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Whaaaa!! Whaaaa!!  The loud cries of the baby are almost as loud as her mother just moments earlier as she pushed the child into this world.  There is nothing better then hearing a healthy child cry moments after birth, a sign of success and health.  I can’t believe that I am already a doctor delivering my first baby as a first year resident intern.  

As I cautiously clean up and finish my paper work, I head into the physician’s lounge for a quick break.  I see an older doctor sitting at a nearby table working on a jigsaw puzzle. He has been patiently sitting there for several hours, for he only has one patient in labor in the hospital and it will be quite a while before she delivers.  He has so much experience and knowledge and he just sits there with calmness and ease working on his task.  I can’t help but wonder if I will ever be in that position, handling my work with such confidence and ease.

The more my mind wanders, the more I can see that my life is similar to the puzzle that the older doctoring is working on.  The individual pieces look like a mess, sprawled out with no hints, perhaps of what is to be revealed. As you methodically separate the pieces into an organized arrangement, it is as though building a puzzle is a metaphor of my life. 

Each of the pieces represents a single life experience, activity, or memory. Alone, they are disorganized and don’t have significant meaning, but when connected the pieces reveal a picture of my life. I have spent the last four years gathering pieces of my puzzle, and now as I put them together, the image begins to emerge. I look closer at the pieces to understand what inspires me, who I am, and why I have chosen a path in obstetrics and gynecology.

Putting the first pieces of a puzzle together reminds me of my first days in medical school.  There is fear of whether you can reach your expectations.  I would spend the first few months trying to figure out what I was suppose to be studying or doing.  It seemed like everyone around me knew what was going on and I felt like a lost dog wandering through the motions.  I asked fellow classmates lots of questions about what they were reading and focusing on.  It wasn’t until a few weeks in when I finally joined a study group that I felt like an adopted puppy with some sense of a home and direction in life.  

From this point on those two years seem almost routine.  I was more like a robot, pre-wired with a daily plan.  I would spend day in and day out going to classes, then sitting in a small room with 3-5 other people reviewing over and over again the materials presented in class.  Weekends were spent shoving information into my head with only small breaks for food and exercise.  I specifically remember sitting on the exercise bike in the gym where everyday I would quiz myself on my pharmacology information.  Not even my moments of relaxation with friends, family, or exercise were completely free of my study habits and dedication to learning.  This was probably the most boring two years I can remember, and as fast as this memory passes me I know that those two years felt like a lifetime when I was mimicking my daily robotic routine.

After the first few pieces of the puzzle are in place, the task becomes a little easier at adding.  The pieces begin to match up and you can almost get a rhythm of putting each cardboard piece into the final puzzle.  This is like to my second half of medical school.  The memories of third year and first stepping into the hospital begin to rush into my mind.  I remember rounding for the first time on internal medicine.  I was so intimidated.  The attending and other residents seemed to know everything, and I felt like everything I had learned from my textbooks during the first two years of school just vanished from my memory. I once again felt lost and alone, hoping that I can survive in this frightful moment.

I can feel my face flushing with blood, heat, warmth like it was yesterday.  Once again I knew I am turning bright red.  Such an embarrassing thing.  Not only do I not know the answer to the question the attending physician has asked me, but now I am turning multiple shades of red and pink so everyone knows that I don’t know the answer and I feel stupid and embarrassed about it.  I can feel my skin turning redder, with just the thought of it turning crimson with embarrassment.  This is the first time of many I would feel anxiety about not knowing the answers to important medical questions.

The embarrassment would eventually fade and I would grow more and more confident in my answers over time.  I even learned to grow a sense of confidence in saying “I don’t know”, for this was a learning experience and I was not responsible for knowing everything as a student.

It was also a struggle during this time in school to balance personal time versus working at the hospital.  And there was still many hours of reading and studying required after leaving the hospital to prepare for standardized exams. It was a balance of decisions, of choosing between happiness and education.  A struggle I constantly embraced.  

As I made my way through my third and fourth year of medical school, I had so many amazing experiences.  Each patient is a part of my puzzle and a part of who I am today.  With such a wide variety of medical specialties I have so many patients that I think about.  I wonder how they are doing and how their lives were impacted by their medical conditions.  

One of my most memorable patients was a 2 year old little girl.  She was diagnosed with Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia 3 months prior.  She was in the pediatric intensive care unit because she contracted a bacterial infection.  With her immune system weakened her frail little body could not handle the fevers.  She drifted into a coma very fast.  

It was actually her family that I remember the most.  Well educated parents who I am sure have successful careers.  They were at her side 24 hours a day.  They left the television on their baby’s favorite TV shows even though she was intubated with tubes and not aware of life.  They talked to her, kept toys near her and tried to treat her normally.  The mom would not let any physician or nurse give her medications or perform procedures without completely understanding what it was for. 

I was amazed at their dedication.  I was even more amazed at their courageous hearts and braveness when faced with hard ethical decisions.  I was on a pediatric nephrology rotation and we were beginning dialysis on their child’s failing kidneys.  Their baby was not doing well and they were aware that she would most likely not make it out of the hospital this visit. 

I remember watching them pack the 2 year old girl’s belongings.  The TV shows were turned off and as I watched as her breathing stopped and the crash cart rolling in, I observed the mother say no to resuscitating her only child’s frail life. She knew that now was the end and it was time to say goodbye. I never know if I could handle death the way they did.  I admire and think about how those parents are doing. I hope they have found meaning with their daughter’s death.  

It also amazes me that minutes after the death no matter how emotionally torn I was, I was expected to walk downstairs and eat lunch with my fellow team of physicians and nurse practitioners.  I wanted to run into a bathroom and cry and contemplate why God had taken such an innocent life.  Why these wonderful and caring parents were thrown into this terrible situation and why they were left with no children.  I wonder if they could even have another child because they were both in their forties.  But instead I had to move on to take care of the other patients that needed us and to somewhat forget until I could reflect more on the situation.  I will always remember this death in my heart, and I know it has shaped me to be more of who I am today.

As my puzzle pieces of my life continued to be put together, I had to make some big decisions.  What kind of doctor will I be?  This was the biggest decision of my life.  I finally got my decisions down to emergency medicine, family medicine, and obstetrics and gynecology.  I thought long and hard and talked to many people before deciding on OB/GYN.  I began spending hundreds of hours writing my personal statement, collecting letters of recommendation, and filling out applications online. It was near impossible to arrange the 14 interviews I went on.  I spent close to $7,000 on the process between plane tickets, hotels, food and rental cars.  This expense added to the stress of the already difficult process.  

The interview process reminded me of trying on a new pair of shoes, and trying to find the pair or program I liked the best.  It was a challenge to find the hospital and the residents that are the best fit for me and my life.  How can you make a four year commitment based on visiting a program for less then 24 hours?  I had doubts if I liked a program during my visit, but would I still like it if I was there day in and out for training? Would I truly be making the correct choice?  Like my new pair of shoes that I chose, if I was to wear them and they rubbed my feet the wrong way.  Would I regret buying that par of shoes?  In the end you have to choose one pair of shoes to try on and hope that it is the best fit.  

My choice to stay in Orlando near my family seemed like the best fit for me in the end.  This choice was like picking an older comfortable pair of shoes that I have worn before.  I knew these shoes would fit well and would not rub me the wrong way after wearing them for a few days.

I think I will always wonder what it would have been like to try on a newer pair of shoes and if I would have been happy stepping out of my comfort zone.  Although I have my doubts about choices, I think it is important to wear the shoes you have chosen whether new or old with confidence.  In the future there will always be another time where we can choose a newer pair of shoes.

Match day was an exciting time, as my classmates and I all learned our fates of where we would do our residencies.  This memory was full of mixed emotions and many tears of happiness and sorrow.  Some students would do their residencies in dream cities and programs and others got second choices and had some sense of disappointment and fear.  I have faith that it will work out for everyone in the end, and we will all become the doctors we hope to be.

As the final months of medical school came to a close, a sense of normalcy was finally felt.  I had more time to spend with friends and less pressure of testing and studying.  I began to enjoy life to the fullest and almost forgetting that in the near future my life would be sacrificed once again, this time for residency training. 

Graduation was one of the proudest moments of my life.  I had accomplished a goal that I once thought was impossible.  Walking up the stairs of the stage and getting my diploma was like climbing the highest mountain in world.  This was the moment I had been working for.  All four years would flash before my eyes and seem so easy.  It was totally worth all the sacrifices for this sense of joy.  I will always remember the look in my family’s eyes filled with happiness and pride, for this too was an accomplishment of them.  They were my supporters through the tears and happiness.  I am forever grateful for becoming a doctor.

So here I am sitting in the physician break room, what a long journey this has been.  It is as though my puzzle is still only halfway completed.  I have been so fearful starting my residency training.  What a difference it is for me compared to being a student.  I have had anxiety that was similar to starting medical school.  It made me wonder if I was the correct person chosen, if I was going to be good enough, and if I could handle the pressure and responsibility.  Decisions were all of a sudden thrown in my hand.  I was the one who was making the decisions for the patients.  I was writing the prescriptions. One of the biggest changes is hearing the staff call me doctor.  How can you go from “hey you” to “doctor” in just a matter of a day in this hospital.  I was fearful of making mistakes, of hurting a patient and even possibly causing a death.  

These fears and feelings were similar to the way I felt before starting medical school.  These similarities in anxiety also brought me hope.  I got through medical school one step at a time, and I got through it with ups and downs.  But most importantly I got through it and I succeeded!  I had reached my goal of becoming a doctor and I am hopeful that I will reach my goal of graduating from residency to become an OB/GYN.  

Beep!  Beep!  Beep!  My pager’s noise is vibrating in my ear.  I must go deliver another baby.  I wonder if I will ever get used to this.  As I walk passed the older doctor and his jigsaw puzzle, I smile.  I am now confident that my puzzle will be complete one day. I will fulfill my dreams of becoming a confident, strong, and comfortable physician.  I will one day be the older calm doctor who works with wisdom and ease. I can truly see that finished puzzle emerge and I look forward to unveiling new puzzle pieces that will add to the unique and evolving picture of my life as an obstetrician and gynecologist.

