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P r o l o g u e

H I D D E N  T R U T H S

After the van dropped me off in the middle of ChunCheon, I
turned the map around in my sweating hands, trying to figure out
where I was in relation to where I needed to be. The map was
written in Korean, and my limited knowledge of the language
meant I could decipher only a few letters and words. To my left,
pedestrians and bicyclists were vying for space on a street lined
with noodle huts. Walking in the direction of people and activity
seemed a better plan than standing on a street corner fumbling
with an incomprehensible map.

Traffic was bumper-to-bumper. Cranes swung in the air over
buildings-in-progress. Digital billboards advertised cars, bourbon,
cigarettes, and cruise holidays. A Chinese opera blared out of a
record store. A chaos of smells—car exhaust, rotting vegetables,
melting tar, and frying garlic—moved through the sweltering mid-
afternoon air. I turned off the main road onto a smaller street
when my left leg buckled beneath me; I fell backward into a pud-
dle of motor oil in front of a small roadside stand.

Sitting in the hot street, I tried to inspect the damage: Had my
prosthesis lost a screw or some other part that had caused it to mal-
function? Perhaps I had simply lost my balance and fallen, as I of-
ten had as a child. Using my fingertips to grope through the
cosmetic socks that covered the leg, I found the hydraulic system at
the back of my knee, searching for loose parts, searching for the
source of the trouble. The knee was hot to the touch from the fric-
tion of walking and the heat of the city. My prosthetist had warned
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me that it was possible for the seals and fluid in the hydraulic unit
to fail under such conditions. I knew from many prosthetic fittings
that an artificial leg without a single part was like a car with a flat
tire. The whole machine was useless.

I was afraid to stand up and walk for fear that the leg would fall
completely apart and all the technology, all the tiny, carefully aligned
parts that held me together, would be ruined or lost on a strange
street with a name I couldn’t pronounce. Two schoolgirls, arm in
arm, stopped a few feet from where I had fallen and stared down at
me, whispering to each other behind their hands. A bicyclist
swerved around me just in time, yelling at me as he sped away.

I was failing my first survival test as a Fulbright scholar. Al-
though I had been out in the city numerous times, I had a terrible
sense of direction, and I had been dreading this activity for days.
After all twenty of us had piled into the van, Mr. Adams, the pro-
gram administrator and the man in charge, had dropped us off one
by one, instructing us to find our way back from our individual
“drop points” (as he called them) to the dormitory at the univer-
sity, where we were receiving a six-week crash course in Korean
and conversational English lesson planning. “Use your Korean if
you get lost!” Mr. Adams encouraged. In another three weeks, each
of us would be teaching in public schools throughout South Korea.

I had come to Korea for several reasons. During my junior year
abroad in Ireland, I had enjoyed the challenge of living in a new
place and making a life for myself in a country where so much was
exciting and different: food, holidays, songs, electrical outlets, habits,
fashion, and expressions. The Fulbright scholarship appealed to me
because it offered another chance for me to reinvent myself and seek
adventure. It was also prestigious; this was of absolute importance
to me, because I was constantly seeking proof that I should believe
in myself. I was affirmed when, through my achievements, I re-
ceived attention for being smart and fearless.

With all those issues in play, I had given scarcely any thought to
the country in which I would live and work. Foolishly, I thought
place was of little consequence, as long as it was new, different, and
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far from home. I chose Asia because I’d never been there; I chose
Korea because it was described, in some of the materials I hap-
pened to read, as “the Ireland of Southeast Asia.” I investigated the
country and my responsibilities as a Fulbright English teacher no
further than that. I applied and got the scholarship. Six months
later, I was on a plane bound for Seoul.

I thought of the other scholars, and a fear that I might finish last
finally motivated me to move. I told myself that I could not fail: I
would survive the survival test! I pushed myself into an upright
position.

After I slowly stood up, I found myself face-to-face with the
vendor of the stand where I’d fallen. Rivers of wrinkles ran from
the man’s forehead all the way down his neck and arms. He wore a
loose blue shirt and a green plastic visor that read, “Get It On!”
Behind him were his goods piled up for sale.

Although I clearly needed help, I was nervous about asking for
it. Mr. Adams had told me when I arrived in the country three
weeks ago that people with disabilities were often institutionalized
in Korea. “I’ve never seen one in public,” he’d said at our first
group meal. “It might be difficult to find a host family that will ac-
cept you.” If people with disabilities were so disliked and mis-
treated, this man might refuse to help me. What would I do then?

I felt ridiculous and desperate. My hands and my backside were
covered in oil, my body was covered in sweat, and I kept bending
down to feel the four-bar hydraulic knee. I tried to remember the
way my prosthetist looked at the leg when I visited his office for
regular tune-ups; I tried to recall where all the different parts be-
longed. The truth was, I knew little about the leg’s mechanics. I
simply handed it over and waited for it to be fixed. I didn’t want to
be bothered with the way it was constructed or how it worked.
The only thing I knew how to do was tighten the hydraulics with
a small wrench in order to change the speed at which my leg swung
through as I walked. Why hadn’t I paid more attention to what my
prosthetist did? Was it a screw, the foot, the fit, the socket, the
weather?
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People were watching, staring. I tried to pretend that their looks
were rolling off me like water—a little visualization I used to with-
stand people’s stares when I wore shorts or short skirts during the
summer. In Korea, I wore long dresses or loose pants. Except for the
artificial foot, which was covered in two layers of thick orthotic
support hose two shades darker than my pale skin, and a slight limp,
the most obvious physical sign of my disability—the artificial leg
itself—was always hidden beneath my clothes.

I hobbled over to the stand, slowly dragging my left leg behind
me. The prosthesis had been in a state of disarray for weeks. Dur-
ing the day, I could practically smell the latex spray that covered the
leg burning off. The heel of my Flex-Foot, an expensive foot made
of carbon fiber, was poking out slightly through the back of the
cosmetic shell like a bone jutting out of my heel. I felt ratty and
badly put together.

My heart was beating at an alarming speed. The vendor fanned
his face and blew smoke into mine. I offered a smile. I did not know
the Korean word for “Allen wrench”: the ideal tool to fix the prob-
lem, if the hydraulics were, in fact, the problem. “Uh, screwy thing?”
I said, pointing at the back of my leg and twisting my finger. I felt
helplessly idiotic and as if I might laugh or cry at any moment.

This state-of-the-art leg had always been absolutely reliable; the
fall was an unfortunate accident. Being in a country I knew so lit-
tle about quickly created worst-case scenarios in my mind. What if
I couldn’t make myself understood or the leg couldn’t be fixed?
Would I have to hop somewhere for help? And where would that
be? Although, as promised, we had not been driven that far from the
dormitory, without the use of the leg, even several blocks would
seem like a mile. I was starting to make myself sick with worry, but
I tried to look exceptionally friendly. “Help?” I asked, beaming.

The man responded with a deep, textured, smoker’s laugh. I un-
derstood then, without words, that he was laughing less at me than
at my situation. He motioned for me to follow him, and he led me
to a stool behind his stand. There was an impressive collection of
items for sale: lacy pink bras, cans of beans, Hershey bars, Manwich,
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outdated Playboy magazines,Obsession cologne, dusty jars of Skippy
peanut butter, Buddha statues, and tape recorders. Hanging from
hooks on the walls were colorful imikabang, or “immigration bags,”
which could expand or contract.

He returned with a tiny screwdriver held aloft in one hand. Per-
fect. I rolled down the cosmetic sock, and using the screwdriver and
my fingers, I tightened the hydraulics enough, I thought, to hold the
leg together. The vendor watched me as I worked underneath the
cover of my long skirt. I returned the tool and rolled up the sock.
When I stood up to take a tentative step, his hands hovered just be-
side my shoulders as if he would catch me if I fell. The leg felt
steady, at least for now. Disaster had been averted.

We bowed to each other—Kahmsamnida Anhyonghi kyeseo, Thank
you and good-bye, I fumbled in Korean, hoping I’d chosen the ap-
propriate farewell. I walked out under the deep pink sky and jun-
gle of neon.

Eventually I made it back to the dorm. I walked until I found a
main road, and then, using landmarks I remembered from previous
nights out in the city with the other scholars, I found my way.
Moving as quickly as I could, I panicked the whole time, afraid that
I would finish last. I was afraid to look weak, the way I had been
revealed and made vulnerable in the street. I was afraid that if I ar-
rived at the dorm last, people would think it was because of my
disability, and they would either pity me or look down on me.
Both thoughts were equally intolerable and made me almost phys-
ically ill. I was afraid to put my full weight on the leg; this created
an uneven gate and made the lip of the socket dig painfully into
my left hip. I tolerated this pain, because it was normal and ex-
pected: part of living with a prosthesis. I had grown up wearing a
progression of wooden legs that grew taller as I did, until in college
I was fitted with a state-of-the-art prosthesis that was the model I
will wear, with various modifications, for the rest of my life.

I felt sweat pooling at the bottom of the silicone socket, making
it slip and chafe against the small ankle bone on my stump (the
residual limb), creating sores that would later itch and bleed. Still I
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walked on. I knew the torn skin would heal after a few days, and I
could not lose. If I arrived last, I thought, I would be nothing but a
cripple.

By the time I reached the dorm, I was hobbling and in a great
deal of pain, but making it back was the only thing that mattered to
me. I was thrilled to be one of the first to arrive at the meeting point.
I felt a rush of relief mixed with a kind of intoxicating pride.

I went upstairs and scrubbed my hands clean in the sink at the
end of the hall. I walked to my room, put my ruined clothes in a
plastic bag, and removed my leg. It was hot and stinking between
my hands as I held it upside down and peered into the hydraulic
unit. With the Allen wrench I had thrown into my suitcase at the
last minute, I tightened the hydraulics, bending the leg back and
forth until the knee moved as stiffly as possible; now I would be
able to tell when and if it loosened. I also cleaned out sand, dirt, oil,
and dust that had collected behind the knee joint. Finally, worried
that the leg smelled badly, I gave it a light mist with my favorite
French perfume.

I had been unaware of what was going on with the leg. Because
South Korea had been such an adjustment in so many other ways, I
had neglected my prosthesis. Adapting to a new language, weather,
and all the other aspects of a different culture was important, but
now I realized I needed to keep an eye on the leg, too. I scolded my-
self for not thinking of this earlier. Angrily, I thought, Why should I
have to deal with this shit? The rest of the Fulbrighters seemed mag-
nificently composed and carefree; for me, wearing shorts in public
was a big deal, and I did it very rarely. I took a deep breath. In my
head, I listed all my accomplishments—this made me feel better.
Bitterness and anger would never help. I had learned to manage my
disability by putting on a determined smile and believing that with
the right adaptive strategies—the right clothes, the right attitude,
and a sense of humor—I could adjust to any situation. I revisited
those coping mechanisms and told myself that everything was fine:
I was here, wasn’t I? For now, that would need to be amazing
enough.
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After I applied antibiotic ointment to the wounds I had ac-
quired while walking home, and had cleaned out the sweaty sili-
cone socket with a towel, I reassembled myself. With years of
practice, I reattached the leg in less than a minute. I rolled the sili-
cone back over the stump, put on the polyester-and-spandex Soft
Sock, slipped the stump into the leg, tucked the socket’s string
through the hole on the side of the leg near my right inner thigh,
pulled it tight, fastened the Velcro side of the string to the corre-
sponding strip on the artificial thigh, and then twisted my stump
inside the leg a bit to be sure everything was secure. I folded the
sock over the leg’s edge and pulled up the flesh-colored hose; they
gripped the top of my artificial leg like the thigh-high stockings
sold in lingerie stores. I carefully smoothed out the fabric near the
ankle so it wouldn’t bunch up and look like loose, flabby skin. I
grabbed a long cotton dress from the closet and pulled it over my
head. I put my sandals back on. Fully reassembled, I left the room
and joined the others who were headed down the stairs to dinner.
I strolled away into the world of my evening, laughing.
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