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A Trip to the Hospital as a Paradigm of the Trials of Living in a Foreign Country
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Three weeks ago, I tried chicken sashimi. At the
time, I thought I was pushing my luck by eating raw
chicken, but I try to be open to trying new foods at
least once, and the people I was with didn't seem to
give the fact that they were eating raw chicken a
second thought.

Several days later, I was running a fever of 39.5°C.
I thought I could sleep it out, but after a day of
diarrhea that caused anything I ate or drank to be
summarily flushed out within 30 min. of ingestion, I
realized needed medical attention.

I went to the nearest hospital and was confused
from the get-go. When I did meet up with a doctor,
his mixture of Japanese and English ended up
confusing me beyond the lightheadedness from the
395°C fever. He gave me my diagnosis in English but
in medical terminology I did not understand. This was
problematic because without knowing the name of the
illness in Japanese I couldn't ask anyone to explain it.
Furthermore, the nurses seemed to avoid talking to
me, making it difficult to ask about my diagnosis and
treatment. Later, they told me that I would need to be
hospitalized, but, in order to do so, I would need to
call someone for help. I found myself utterly confused
again; I had come to the hospital for help. They
explained that I would need someone to bring me
clothes to wear as well as accoutrements for eating
and grooming. In the United States, hospitals lend
patients simple clothing and whatever they need to
get by while in the hospital, so this caught me off
guard.

I called a coworker to act as my help while in the
hospital, and from there things went smoother. When
he told the nurses that I was an interpreter, they
became less apprehensive around me. Eventually,
when I got medicine that was for my "chou', I had my
coworker explain what the "chou" was, and I realized
that I had an intestinal infection. After recovering, the
doctor told me that I had tested positive for a bacteria
often found in raw poultry and eggs.

This whole experience seems to capture many of
the decisions and challenges of living in a foreign
country: figuring out how far to take in the country's
culture (evidently eating raw chicken is too far), the
confusion of being accommodated for as a non-native
speaker when you expect them to just speak their
native language, and the confusion of dealing with a
system different from what you have been trained to
expect. Nevertheless, dealing with and overcoming
these challenges is an enlightening experience that
makes one more flexible for the challenges ahead.
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