


Doctor Jason Smith lay on the sofa in his small, two-story apartment, and 
wondered what his life might have been like if had not gone to medical school. 

I’m a doctor now. So what? he thought. He was twenty-eight years old and newly 
married to Donna, who he loved deeply, but he always wondered why she had 
married him. He hated feeling insecure, but that was his nature. He was anxious 
about nearly everything, especially his ability to practice medicine.   

He remembered his parents’ faces when he opened the medical school 
acceptance letter. 

“I’m so proud of you. I knew you could do it!” his mother cried.

And his father, also Doctor Smith, expressed his approval. But Jason knew 
that his approval was more about his bragging rights. ‘My son followed in my 
footsteps’. 

Jason sighed. Four years of medical school didn’t teach him what he had 
hoped to learn, which was how to be a man. How to make good decisions, and 
especially how to show sympathy and empathy for the patients that he would 
eventually care for. He could barely take care of himself, never mind sick people! 
Why did I do this? 

He knew the answer.  

It was because his parents wanted him to. He pulled in a deep breath noting 
the tightness in his chest, the feeling that he got when stress loomed. He had had 
it before his exams, and when he was with his parents.

Now that school was over, the expectation was that he’d find a residency, a 
place to grow a career, and he had those student loans to think about. When he 
told his parents he had been accepted to medical school, his father told him that 
he’d have to borrow the money to pay for his medical degree since he didn’t have 
the confidence that Jason would make it all the way through.

 Donna got a job at a local non-profit, setting up reading programs for 
underprivileged kids.  She was so graceful in everything she did. Why aren’t I? 

He had applied to multiple hospitals around Florida but so far, no offers. He 
was worried. What if I don’t get a residency? Will I be working at McDonald’s? 



Again, that tightness in his chest gripped him, but he breathed through it. 

Stop being ridiculous. 

I can always call the school and ask for help.  

Plenty of medical school graduates don’t get offers in the first five minutes 
after graduating.  

He heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and he sat up on the couch.

“Hi, honey! How was your day?” Jason asked.

“Great! I got so much done today and felt so creative. They let me do 
whatever I want. It’s the perfect job, except for the low pay.” She pouted.

“As long as you’re happy.” 

Jason stood up and wrapped his arms around her. 

“Any news today?” she asked.

Jason pulled back and looked at her face.

“You don’t need to ask me every day. I’ll let you know when something comes 
in,” he snapped.

Donna rolled her eyes.

“No need to get nasty. I know you’re waiting too, but it’s hard not to talk 
about it.”

He stepped toward her again and hugged her.

“Sorry. I’m just really stressed,” he said.



“You’ve been stressed since the day you started medical school, Jason! Have 
you thought about seeing someone? Talking to someone about dealing with it?”

 He was shocked at her suggestion, and his arms flew out in a dramatic 
gesture. “You think I’m crazy?” 

 “No, of course not. I just think you could use some strategies to deal with 
stress,” she replied.

“I’m going to lie down. I’m tired.” 

“Fine. Ignore it. It’s just going to fester.”

Jason had already tuned out his wife’s concern and was on the bed. He lay 
flat on his back and placed one of the small throw pillows that Donna used for 
decoration on his face. He found it comforting, like when he hid under the covers 
as a boy to avoid his father’s physical aggression. 

He thought he was dozing, but yet he had some semblance of control. He was 
floating above himself, watching his chest rise and fall. The image was strange, 
his-self, with a brightly patterned pillow on his face, sleeping. In the distance, 
he could hear Donna in the kitchen making dinner. She dropped something and 
mumbled, “Shit.” He thought he should laugh, but it was just a thought, not an 
emotional response. He floated there for a while, but he wasn’t sure for how long. 
Then he heard her call, “Dinner’s ready!” 

Somehow, he snapped back, his mind re-joining his body, and he sat up, 
tossing the pillow off to the side. He rubbed his eyes and ran his hand through his 
thick, dark hair. 

“I’ll be right down!” he yelled.

The next day, after Donna left for work, Jason sat at his desktop computer and 
clicked the icon to dial into the Internet. He tapped his fingers on the desk as 

he waited for the computer to connect. Finally, he opened his inbox and saw an 
email from Miami Regional Hospital. His hand shook as he hovered his mouse, 
then he sucked in some air and clicked twice to open it.



  Dear Dr. Jason Smith,

 It is our pleasure to offer you a surgical residency at Miami 
Regional Hospital. 

Jason stopped reading and sat back in the chair. Sweat beaded on his 
forehead and he ran his hand through his hair. His hand was clammy, and his 
fingers pulled out some strands. In truth, the gesture was a reality check. 

Yes, this is real.

He leaned forward again and re-read the entire letter, soaking in the words. 
It was signed by the chief of surgery. Donna would be thrilled, but he didn’t feel 
excited. He felt relieved, but not thrilled or excited. He read the letter one more 
time and then hit the print key. Donna would be home soon, and he would be 
ready at the door to hand it to her. 

At five o’clock she burst through the door, and he stood there, stone-faced, 
and handed her the letter.

“Oh, my God, Jason! I’m so excited! You’re going to be a surgeon! You did it! 
You did it!”

“I don’t know if this is what I want to do,” he admitted.

“How can you not be happy about this? You should be jumping for joy!” 

“Donna, I’m excited.” He lied. “I just need to some time to absorb this. 
Surgery is challenging. Peoples lives will be in my hands!” 

“Well isn’t that why you wanted to be a doctor?” she asked.

“Yes, of course.” He lied again. “I just need a little time,” he said.

“Did you call your parents?” she asked.

“Yeah, I left a message on their machine.”



The phone rang a short time later, and he looked at the caller ID.

“It’s my mother,” he said, and then he pushed the message button and 
waited, then listened. 

“Jason? Donna? Are you there? Pick up the phone! Dad and I are so proud of 
you,” she said.

Bragging rights, Jason thought. It was never about him; it was always about 
them.

Donna rolled her eyes. 

“Why didn’t you want to talk to her?”

“They would just make this about them. I can’t deal with that right now.”

“You’re so difficult!” she barked. “Can’t you just be happy?”

Jason folded the printed page into thirds, went into his office, and stuck the 
email in an envelope, setting it in his desk drawer. He would think about the offer 
overnight.  Who knows, maybe I’ll get a second email with another offer, and I 
won’t have to accept this one.

Surgery was not on the top of his list, but the choices for residency were 
limited. It was a take what you can get situation, and he would somehow have 
to adjust. He worried about making mistakes, being discovered as incompetent, 
or just plain weird.  There were times in medical school when he walked into a 
room and could swear people stared at him and judged. He tried to imagine what 
it would be like to be watched and judged during a surgical procedure. Would 
his hands shake? Would his voice stutter? What if he put his hands in the wrong 
place? What if he made an incision too deep, or not deep enough? What if he 
operated on the wrong body part, or left a sponge or instrument inside the body? 

Jason’s heart pounded against his rib cage as the tension grew from the 
depths of his insecurity. He slumped back in his chair and took some deep 
breaths, thankful that Donna wasn’t around to witness his panic. 



What should I do? I don’t know what to do. 

The tightness in his chest was crushing, and the newly graduated doctor in 
him was screaming that he should get checked. But the feeling was familiar. He 
had suffered with it as a boy, when his father picked on him and told him he’d 
never amount to anything. It followed him through high school, on his first date, 
at the prom, when he met Donna in college, and before every exam in medical 
school. It was part of him. Dr. Jason Smith.

Donna came home from work early that day, surprising him as he lay on the 
bed with the pillow over his face.

“Someday you’re going to smother yourself,” she said.

He ignored her comment as she bounced onto the bed.

“So, when do you start? What type of surgery will you be doing?” 

“I still haven’t made a final decision.” 

“How can you be so calm?” she asked.

Donna catapulted herself on top of him, straddling his hips. 

He rocked her over onto the bed beside him and then lay on top of her.

“I’m not as calm as you think I am,” Jason replied smiling at her.

Making love had a calming effect on him. From Jason’s perspective, his 
relationship with Donna was the only healthy thing about him. When they 
finished, he held her close, and she patted his chest. He was relaxed and sleepy.

“Are you going to call them tomorrow?” she whispered.

Jason ignored her question and pretended to sleep. 



“I know you’re awake, but I’ll let you nap. I’m ordering some take-out. I’ll call 
you when it arrives.”

He opened one eye and smiled at her as she hopped off the bed.

By the time Jason woke up the next morning, Donna had already left for work. 
He padded down the stairs in his pajamas and sat in front his computer. His 

father had sent him a short email.

Jason, good luck with your new job. Let me know how it goes.

He thought it was odd, but not unexpected. He hadn’t called his mother back 
yet, but did his father expect that they wouldn’t speak before he started working?

Jason opened the desk drawer and took out the envelope with the printed 
email and flattened it on his desk. He ran his fingers over the first few words, as 
if touching them would make them more real, and then he picked up the phone. 
He was transferred to the human resources department where he graciously ac-
cepted the offer. His start date was in one month. He hung up the phone relieved 
that he would have thirty days to pull himself together and figure out how to be a 
surgeon.

He wished he could call someone who was already on the job. Someone who 
could reassure him that everything would be all right, but he didn’t know anyone. 
He hadn’t made any friends in medical school, and he hadn’t connected with any 
of his professors either.

Where would I be without Donna?  

He decided to take a drive to her office and surprise her. After a quick shower 
and shave, he slipped into some Bermuda shorts, a T-shirt and some flip-flops 
and sat in traffic for thirty minutes before reaching her block. 

No spaces! I hate this place! 

He circled a few times and then finally gave up and drove into the garage, 
securing a spot on the exposed top level. He supposed she was worth the ten 



dollars it would cost, but when he approached her building and looked inside the 
window, he saw her there, laughing with a male co-worker. The man touched her 
arm, and she didn’t pull away. Jason put his hand on his chest and rubbed his 
T-shirt over his heart. 

What is she doing? 

He watched and waited, hoping she would see him standing on the sidewalk, 
but she was fully engaged in the conversation. His wife was laughing with another 
man. It was getting harder for him to breathe the humid Miami air.  

Jason turned and walked back to his car, listening to the rhythm of his snap-
ping flip-flops mixing with his pounding heart. The steering wheel was too hot 
to touch with the sun blazing through the windshield, so he sat with the air con-
ditioning blasting through the vents. He closed his eyes, and the image of his 
wife with another man burned in his mind. But then the tightness in his chest 
released, and his body cooled. He opened his eyes and looked down on himself as 
he shifted the car into reverse and backed out of the space. I’m here, driving. I’m 
okay. It’s okay. I can breathe.

Jason didn’t tell his wife that he had attempted to visit her that day, but he did 
let her know that he had accepted the position at Miami Regional and would be 

starting in a month. She was thrilled.

In the years that followed, Jason continued to struggle with his panic attacks 
and eventually lost his surgical residency. But he rebounded with another posi-
tion in primary care and was able to slide by. He decided not to take the exams 
necessary to become a practicing primary care doctor, but instead took a job in 
Fort Myers as a medical director at Unified Health Insurance. Finally, he landed 
in just the right place. 

Jason and Donna settled into a new home on Florida’s southwest coast, and 

then Hanna was born, which changed everything.  


