ham to an admired part 
of  Japanese culture. (In truth, it was proba-
bly Mama who set it up.) 
	 She brought out a number of  kimono we 
were going to wear, including one for the 
abnormally wide Chibiham which she had 
rented. Chibiham didn’t like the kimono, 
because ochakai kimono are very plain. Hers 
was a very pale pink.  
	 “I want a fancy one. This one is boring! 
Can’t I just wear the ones you bought me?” 
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she said. 
	 Mama explained that the kimono she had upstairs was really just a yukata, and 
this being a formal event, needed a formal kimono.  
	 Chibiham wasn’t buying it. “I bet you’re only making me wear this one because 
I’m big. It’s just like in a bra shop – bigger sizes are always boring granny colors. I 
bet no one else here has to wear a boring kimono!”  
	 Mama then took out all of  our kimono – they were all just as plain and formal as 
the first, in muted pastels. This shut Chibiham up. She would have complained 
but she decided she liked the pink better than any of  the other colors.

Mama then took out a number of  sweets and other items she had bought to 
decorate the room at the tea ceremony, and explained 
each one. She had willow, lindou (Gentiana scabra), and a 
number of  leaves called “baby hands” in Japan. She care-
fully explained how these flowers can only be used in the 
tea ceremony decorations of  late August, and what each 
flower means.  
	 In the meantime, though, Chibiham was not listening 
to the flower explanation. Instead, she had fixated her 
gaze on the sweets – these pretty, colorful things in multi-
ple shapes. There were to be nine people at the tea cere-
mony, so nine heavy ocha-gashi had been purchased, as 
well as nine lighter sweets. Mama noticed Chibiham’s 
gaze.  
“Whatsthat.” Chibiham mumbled. 
“These are Kawamuraya ocha-gashi sweets that I ordered from Kansai,” she ex-
plained. “Each person gets one. They are very sweet, so you must eat them with 
the bitter maccha tea served at the ceremony today.”

Chibiham liked the sound of  that.

Mama helped Chibiham get into her kimono, but Chibiham didn’t like it 
much. Unlike a yukata, the kimono had multiple layers and was very tight and 
straight. Mama practiced with us all a few times to show us how to enter the room 
– how to kneel before entering, how to be careful not to step on the door thresh-
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old, how to walk and turn, and what to say when being served tea. It was pretty 
straightforward, and Mama wasn’t going to be a stick-
ler about it, since this was the first time for Chibiham 
to participate. We just needed to sit down, shut up and 
drink the tea.

We arrived at a pretty teahouse in a lovely, wooded 
Japanese garden. Mama began to set everything up as 
the people arrived, and Chibiham was surrounded by 
the other guests as well as Juicy and I, rehearsing what 
to do and say. Each of  the ladies had some personal 
philosophy tidbit about how to enjoy the tea ceremony, 
how to be in the moment, how to appreciate the sound 

and the lack of  it, the scents of  the seasons and the meditation-like state of  the 
event. One lady suggested to Chibiham that the experience was like yoga.  
“Yoga?” spat Chibiham, bug-eyed. “You mean like exercise?”  
“No, Chibiham, this isn’t exercise,” Juicy explained. “But if  you breathe deeply 
then it makes the whole experience more relaxing and… easier.”

Chibiham soon learned what Juicy was referring to.  
Everyone moved to the tea room and after going through the greetings, kneeled. 
	 	 Chibiham had quite a trouble kneeling – she 
was more or less sitting on her calves, and her feet 
began to fall asleep. She squirmed left, squirmed 
right, but the tickle that began in her toes wrig-
gled its way up through her feet to her ankles and 
spread to her calves, until the calves felt like they 
were sparkling and her toes throbbed. Rubbing 
her toes, Chibiham excused herself  suddenly and 
insisted she needed to go to the bathroom.

While Chibiham was in the bathroom, the 
ceremony stopped. After all, it was mostly for her. 
The shokyaku asked Mama about the decorations 
and the flowers and the cups and such, but time 
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passed and Chibiham was still nowhere to be seen. I decided to run to the 
restroom after her to find her. 
I left the tea room and began to walk to the bathroom, once again haunted by the 
thought of  an accident. But then, I passed the preparation room on the right hand 
side of  the hall – the place where the tea, the instruments…. and the sweets were 
kept. 
And there was Chibiham, with a thick ocha-gashi sweet in each hand. They had 
been completely devoured. The wagashi for tea ceremony are quite thick and 
heavy, rich like peanut butter. Chibiham had a sticky, full mouth and had trouble 
speaking.  
“Umm, I omly memnt ta tok a loll bot…you hab ammy wada?”  
Water? 
	 “Chibiham, what have you done!”  
	 Everyone came out into the hall.  
	 Mama gasped. “Chibiham! Those were for 
the tea ceremony! Did you eat them all?”  
	 Chibiham had swallowed what was in her 
mouth.“I had to! I was so hungry! Ever since 
you took away my candy my sugars have 
been so low, I felt like I was going to faint! 
You’ve been starving me too – limiting me to 
three meals a day and super tiny portions. Don’t you know that real people of  my 
size need to eat more than you Japanese guys? Ask Paprika – she can tell you!!”  
I was angry that she dragged me into it.  
	 “Chibiham, you can’t say that! I never stole any wagashi before a tea ceremony! 
It’s rude!”  
	 “You’re rude! You’re letting them starve me!” She began to cry. “You think this is 
funny, don’t you! Starving the fat girl. Well it’s not my fault I’m fat! It’s genetics! 
This is my natural size! If  I don’t maintain it, I’ll become anorexic and bony! I 
don’t want to be bony!!”  
	 Chibiham backed up into the corner as she cried, and sat her huge bottom on 
the bamboo-wood box for the tea ceremony set. As soon as she put her weight on 
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it, crack! The box splintered and the ham cascaded to the ground, rolling about 
upside down. Chibiham had 
grabbed at the counter as she 
fell, too, and had unfortunately 
tipped over the can of  light sen-
cha tea, too. The powder flew 
into the air and landed all over 
the tiny room.

She began to bawl. “Aww, 
that hurrrrrt! How could you!!”  
	 I yelled at her. “That box 
wasn’t a seat, Chibiham!”  
	 “It would have supported you! You put that there just to shame me!”  
We pulled Chibiham to her feet. Thank goodness, all the materials for the tea cere-
mony were already in the tea room and nothing besides the box had been de-
stroyed. 
	 The nice women who had come for the tea ceremony fussed over Chibiham and 
asked if  she was all right. “Mama,” they said, “You must have chosen some very 
good ocha-gashi indeed. It must have been completely irresistible!” they laughed. 
We all finished the tea ceremony without the heavy ocha-gashi and savored the light 
sweets instead. One way or another, at least the Chibiham learned to like Japanese 
sweets.
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C H A P T E R  15

The Old Town

	 In the morning one day, Mama woke us up with the usual routine – wash face, 
comb hair, don yukata, one hour of  dance, clean room, prepare breakfast and eat 
(this was the routine every day since Mama took over) – and then while we ate 
breakfast, she announced that we were going to Shita-machi, the old town.

One part of  the shita-machi area is Asakusa, the town in which Mama was 
born. It is now a tourist area, with old buildings, traditional shops, temples, and res-
taurants in a potpourri of  Edo, Meiji, and Showa Era styles.  
	 Chibiham used this opportunity to buy all sorts of  souvenirs, under Mama’s guid-
ance. She showed her where to buy pretty fans and hair pins, geta sandals for her 
dad and incense for her mom. Mama showed her the difference between buying 
those awful tourist-trappy pajamas marketed as kimono in the Naka-mise shop-
ping lane to the temple and the real kimonos 
offered just one street to the side. She showed 
her the difference in the fans – how the 
skinny ones are made for tea ceremonies and 
formal events, the middle-sized ones for every-
day use, and the big, flashy paper ones for 
dancing. Chibiham even found an obi belt 
she liked in a used kimono store, and Mama 
vowed to show her how to use it when we got 
home.

While walking through the streets, Chibi-
ham turned and bounced around every which 
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way, oblivious to not only her hips and arms and other body parts squashing the 
other tourists, but also to that awful pink backpack she seemed to forget she was 
wearing.  
	 Mama scolded her. “Chibiham, stop. Do you not see that you’re running into 
people? Even if  you don’t see them, surely you must feel them!”  
	 “So?” she retorted. “It’s their fault they were there in the first place. They’re in 
my personal space.”  
	 Mama did not care for Chibiham’s tone, and ignored it. “Do you like it when 
people run into you?”  
	 “Of  course not! They’re rude assholes.”  
	 “If  someone runs into you, what do you expect them to do?”  
	 “They’d better apologize at least.”  
	 “And so will you. From now on, every time you run into someone, you are going 
to say sumimasen. That is what ladies do. That is what geisha do.”  
	 “But no one runs into geisha! They’re like princesses.”  
	 “That’s because geisha watch where they are going. They are more concerned 
about other’s well being than their own. Now look, Chibiham, at what I have.”  
Mama pulled out a small pouch of  candies. Chibiham’s eyes grew wide. Mama ex-
plained, “I have, let’s see, one, two, three four… twelve candies here. And they will 
all be yours if  you apologize to people that you run into. But every time you run 
into someone and fail to apologize, I will throw one candy away. Do you want all 
the candies?”  
	 Chibiham stared, but turned away. “I don’t need those. I’m a real geisha.”  
	 And with heavy spite in her intonation, Chibiham began to apologize when she 
ran into people in the skinny gauntlet of  Nakamise-Doori. "Sumimasen, sumimasen", 
she said, left and right, giving sideways glances to Mama to make sure she was 
looking.

Eventually we came along to a very famous stall, surrounded by people. Age-
manju are sweets that are very famous in Asakusa. Mama allowed us each to 
choose one manju. 
	 There on the list were a number of  choices – baked, fried, raw, in flavors like anko 
bean paste, green tea, sakura, sesame seed and custard. Some were brightly col-
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ored, others were plain. Chibiham said, “I want a fried custard manju, because it’s 
the healthiest.” She looked at me. “See, I can be healthy too.”  

I gaped at her. “Chibiham, 
what about a fried custard manju 
is healthy?”  
“Just look at it! It’s the plainest 
color of  all of  them. It’s obvi-
ously the healthiest.”  
To be fair, nothing about manju 
is healthy. But…  
“Chibiham, the healthiest one, 

if  you had to choose one, would probably be a raw anko manju. Fried means you get 
all that grease on it as well, and custard is like eating pure fat.”  
	 “It does not! The grease obviously comes off  the manju after it’s fried, duh. They 
don’t serve the food in a bowl.”  
	 I’m no one to judge. Let the ham eat what she wants. After all, this was her first 
“snack” in days.

As we nibbled on our manju, Chibiham asked for a ride on a jinrikisha. The boys 
were so cute, she said, and she didn’t want to walk anymore. Mama hired two jinrik-
isha for all of  us and we toured around the town. Chibiham tried to flirt with the 
boys, but I wasn’t translating everything. 
	 “What gorgeous bodies they have,” she admired. 
	 “That’s because they carry around people like us all day,” I explained to her. “It’s 
great exercise.”  
	 “I’m actually a really great runner, but my 
knees are bad. And my boobs are so big that if  
I ran I would knock myself  out, so I had better 
not.”  
	 Right, Chibiham. You probably would.  
When we got off  of  the jinrikisha, Chibiham 
tried once again to flirt with the handsome 
boys, but we simply bid them farewell. She peeked over her shoulder to see if  they 
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were watching her walk away, but they were not. She was insulted. “I look really 
cute in my yukata. Why won’t those boys come back and ask me out or some-
thing? Japanese guys must be gutless in front of  true beauty like mine.” And she 
made a face. I heard her mumbling to herself, “I’m more woman than they could 
ever handle. Too good for them.”  
	 I didn’t say anything. Who exactly was she trying to convince?

On the way back from Asakusa, we transferred at Suehiro-cho and decided to 
walk to Ocha-no-mizu from there. Mama wanted to take Chibiham to the Kanda 
Myojin Shrine – a colorful and unique jinja nearby. This jinja, unlike most natural 
wood-colored ones, is brightly painted in red, gold, blue, green, and purple. It is 
considered so powerful that many other jinja from around the country send their 
holy trinkets here for safe-keeping, in exchange for some of  the power that is said 
to originate here. 
	 One of  the reasons is the commemoration of  the first samurai – Taira-no-
Masakado. This guy was so powerful that even after he was beheaded during a re-
bellion a thousand years ago, he continued to haunt Tokyo to the extent that the 
heads of  huge corporations and great landowners still revere him to this day. He’s 
like the patron saint of  Tokyo. 

Anyway, Mama told this to Chibiham and boy was 
she excited. A super ghost! A samurai! The first samu-
rai! Wicked! And to top it all off, in this strangely 
bright and picturesque jinja. She snapped pictures of  
everything, ooh-ing an ahh-ing over his omikoshi hid-
den away behind glass. The omikoshi for this super 
ghost was only taken out once every two years (odd 
numbered years only), and this was not his year.  
“You like the story, Chibiham!” I mused at her.  

“Yeah. He’s like Braveheart – a loser who was so powerful that he won even after 
getting his head chopped off. I bet there’s no shrine here to dudes who chopped 
off  his head.”  
That was true.
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A few meters away from the omikoshi was a 
statue of  Daikoku, one of  the founding fathers of  
Japan. Like most Buddha-ish statues in Japan, this 
statue too, was plum and round and big and 
grand. Chibiham gazed at his manly pose for a 
while, then imitated it. A group of  ladies next to 
her giggled and applauded. How she looked just 
like Daikoku! They said happily, and asked her to 
take pictures with them. Chibiham gleefully posed 
like Daikoku and took pictures with the ladies.

Then we walked a little to the side and found 
wooden wishing plaques hung on poles. 
“What are these?” Chibiham asked. 
“These are ema,” Juicy explained. “You write your wish on the ema and tie it to the 
poles. The kannushi, which is like a head priest in Shinto, will bless them.”  
Chibiham eyed the Masakado omikoshi. “You mean like Masakado will answer the 
wishes?”  
“Erm, not exactly, Chibiham, he’s a little different,” Juicy tried to explain, but Chi-
biham liked her idea better than the reality of  it, so before Juicy even had a 
chance to continue, she had run off  to the little shop window and bought herself  
an ema. 

Chibiham used the black marker provided 
and wrote out her wish, then under the in-
struction of  Juicy girl, hung the wish on the 
poles. 
“There!” she said. “Come on, Juicy, I saw a 
whole bunch of  little amulets and stuff  at 
that shop that look really cool.” And she ran 
off  with Juicy in tow.  
I was left behind, curious.

 
I turned around the wooden block that Chi-
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biham had tied on the poles. On it, she had written, “I don’t want to be fat any-
more.”  
	 I looked over at Chibiham, cooing over the brightly colored trinkets and charms 
for sale at the shop. I felt a pang of  sympathy for her. If  this was her real wish, 
maybe Mama was like her guardian angel? Maybe this was the answer to her 
prayers? She might not like how she was being forced to change, but she had yet to 
see how much she actually had.  
	 As Chibiham skipped away from the shop window with her purchases, she ran 
into a couple going the other way. “Sumimasen,” she said, with a smile, “Sumimasen.”
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C H A P T E R  16

The Blindfold Game

In the two weeks since Mama had moved in, things had changed. Mostly for Chibi-
ham – her snacks that she had brought with her from the States were gone, hidden 
away. She was limited to only three meals a day, which Mama made herself, so 
there was none of  the pizza-McBeetus-fried lardball food that she had been used 

to. There was now only a choice of  
green tea or water to drink in the 
house; no coke or sweet drinks. Yes, 
Chibiham complained. But no, we 
didn’t translate, and Mama, who did 
not understand ham-blather in any 
language, ignored her.

But it wasn’t just that. None of  us, in-
cluding Chibiham, were allowed to 

sleep in anymore. We woke up at seven every day, which sucked for the first week 
but came naturally to us by the second. We cleaned the house and helped with 
breakfast, which was normal for Juicy and I, but the source of  much grousing from 
the ham. 
Then after breakfast, Mama would tell us what we were going to do that day; 
sometimes it was a day indoors, depending on the weather. Other days it was an 
excursion around town – to see sumo in Ryogoku (where Chibiham had bought her 
kimono), to Asakusa in the old town where Chibiham had made her wish, or to 
the Edo-Mura museums or Ghibli Studio in Kichijoji– Mama planned and exe-
cuted it all far better than any of  us could have done.  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	 But one thing that had changed for all of  us was the introduction of  a dance les-
son. Mama wanted Chibiham to learn two simple dances before she left the coun-
try: Ume-wa-Saitaka (a geisha dance), and a light-rhythm kappore dance we could all 
perform together. Every morning when she woke us up at seven, Mama would 
have us washed and dressed in yukata and downstairs by 7:30. We would practice 
this dance for one hour before beginning breakfast.  
	 Now, the dance, Chibiham didn’t seem to dislike all that much. She would dili-
gently follow along with Mama as best she could, and rarely complained that her 
knees hurt or that she wanted a break. While she would ask for sports drinks and 
coke, she learned Mama would only give her tea and water, so she stopped asking. 
She was happy with water now. Icy, cold, refreshing water. She was always sweat-
ing by the end of  the hour, happy to gulp down glasses and glasses of  the crystal-
line liquid.  
	 “Look, Chibiham, exercise doesn’t suck that much, does it?” I teased her.  
	 Chibiham laughed. “Shows how much you know. Dance isn’t exercise.”  
	 As long as Chibiham believed that, life was good.

One day late in the month, we had practiced the kappore dance three times in a 
row, which is actually pretty grueling. Chibiham came to me complaining that her 
bits hurt. 
	 “It's called muscle fever, Chibiham, nothing to worry about.”  
	 “But I ache.”  
	 “That's normal when you exercise. It's your muscles rebuilding themselves.”  
	 “Muscles!!” Chibiham freaked. “You mean my muscles are going to get big-
ger??”  
	 "I don't think that's a problem for 
you, Chibiham, considering you 
probably don't have any muscles now 
as it is....”  
	 “But I'll get HUGE!!” she started to 
freak, and the noisy voice reared its 
head again. “When you work out your arms get bigger and I don't want to be 
big!”  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	 It baffled me to think Chibiham was worried about getting big arms, but I tried 
to soothe her. “You want the muscles to grow, because muscles eat fat. They burn 
more calories that way.”  
	 “So then I can eat more?” Chibiham perked up.  
	 I nodded warily. “Uh, er, yeah, Chibiham. Unless you want to lose weight.”  
	 Chibiham seemed to listen this time for a moment, but only for a moment. Her 
face grew red like a balloon and she exploded. “Why would anyone want to lose 
weight! That's just what stupid doctors and the media wants you to believe. We 
should all be happy at our own size. Who needs exercise!”  
	 And the Chibiham plopped down on the ground.

Mama approached. “Come on, one more time and then we will get ready for 
breakfast.”  
	 “No!!” groused Chibiham. “I'm not exercising anymore! You're trying to shame 
me!”  
	 Juicy tried to translate for Mama, but the fat-logic was lost in translation.  
	 “Shame? There is no shame in trying to improve yourself. What is shameful is 
for a geisha to be flopping around on the ground like a great big tuna fish out of  
water. If  you don't get up 
and finish your lesson prop-
erly, then there will be no 
breakfast.”  
	 “Who needs breakfast! 
Your breakfasts suck any-
ways – it's all fish and rice 
and vegetables. Everything 
tastes the same.”  
	 Mama turned up her nose 
at the ham. “Very well then, no breakfast for you. Juicy, Paprika, one more time, 
and then get washed.”  
	 Mama turned on the music one more time, and Juicy and I danced while Chibi-
ham defiantly flopped around on the ground in the back of  the room. We then 
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bowed properly to finish the lesson, and went upstairs to change. Chibiham ig-
nored us and remained in the tatami room.

Breakfast came about, and everyone but Chibiham pitched in. Mama, Juicy 
and I took turns curiously peeking in on the ham, but she was there in the corner 
brooding the whole time. She was really mad this time. She did not peek out dur-
ing breakfast while Mama told us how she planned to take us to the farmer's mar-
ket that day. Surely Chibiham had heard us tell her, but she still refused to leave 
the tatami room or wash up.

Finally Chibiham was told that we were 
leaving. Though she whined that she didn't 
want to go anywhere because she was too 
tired and her muscles ached, some 20 min-
utes of  prodding had the ham dressed and 
out the door in some fashion. 
She trudged behind us as we walked to the 
market.

The market, a big collection of  specialty shops and food-sellers, boasted a 
multi-prefecture collection of  fruits and vegetables. Mama perused the colorful 
plants, asking us what we liked and didn't like. She did not ask Chibiham, because 
Chibiham was sure to tell her.  
	 “What are we doing here? There is nothing but rabbit food! How can we take so 
long to choose a bunch of  stuff  that all tastes the same anyway?”  
	 Mama replied, “It only tastes the same to you because all you ever taste is the 
dressing. That kills the flavor of  the vegetable. Have you ever even seen a real vege-

table before? Have you ever seen this be-
fore?” Mama picked up a mizu-nasu, a kind 
of  eggplant from Kansai that is only avail-
able in the summer.  
“No,” Chibiham spat. “It's a funny color.”  
“It's an eggplant.”  
	Chibiham pouted, but didn't turn her gaze 
away. “I don't think I've ever seen a real egg-
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plant before.”  
	 “How about these, have you ever had them?” She was referring to a goya. 
	 Chibiham made a face. “It's a cucumber with worts all over it. Eew.”  
	 “Do you know what it tastes like?”  
	 “Like grass. All vegetables taste like grass!”  
	 “You eat grass often enough to know then? You must be a cow,” Mama laughed 
to herself. The word cow would have been trouble if  translated into English, so we 
left that part out. “Why not take an interest in vegetables, and learn to like them?”  
	 “Because vegetables suck. Real people don't eat vegetables.” And Chibiham's 
stomach began to growl.

By the time we got home, Chibiham was undeniably hungry. She begged 
Mama for some breakfast. “I'll do the dance thing, just give me some food.”  
	 “Pity, you have missed your chance,” Mama mused, nose in the air. “Drink some 
water.”  
	 “Come on, don't starve me like this! I'll eat anything!!”  
	 Anything? 
	 Mama turned around and smiled at her.

We decided to play an eating game, to which Chibiham did not object. I know 
most of  us have done this in middle 
school – we blindfolded Chibiham and 
had her taste foods to guess what each 
one was. Since Chibiham wasn't the 
only foreigner there, I, too, submitted 
to the test, because what better way to 
flirt with death on a hot summer day? 

 
Mama and Juicy had chopped up a bunch of  foods into bite-sized pieces. Once 
Chibiham and I were seated excitedly on the other side of  the table, she fed us 
each one of  the same thing. We were to tell her if  we knew the answer. 
First one. 
Chibiham hmmed and huhhed. “Apple?”  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“Pear,” I said. I was right.  
“How can you tell the difference?” Chibiham whined.  
Mama then fed her a piece of  apple.  
“That's an apple? I guess I like the pear better....” ah, so there was a difference...

Next one. 
Chibiham made faces. “It's like a mango, but it's not sweet. It's like water. Maybe a 
melon?”  
“This is mizu-nasu,” explained Mama. Chibiham liked it and asked for another 
bite.

Next.  
Chibiham did not like this one. I, too, made a sour face at the hard, bitter vegeta-
ble. “Ick,” I said. “I know what this is. Goya.”  
Mama and Juicy laughed. Great friends to play Russian Roulette with, huh.

Next.  
Chibiham munched. “Maybe plum?”  
	 Mama laughed. “It's a tomato.”  
	 At this, Chibiham was shocked, and took off  her blindfold. Juicy laughed at her, 
and told her not to cheat, but Chibiham eyed the multiple dishes incredulously. 	
“That was way too sweet to be a tomato.”  
	 Mama smiled at her. “See, Chibiham, all of  these things have a different flavor. 
This is the nasu, this is the bitter goya. This is fresh cabbage, and this is sweet to-
mato.”  
	 Chibiham tried each one. I thought perhaps she was simply 
too hungry to care what she ate, but she savored each one. “I 
never had vegetables like this before,” she said.  
	 “That's because you have only ever had vegetables covered in 
salad dressing. But each vegetable has their own flavor. Which 
do you like best?”  
	 “Maybe the tomato, because it is so sweet. And the mizu-nasu was a taste I never 
had before. But I don't think I like that goya,” she made a face again.  
	 Mama laughed. “I was just teasing you – you don't usually eat it raw. But I will 
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use it in lunch today, and you will like it then. For now, you are free to full yourself  
on the rest of  the vegetables here.” She stood up to take the goya out of  the room.

There wasn't that much to eat, but Chibiham seemed satisfied once all the vege-
tables were gone. After that, Chibiham shyly went to help in the kitchen. I don't 
know if  it was to feed her own curiosity, or because she wanted Mama to forget 
her naughty behavior during the dance lesson, but that was the last we heard of  
her complaining about food. We had goya-chanpuru for lunch, and an all-vegetable 
meal that night, and an evening dance lesson in which Chibiham did not com-
plain about getting muscles. Perhaps she had forgotten what she was complaining 
about in the first place.  
	 Still, the strange outbursts, which I should have been used to by this time, both-
ered me somewhat…
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C H A P T E R  17

The Cavalry

	 	 It was nearing the time Chibiham had planned to go home. Chibiham only 
had five days or so before she would have to board the big metal bird and flap her 
way back to Tennessee.  
	 It was around that time that Mama surprised us all with an announcement that 
in the evening we would all go to a special place for dinner – an okiya, or geisha tea-
house, with real geisha and a full-course Japanese meal. You can imagine how Chi-
biham reacted.

There, she told us, we were going to per-
form the two dances we had learned over the 
past three weeks for everyone. Who was every-
one? Mama explained that Papa and a few of  
Mama's friends would be there. “After all,” she 
explained, “what is the point of  learning to 
dance like a geisha if  you have nowhere to 
show it off ?”

Mama took us into another room and 
showed us that she had purchased for all of  us a brightly-colored kappore costume 
in Asakusa. She even had one made in Chibiham's size. We oohed and ahhed and 
thanked Mama for the gifts. (I knew she would make me use it for a long while af-
ter that).  
And then Mama turned to Chibiham. “You have come a long way,” she told her. 
“You've become quite mature. Look at you, kneeling seiza like that. You haven't 
even asked for sweets this past week, and you have learned to say please and thank 
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you and apologize like a real geisha.”  
	 It was more than that – Chibiham was no longer smelly or sweaty like she used 
to be, she did her hair and makeup nicely as Mama had taught her. And most of  
all...  
	 “I think you have even lost weight,” Mama giggled.  
Chibiham's face lit up for a moment. “Can you tell?” and then suddenly, as if  
someone had blown out a candle, that joy was gone.  
	 “I think you will become a great geisha, Chibiham. So I had this made for you,” 
and with that, Mama pulled out another long, thin package, and opened it. It was 
a beautiful furisode in bright, vibrant colors. And it was made to Chibiham's meas-
urements. 
	 Chibiham was dumbfounded. It was a ki-
mono, just like she had always wanted. 
While Chibiham gushed over the item, 
Mama had gone to the closet and pulled out 
a number of  other pretty items – hair pins, 
obi belt decorations and a long uchi-kake, 
which is like a fancy jacket. She put them all 
on Chibiham for a nice girly fashion show.  
“Look at how pretty you have become, Chi-
biham! Just like a real geisha.” Mama said 
to her. 
	 Chibiham took pictures with Mama and 
Juicy and myself, asking if  she could keep 
the clothing on until the evening. Mama 
turned her down, telling her how the ki-
mono was not practical, especially with the heavy uchikake jacket, but that they 
would practice for an hour from now on so that she could get a feel for the dress.

Chibiham bounced about all day feeling like a million dollars. She imitated 
Mama's every move and didn't complain anymore when Mama told her to make 
this or that or clean this or that.

104



In the afternoon, just before we had planned to leave, I was looking for Chibi-
ham. I found her by my computer. “Chibiham, let's go,” I called to her. But when 
I went into the room, she looked cross. 
“What are you doing, Chibiham?” I asked her. 
	 “Nothing. Just checking my facebook,” she re-
plied, still sullen. She quickly turned the com-
puter off. “Let me get my stuff  together.”  
She shuffled around the room and I told her to 
meet us downstairs in five, but there had been 
a noticeable change in her demeanor since the 
morning.

Chibiham was quiet in the taxi as Mama ex-
plained how we had a room set up of  us in 
which we could change and do our makeup. We would perform the Ume wa Saita 
ka geisha song first because it took the most amount of  time to prepare for, and 
then Kappore later because it would let us drink and jump around in our clothing 
after we got drunk.  
Inside the okiya, Mama's friends greeted us. They lead us all inside to a room with 
big mirrors, makeup all set up, and pretty geiko-in-training waiting to do our hair 
for us! Since Chibiham had such short hair, the girls had brought in a wig for her.  

Chibiham sat at her mirror and took out 
the geisha picture that Mama had given 
her when she just arrived. She asked the 
geiko, “can you make me look like this?”  
The pretty geiko smiled at her. “Just like 
that? Okay!” and the makeup began.

A couple hours went by. In the waiting 
room, we got all dressed in our compli-
cated furisode clothing (Juicy and I were just 

wearing costumes borrowed from Mama) with pale white makeup. Chibiham had 
to practice dancing in her heavy wig, so she went into a different room with more 
space.  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Eventually Juicy came into the room to tell us that the guests had all arrived, and 
that we would start in a few minutes. Juicy and I went into the practice room next 
door to tell Chibiham.  
And oh, Chibiham.

 
There she was, sprawled out 
in the middle of  the floor, 
surrounded in candy wrap-
pers and covered in choco-
late.  
Her makeup was not only 
ruined, but the white face 
paint had run down the 
front of  her beautiful new ki-
mono and dripped onto the brocade uchi-kake Mama had borrowed for her.  
She was in tears.

“Chibiham...” I was in shock and didn't know what to say.

Chibiham grew suddenly angry. “What! What is it! I'm allowed to eat whatever 
I want, whenever I want! Why do you look at me like that? You think you're better 
than me, don't you!! Trying to make me into something I'm not! Well screw you 
guys! You've been tricking me all this time, haven't you! Trying to turn me ano-
rexic like you! I'm not stupid!!” and she continued to rant, using all sorts of  un-
translatable expletives. Suddenly that loud, high-pitched yell I had heard back in 
the airport when she first arrived came rushing back. It echoed through the hall as 
she berated me, berated Mama and Juicy. We were all out to get her, she said.  
“You tricked me into coming here! I hate all of  you! I hate Mama, I hate Juicy, 
and I hate you most of  all, Paprika!”

She fell over in a dramatic flop and bawled again like a six-year-old.  
The geiko peeked in from the halls. Juicy peeked in from behind the fusuma wall.  
And then, the fusuma opened.
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There, at the table now visible after sliding open the paper door, sat Chibiham's 
parents. My aunt and uncle. They were red in the face, speechless.

 
After a long moment, Auntie finally 
blurted out, “Chibiham.”

	 Chibiham had her mouth gaping 
wide as she stared back at her parents.  
“What are you guys doing here?”  
	 “Chibiham, I have never in my 
life-” Auntie was at a loss for words.  
	 Uncle was not. He stormed over to 
her. “Chibiham! Get up! How could 
you act like this! In front of  all these 
people!”  
	 Chibiham grew angry. “You don't 
understand! It's all Paprika's fault! 
She's been making fun of  me since I 

got here! She's been starving me the whole time and it's like abuse, I tell you, they 
call me fat constantly! They've been 
really mean, and you don't know what 
it's like!”  
	 “You apologize right now, or so help 
me-!!” Auntie scolded.  
	 Chibiham began bawling again. 
“How could you all gang up on my like 
this! You're all so mean!”  
	 And with wrappers flying, Chibiham 
bumbled to her feet and stormed out of  
the room as best she could.  
	 Auntie turned red-faced to face Papa, who was sitting next to her at the table. “I 
honestly don't know what to say. Has she been acting like this the whole time?”  
I nodded at her. “She hasn't had an outburst like that for a while, but... pretty 
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much.”  
	 “Why didn't you tell me?” Auntie did ask.  
	 “I tried to, but...”  
	 Juicy's father, Papa, laughed. “Don't be silly. What would you have done from 
Tennessee? It isn't your responsibility to apologize for your adult children. You en-
trusted her to us, so she is our responsibility.” The English-speaking businessman 
understood every word that had been tossed around. 
	 I asked the question most pressing. “What are you guys doing here?”  

Juicy raised her hand. “I invited them,” she ex-
plained.  
	 Apparently, Auntie and Uncle had been 
watching Chibiham's adventures on Facebook, 
and messaged Juicy (who had been tagged in the 
photographs) a thank-you message. They struck 
up a conversation, and had decided to come to 
Japan for the last few days and surprise Chibi-
ham. They wanted to see all the fun that Chibi-
ham was gushing about for themselves.  
	 “You knew they were coming?” I gasped.  

	 Juicy nodded. “It was a surprise!” she smiled. She was very good at keeping se-
crets. Not saying is a flower, goes the saying in Japanese, and Juicy was surely the 
brightest flower of  them all.

Now Chibiham had made a fool of  herself  in front of  the whole family and her 
own. I trudged after her in order to fix the mess.
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C H A P T E R  18

Chibiham’s Side

Chibiham had made a fool of  herself  in the other 
room. Her parents had seen it all, the guests had seen 
it all, and now she was sitting in the makeup room 
with a ruined kimono and a puffy, blotchy face. She 
had somewhat cried herself  out when I came in, and 
didn't protest much except to glower at me as I came 
in.

“What do you want.”  
	 I closed the fusuma sliding door behind me.  
	 “What happened, Chibiham? You were... doing so 
well.”  
	 She was irritated by what I had said. “What's that supposed to mean? Are you 
trying to shame me or something?”  
	 I didn't respond. 
	 “Well it's worked. They're all laughing at me now.” She gazed down at her ki-
mono in shame. 
	 “No one's laughing at you, Chibiham. We're just curious. Why the outburst?”  
	 Chibiham took a while to answer. “Mama said I lost weight....” She looked at 
me. “She was right. I lost twenty pounds since I got to Japan.”  
	 “That's great, Chibiham!” I complimented.  
	 She grew angry. “No, it's not! You don't get it at all! You don't get it because 
you're not fat like me.”  
	 I didn't understand. “What does that have to do with anything?!”  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	 “It has everything do do with everything!! Chibiham argued.  
She began to explain.

“In school, I always had no 
friends. I pretended like I didn’t 
care, but it hurt. I was left out 
and ridiculed, and always got the 
short end of  the stick in every-
thing. It was just because I was 
bigger than the other kids.  
	 So I figured that if  I don’t 
fight for myself, no one will – I 

had to take the biggest because if  I didn’t I’d always end up with the smallest, I 
had to fight for the best because if  I didn’t I’d would always end up with the worst. 
I learned that people are going to make fun of  me anyway, so I should just do 
what I want. Good manners don’t count for much when you’re the only one with 
them. So I dropped them. Who cared anyway? I was always going to be alone.  
	 Then one day I met a group of  girls like me. What I mean to say is, they were 
fat, like me. They were much sassier and stronger than me and I wanted to be like 
them. They told me how I was 
a hero – we were all heroes – 
by learning to fight fat hatred. 
I needed to fight for the right 
to eat whatever I wanted, and 
shame people who tried to 
shame me. Anorexic is a worse 
word than fat. Health has 
nothing to do with diet and ex-
ercise. And bigger is better.  
	 The thing is, secretly I 
thought about being thinner. 
But when I picked up a salad or visited a gym, my new friends would yell at me. I 
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was afraid I would lose them. And here I am, twenty pounds lighter than I was 
when I got here, and I actually feel happier. But yet I dread going home.”

She pulled out her camera. “I put a lot of  the pictures I took up on Facebook. 
See here? The time we went to Harajuku, and here's where we went to Mount 
Fuji, and here you can see me in my yukata... I used to get good comments from 
my friends, but this morning when I put up the picture of  me in my kimono, I got 
really mean comments. They were mad. They said I had lost weight in my pic-

tures, and that I was sham-
ing them. They said they 
can't be friends with me if  
I'm going to buy into all 
the fat-shaming fascism.”

As Chibiham showed me 
her pictures, one after the 
other, I noticed a progres-
sion. The swollen face of  
the girl I met in the air-
port at Narita, then little 
by little the soft cheeks 
and defined lines of  a girl 
who had been lucky 
enough to start losing 
weight from her face.  
So that was the issue.

“After seeing what they 
commented on my Facebook page, I realised that in a week, I'm going to be alone 
again. I'm afraid of  that. So I went and got all the sweets that Mama was hiding. I 
knew where she was keeping them, but recently I wondered what would happen if  
I didn't touch them. Food had been beginning to taste good – even plain stuff  like 
fish and vegetables. It has been easier to walk around and move, my skin has been 
much nicer, and I just feel better. I feel prettier. But all that is going to mean noth-
ing.”
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Chibiham's gaze had turned to the photograph of  the 
pretty geisha that she had chosen from Mama's album. “I 
want to be like that,” she said, “but it's going to take a long 
time to get there. I don't want to be alone that whole time.”  
I felt truly sorry for Chibiham there.  
But I wasn't sure what to say.

Then the fusuma opened once more, and others entered. 
Juicy had been quietly explaining everything as she listened 
from the other side of  the paper wall, to everyone. Chibi-

ham's parents, the geiko, and among them, the same beautiful geisha from the pho-
tograph on Chibiham's mirror. Juicy's Mama.  
Mama looked at the mess of  a girl piled hopelessly in the middle of  the room.  
She smiled weakly at her.  
“Poor Chibiham,” Mama said to her. “Why do you ruin yourself  so?”  
“Because I'm afraid,” Chibiham responded.  
“There's nothing scary,” Juicy responded and smiled at her kindly, while translat-
ing to Mama. “Everyone here is 
here for you.”

It's kind of  saturday-
morning-special-y to type this 
in retrospect, and I smirk to my-
self  as I write this, but I honest-
to-god said, “well screw those 
people on Facebook. They're 
not your friends if  they're hold-
ing you back. If  they hadn't 
said those things to you, would 
you be happy with yourself  
now?”  
	 Chibiham nodded.  
	 “Yeah.”  
	 “Then who needs them. Friends shouldn't make you feel like crap.”  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“I guess not.”  
	 Chibiham sniffled to herself. She looked at Mama, who was sitting so elegantly, 
even more beautiful than the photograph on the mirror. She sniffled. “I'm sorry I 
ruined everything. I'm sorry for yelling like that. I didn't mean any of  it. And I'm 
sorry I messed up your dinner. Sumimasen.”  
	 Mama laughed, sounding like a little bird. “What are you talking about, Chibi-
ham? Dinner hasn't begun yet.” And Mama called in the geiko again to assist Chibi-
ham to get cleaned up for the dance.

Chibiham, Juicy and I performed “Ume wa Saita ka” for the group, dressed to 
the tee. Under the guidance of  Mama, she bowed properly before the guests and 
her parents and apologized for causing a scene. No one in the guests scolded her, 
though her parents gave her the evil eye for the rest of  the dinner. Papa regaled us 
all with his philosophy. He told us how he was a horrible brat while growing up, 
causing all sorts of  trouble and occasionally being brought home by the local con-
stable. He, too, had been the source of  all sorts of  grief  for his parents until his 
own strict grandfather died suddenly, causing him to wizen up. Chibiham, too, 
might be a brat at 21, but we all have 
our moment of  maturity, where we put 
away our childish thoughts and toys. 
That might be yet to come for Chibi-
ham, he explained. But the sooner, the 
better, for her own sake.

After performing the kappore dance, 
all three of  us were quite drunk as we 
told everyone about the embarrassing 
and charming tales of  the Chibiham. 
Chibiham was the most vocal of  all of  
us, and remembered them the best. 
It was a good night.

That night as we left the okiya, Mama hailed a couple taxis for us.  
“Can't we walk?” Chibiham asked. “It's nice weather out.”  
Juicy looked at Chibiham incredulously. “We're in Shinbashi now... it will take us 
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maybe an hour to walk home from here.”  
“Yeah, but I feel good,” Chibiham said.

So while Mama, Papa, and Chibiham's parents took the taxi back home, Juicy, 
Chibiham and I set out walking.

As we walked, Chibiham chatted happily.  
	 “I actually feel lighter,” she explained, “but that wig! I swear it must have been 
twenty pounds! It felt like a million when I took it off.”  
	 We laughed about it.  
	 Chibiham asked me shyly, “I'm super jealous that you get to live here, and have 
such fun all the time. And I miss you. You're really like my best friend.”  
	 I grinned at her. “Miss you too, Chibiham.”  
	 “Will you come visit me in Tennessee soon?”  
	 “Whenever you like.”  
	 “Will you dress up in Sailor Moon costumes and go trick-or-treating with me?” 
she asked. 
	 I was delighted. “Of  course, Chibiham. I'd be happy to.”
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C H A P T E R  19

After-Taste

I am happy to tell you that this story has a happy ending. 

Yep, she's gonna make it. 

Chibiham spent the last week in Japan-land showing her parents around to all 
the places she had gone herself. When she returned to the US, she actually 
switched colleges to one in Seattle, and cut out the destructive HAES crowd from 
her life. It was as easy as clicking 'unfriend' on their Facebook pages. At her new 
college, surprise surprise, Chibiham actually made friends easily since she had real-
ized somewhere along the line that she didn't need to throw her weight around to 
get noticed.

She started a Japanese dance club at her new college, and Mama and I contin-
ued to send her one video of  a new dance per month for her and her friends to 
practice. Chibiham no longer identified herself  as 'the fat girl,' but became 'the girl 
who does Japanese dancing.'

It wasn't the last time Chibiham came to Japan, either. 
She came every summer after that, and is planning to 
come back again this summer. Last summer she brought 
one of  her own friends from college around, too.

Best of  all, Chibiham is down 180 pounds as of  last 
week. I still refuse to tell you what her weight is, but let's 
just say she doesn't need to go shopping in sumo city any-
more. 

	 When Chibiham returned to Tennessee, she had one 

115



day of  sleeping in before she had planned to go back to work. Chibiham had a 
part-time job at a bookstore, which happened to be across the street from a 
Dunkin Donuts. We can all imagine the temptation.

	 	 Well, a couple of  her so-called friends came to visit her on her first day back 
to work. Naturally, they brought boxes and boxes of  donuts. They smiled at her as 
they came in the door. 
	 	 “Welcome back, Chibiham!!” They squealed at her as if  everything they had 
written to her on FB had been forgotten. “We brought you some treats!”  
	 	 “We were so worried about you,” said Flabriella, “since you seemed like you 
were withering away out there in Japanorexia We need to help you get your sugars 
back up before you die.”  
	 	 Chibiham hesitated. She had not forgotten anything. 
	 	 “Erm, thanks, but you guys aren't allowed to eat in here,” she told them, eye-
ing around nervously for the manager.  
	 	 “This is a special occasion,” said Blubette, opening the top of  the delicious-
smelling donut box and waving the wafting beetus in her face. “Or don't you love 
us anymore?”  
	 	 Strangely enough, Chibiham wasn't interested. There was something in the 
sickening sweetness that icked her out... the smell of  sugar, something so promi-
nent in American sweets, is something that doesn't exist in Japanese sweets. She 
had gotten used to going without it. Realizing this for the first time, she felt proud 
of  herself. She didn't want the donuts. She didn't want the donuts!!  
	 	 “Actually, no thanks,” she said, beaming.  
	 	 Blubette whipped the box away from Chibiham. “What do you mean, 'no 
thanks?!' Are you refusing the donuts because you think you're better than us or 
something?”  
	 	 Chibiham shrugged. “Yeah, actually.”  
	 	 Fatterina and the other girls gasped. “Oh look at me, little miss bony pile, 
coming back all geisha-like! Skinny little wisp. No wonder no one likes you at 
school.”  
	 	 Chibiham made a face. “Actually, I think it's you guys that no one likes at 
school. And I was only stuck with you because I couldn't get out from under you.”  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	 	 “Is that a fat joke!!!???” oinked Meanie Ham. “How could you?!”  
	 	 “Yeah,” Chibiham shrugged. “I guess it kind of  is a fat joke. Get a sense of  
humor,” she smiled, “and get out.”  
	 	 Meanie Ham came back strong. “They've brainwashed you. How come 
you're acting like this after only one month of  them pouring poison in your ears? 
You're denying your true self ! You're giving in to their years of  hatred and vitriol! 
You're not yourself, Chibiham! You don't know what you're saying!”  
	 	 Still, Chibiham was not fazed. She laughed to herself  when she realized what 
they were throwing at her, and how desperate they looked. 
	 	 “Nah, I think I really am myself  today, more than I have been in a long 
time,” she told them. “And frankly, I don't think we're made to be friends anymore. 
We're just not compatible.”

The girls snorted and bitched and left. Fatsy Patsy took the box of  cream do-
nuts she was carrying and threw it in the lobby before she exited the door. It made 
a mess all over the linoleum and carpet. The manager came running in with the 
timing of  your parents when a sex scene comes on the TV. He demanded to know 
what happened. 
	 	 Chibiham smiled. “Sorry, I'll clean it up.” And she pulled out the rags and 
windex from underneath the counter. 
	 	 I suppose, after all, Chibiham was the most alpha of  any of  us. Except 
Mama.
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Akihabara

Once a part of  town famous for cheap electronics and parts, it has now been 
taken over by anime and video game fans. A good place to buy cosplay outfits and 
see live-action anime shows.
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Asakusa

A part of  the old town, now very much a tourist town. Senso-ji is the main attrac-
tion here, though you can also buy new and used kimono and traditional treats.

Related Glossary Terms
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Shita-machi

Find Term



Baka

Japanese for stupid, but a much stronger word than the English counterpart.

Related Glossary Terms
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Bake-mono

Monster. Includes ghosts and ghouls and creepy-crawly things, little demons and 
oni and trolls under the bridge.
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Oni
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Bikkurishita

You surprised me! I was surprised! I was shocked!
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Conbini

A 24-hour convenience store in Japan. Sells everything you might need at a mo-
ment’s notice. 

Related Glossary Terms
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Ema

Wooden wishing blocks. Tied to red strings at jinja, these are blessed by the local 
priest after the owner writes on them what they’d like to request. Not particu-
larly secret or sacred, you can read the wishes of  others if  you visit a jinja. Many 
are written in English and other languages by tourists in places like Meiji Jingu. 
And many of  them are heartfelt and the source of  much feels.
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Fundoshi

A white pair of  super-shorts designed to cover up the family jewels.... and noth-
ing else.
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Matsuri

Find Term



Furisode

A kimono with long sleeves, worn by young or unmarried Japanese ladies. Most 
are made in bright colors and worn only on exceptional occasions. 

Related Glossary Terms
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Yukata
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Fusuma

The moveable sliding paper wall seen in traditional homes and establishments.
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Gaijin

‘Foreigner’ in Japanese. It’s a neutral term, but there are ways of  saying it, same 
as any other word, that some foreigners find offensive. In this story I occasionally 
call Chibiham a ‘gai-ham,’ which is a play on this word.
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Gaman

Self-control, Japanese style. Can also be translated as patience, or fortitude.
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Geiko

What geisha are called in Japanese.
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Geta

Sandals worn in the summer with kimono. These days it’s popular for men to 
wear them with jeans, too.
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Gomakasu

To fake something, to fuddle something so that it looks like it has been done 
properly, to pretend
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HAMS

A reddit-born acronym of  Healthy At My Size, which refers to an internet move-
ment of  fat / obese groups which attack media bias towards healthy and slender 
people. It has gained criticism in part due to laziness, self-victimization and the 
tendency of  advocates toward group-bullying of  slender people.
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Hanten

A sort of  jacket emblazoned with a symbol and used on special occasions like 
matsuri or plays.
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Harajuku

Made famous by Gwen Stefani, this is a fashion town located in central Tokyo. 
Lots of  shops, tiny sizes. Also nearby Meiji Jingu for those of  you who want to 
see temples.
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Hikeshi

Traditional Japanese firefighters.
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Himo

Kimono strings.
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Izakaya

Japanese watering hole. They serve not only drinks, but dinner foods as well.
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Jinja

A shinto temple. A Jingu is another term for the same thing.
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Jinrikisha

Rickshaw. A person-powered carriage. The guys who drive these rickshaws tend 
to be pretty attractive.
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Kanda Myojin

A jinja located in shita-machi near Suehirocho and Ochanomizu. Colorful and vi-
brant, the patron saint of  Tokyo, Taira-no-Masakado, is honored here.
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Kichijoji

In the Mitaka area of  west Tokyo, the location of  
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Lamune

Lamune, or in English, ramune, is a corruption of  the word lemonade, or sweet 
fruit drink. The type sold these days tastes just like cream soda. 
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Maccha

Thick, bitter green tea.
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Matoi

A tall wooden pole bearing the sigil of  the hikeshi group. It it decorated with long 
white strips and twirled high in the air.
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Matsuri

Japanese festival
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McBeetus

A popular junk-food joint that shall not be named.
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Moritsuke

The art of  displaying food on dishes. Makes everything a feast for the eyes as 
well.
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Nattoku

To understand, be satisfied, or convinced. 
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Obi

A belt used for kimono. Men use a more slender obi than women do, and obi 
come in many colors, textures, and sizes.
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Ochakai

Tea ceremony. Tea party.
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Ohayo Gozaimasu

Good morning, said formally in Japanese.
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Oishi

Yummy. Said when imbibing something scrumptious.
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Okiya

A geisha house. Some still exist in Shinbashi and Hachioji as well as in onsen 
town.
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Omikoshi

A shrine carried on the backs of  participants of  a matsuri. Usually made of  gold 
and wood, it can be decorated in multiple colors and styles. 
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Omotenashi

Hospitality. To be kind to guests and people you just met. Japanese are famous 
for this.
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Oni

A Japanese demon. Not particularly powerful, but noisy and annoying.
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Onsen

Hot springs. There are hundreds of  these places scattered across the country-
side. They differ from sento in that they’re made as luxury baths - most are built 
in beautiful places, offer a variety of  scented pools, and use naturally heated wa-
ter (that comes from the volcanoes below).
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Pocky

A yummy Japanese snack consisting of  a pretzel stick dipped in flavored choco-
late. 
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Ryogoku

Sumo town. The big sumo events are held here, sumo-sized clothing is available, 
and you can eat chanko-nabe, which is the traditional favorite food of  sumo ath-
letes.
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Seiza

Kneeling sitting position - the source of  much pins and needles. Usually done on 
tatami, but barely ever on hard surfaces.
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Sento

A bathing house, just like they used to have in ancient Greece. You can go there 
to shower, get massages, hang out in the sauna, and soak in the pools. Just like as 
in onsen, you don’t wear bathing suits inside. 
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Shita-machi

The old town, downtown. Places like Asakusa and Ueno are part of  shita-machi.
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Sumimasen

An apology in Japanese.
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Tadaima

I’m home! We’re home! A greeting said upon returning to a place from which you 
departed.
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Tatami

Woven straw-mats and floors. Old houses will have many rooms floored in ta-
tami. Some izakaya and restaurants also have them. You never walk on tatami 
while wearing shoes. If  you’re going around town in sandals and enter a place 
with tatami, it is considered especially good manners to carry around a pair of  
socks to change into indoors.
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Uchi-kake

Showy brocade jacket used for special occasions on the top of  kimono.
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Ueno

An older part of  Tokyo, famous for Ameyoko, a cheap shopping street. 
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Ukon-no-chikara

Popular anti-hangover drink. I think it’s a placebo, but many people will swear 
by it.
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Wadabori Park

A park near Eifukucho at which you can hold barbecues. 
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Wagashi

Japanese sweets. Thick Japanese sweets for ochakai are called cha-gashi.
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Weeaboo

A big fan of  Japan, someone obsessed with Japanese culture and media. Once a 
derogatory term, it has now become a fashionable way in which Japan fans like 
to describe themselves.
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Yokoso

‘Welcome’ in Japanese.

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Yukata

Yukata is like a kimono for the summer, used at festivals and for fun occasions. 
They are informal, so can be worn and washed like a t-shirt. They are available 
for both men and women, and are worn with easy-to-tie han-obi instead of  the 
full sized obi belts. Yukata run pretty cheaply from $10-$80 depending on the ma-
terial and make.
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