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MY TWO HOMES: JAPAN AND THE PHILIPPINES
Rianna Gernale Utagawa (Philippines)

It was back in 2007 when I travelled overseas for the first time.
Japan was not my destination but I had to transit then at the Narita
airport. And so, technically speaking, Japan was the first country

I have encountered outside my home country, The Philippines.
I had no clue that 4 years later, I would come back to Japan to
meet my future parents-in-law. And that in another 3 years, I

would start my new life here as a wife, an English teacher and a

student.

I have been living here for a little over a year, and I still cannot say
that I have already adapted to the Japanese lifestyle and culture. Every
single day, Japan teaches me something new.

I can still clearly remember how surprised I was when I first entered
a Japanese restroom. The toilet had so many buttons, I had a hard time
locating the flush. I probably looked so silly at that time, pushing all the
buttons with a 5-year-old kid's excitement, wondering what would
happen next.

My first encounter with a vending machine offering hot beverage
left me dumbfounded. Instant hot chocolate on a chilly October night?
Bliss! Japanese taxis also left an impression on me. They are very
reliable -both the driver and the taxi meter. And how can I forget the
automatic car doors? I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me.

The incredible train system, the intelligent packaging of products,
the beautifully presented lunchboxes, the exceptional service from
small cafes to fine dining establishments, the convience stores, the
garbage disposal system -these are everyday things in Japan. Little
things that people have become used to and have taken for granted. Yet,
I still appreciate them. Every time.

The Japanese people's discipline and courtesy blow me away. They
work almost until midnight and start early the next day. They are very
appreciative of even the smallest favors you would do for them. They
will thank you at least 3 times, in 3 different ways and at 3 different
times. They also apologize on the littlest things. A slight bump in the
train, and you would instantly hear "Sumimasen".

Still, I miss the Philippines a lot. Save for the heavy traffic, price
negotiations with taxi drivers and pollution. I miss defying rules from
time to time. I miss the crazy system of the buses and jeepneys' random
pick up and drop off points. You can get on and off the bus in the
middle of a highway, anytime. [ miss the loud and lively train rides. I
miss overhearing other passengers rant and complain about work and I
miss eavesdropping on someone else's dinner plans. I miss the afford-
able pampering - one-hour massages (1,000yen), pedicures (200yen),
haircuts (180yen, yes, you read it right). I miss teaching my Mom how
people sort the garbage in Japan. And I miss how we still end up throw-
ing everything in one garbage bag. I miss the Christmas traditions of
gift-giving and family reunions. I miss gorging on lots of fruits,
especially mangoes and watermelons, which are ridiculously expen-
sive here in Japan. [ miss seeing couples, young and old, being affec-
tionate with each other. I miss hearing them say "I love you" without
being embarrassed and kissing their partners goodbye before going to
work. We never know if this day is going to be the last.

Surely, both countries are very different in many respects. Yet, both
share the same values. Both respect and recognize the wisdom of the
elderly. Both care a lot for their family and friends and show affection
in their own different ways. Both are resilient to whatever obstacle that
may come their way -be it typhoons in the Philippines, or earthquakes
in Japan.

Life's unpredictability somehow brought me here. I live in Japan,
and I miss the Philippines. Yet, I know that when time comes and I have
to leave Japan, I'd be devastated. I guess, both countries have capti-
vated my heart. And that is why I always claim having 2 homes -Japan
and The Philippines.



