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Dural meningioma above right temporal lobe.  

Everything is white. 

“Who are you,” patient asks. “Just a student, here to learn.” Anesthesia, done.  Electrical 
leads, done. MRI-coordinated probe-guiding system, done.  Room transformation. 

Everything is blue. 

No time wasted, immediate incision. Frequent questions from resident, “What muscle? 
Which artery?” Different from anatomy lab. 

Everything is red. 

Bigger than a golf ball, shaped like an ice cream scoop. Held high as if 
discovering life, tumor suspended above patient’s head. I didn’t know the 
brain beated. Sutures, screws, sutures, ioiodine, clean. “Where am I?,” 
patient asks.

“Everything is done.” 

Everything Is New

Davis Rogers
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body. It was infectious. Standing there, I 
could smell the hot dirt of an Iowa corn-
field. It was so vivid that if I closed my 
eyes, I could see it too, sepia brown 
clods of earth, blue sky stretching for 
miles, the tops of the corn waving away 
into the distance, and a white gravel road 
bisecting everything in two. I knew if I 
walked down that road I would be home 
again, really home. I would be twelve 
and there would be something sizzling 
in a pan on the stove in the kitchen, 
making the whole yard smell good. The 
screen door would flap in the wind. The 
same wind would stir the ragged edges 
of my cut-off jeans, cool my sunburned 
face, would rustle the leaves of the big 
maple tree by the house.

Slowly, the homesickness spread 
outward, with the dying patient at its 
epicenter. Before we knew it, the whole 
intensive care unit was caught up in the 
epidemic. In the on call room, one of the 
residents fell asleep sucking his thumb. 
One by one, the female doctors began 
to wear their hair in pigtails, which the 
male medical students struggled not to 
pull. Someone thoughtfully left the sup-
plies for making peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches at the nursing station, and 
we consumed them ravenously, neatly 
sliced into triangular halves and with the 
crusts cut off just like our mothers 
used to make them. No one was 
safe from the onslaught of violent, 
crippling nostalgia. The house staff 
stole temporary tattoos and stickers from 
Pediatrics. The psychiatry department 
was no help. After rounding through the 
ICU, they too had become infected, and 
were now among the worst off. From 
the window of the ICU, we could see the 
psychiatrist on call as he sat in the hos-
pital courtyard and made daisy chains 
for the clinical psychologist.

There was something especially destructive 
about this strain of nostalgia. It flattened 
aggressively. It was a whitewashed, white 
picket fence, hopscotch-in-the-driveway 
nostalgia. It called up a past that was 
constructed, that everyone knew was con-
structed, and yet which was constructed in 
such a way that i t fel t organical ly re-
membered. James Minki, who had been 
ridiculed at lunch in elementary school for 
bringing his mother’s kimchi dumplings, 
now fondly recalled the childhood taste of 
peanut butter and jelly. Dr. Robertson, who 
had gone to a fancy private school where 
they learned riding and tennis instead of 
having recess, was the first to sign up for a 
kickball tournament, enthusiastically orga-
nized by the medical residents. 

Soon, we were all nostalgic for blue skies 
and cornfields, and baseball at dusk, and 
prom kings and queens, and kisses under 
the football bleachers, and for playing fetch 
with the family golden retriever. It was a 
fundamental impossibility to imagine what 
it would be like to be lying on that bed, 
to clutch in one mottled hand a battered 
passport to a nation that might as well have 
been on Mars.

The patient’s breaths grew shallower and 
shallower. His cheeks and eyes hollowed. 
Now when I stood outside his door, I was 
reminded not of Iowa cornfields, but of the 
summer I had spent after college apply-
ing to medical school and working in a 
lab. Ostensibly we were studying ways to 
cure depression. I spent hours trying 

to make rats depressed, depriving 
them of food and water and turning the 
lights on and off at odd times, isolating 
them from one another. Then, once they 
were sad, nervous wrecks, we tried to 
cure them. We put electrodes into their 
brains and gave them low level shocks 
with mixed results. How could you tell 
if a rat had stopped being depressed? 
My chief memory of that summer was 
of their sluggish motion and confused 
eyes, like they were waiting for some-
one to tell them what to do or to eu-
thanize them. It was an entire summer 
of waiting. I was waiting to hear back 
from medical schools. Waiting for the fu-
ture blended with more mundane forms 
of waiting, with waiting for the bus to 
come, waiting for the rats to do some-
thing, anything different. This feeling of 
limbo, cast off from native shores drifting 
neutrally from day to day, from island to 
island, settled over me again in the last 
hours of the patient’s life. It settled over 
the whole hospital and muted the furious 
fire of our nostalgia. We were restless, 
we were homeless, we were lost, and 
we were young, but somehow we had 
found a measure of peace.

When the patient finally drew his last, ago-
nized breath, it was as if the whole hos-
pital began to wake from a dream. The 
spell was broken. Even the walls seemed 
to breathe a sigh of relief. We came back 
to ourselves, we shook our heads, and we 
filled with a slow, inexpressible joy.  As the 
patient had found out the hard way, it’s 
true what they say—you can never go 
home again. But, laughing at ourselves, 
and pinching each other on the fore-
arms, another, more fundamental truth 
began to take shape in our hearts. It 
was somber and it was liberating. The 
fact is that you wouldn’t want to, even if 
you could.
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 e was young, he was desperate, 
he was dying. He’d come halfway around 
the world from some dirt poor country to 
our hospital because he thought we could 
make him well again. He was still dying 
here, only, slower. We didn’t know how to 
tell him. We tiptoed past his room. Even the 
attendings were afraid to discuss the latest test 
results with him, they delayed and delayed 
the inevitable conversation. But eventually, 
without anyone saying anything, he knew. 
And suddenly, all he wanted to do was to 

go home again. He cried and cried and 
begged to be put on a flight—that day, 
that evening, at once!  But by that time, 
he was too sick even to fly. No airline 
would take him. It was all too clear that 
he would have expired somewhere over 
the Atlantic. The situation was horrible on 
a scale of fairy tale proportions, a sadistic 
version of the Wizard of Oz. He’d come 
here looking for a magical cure, when 
what he really wanted had been back at 
home all this time.

His pleading to be sent home set some-
thing in motion in all of us. Passing his 
room, hearing his muted, breathless sobs 
from behind the thick wood door, there 
was no one who didn’t imagine the home 
they had left behind. It was a curious thing. 
For the hours that stretched into days that 
he lay dying, the space in front of his door 
was infused with a kind of magical property. It 
was as if the sheer strength of his desire 
had somehow bent the laws of space and 
time in a radius extending out from his dying 

H

6

No one was safe 
from the onslaught of 

violent, crippling 
nostalgia.



so this is what it feels like

you, lying on your back
while the sun hangs gently in the sky. 
Warmth.

The ice, brief kisses to your body,
that sweet spot on the back of your neck. 
Your fingers pressed to its face,

not enough to push the world away 
but enough to understand
the hollowness of blue

and all its shades.
Cobalt. Azure.
Columbia. Cerulean. Midnight.

Here lies the horizon 
between love and loss: 
the brilliance of emerald

and the frailty of spinning 
beyond the arc.
Wind in the distance—

honesty breathing over your bones— 
how easy it would be
to drift

amidst the symmetry and luck 
of skies in glaciers

(mirrors in mirrors) 

this is what it feels like.

You could lie here forever 
without the world

 ever knowing.

To My Mother, When She Found Peace
Erix Xu
Artwork: “Awake”, by Emily Boozalis
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His face was a wrinkled white bed sheet. 
The fabric had been stretched thin over the 
years—skin clinging closely to the sharp 
contours of his cheekbones—yet, in spite 
of it all, remained unstained: bleached and 
ghostly as the day he was born. He sat 
in his usual spot, near the tangled plot 
of fern and vines, the ones that never 
flowered. Next to them, he didn’t feel so 
pallid. From this bench, perched on an 
elevated plot of land, the tall fence that 
surrounded the grounds was barely       
visible below. The patchwork of bright 
yellows and reds beyond blurred together 
through unfocused pupils. 

Lifting an arm, he wiped the sweat from his 
brow on the sleeve of his jacket and took 
note of the dark spot where the material 
had absorbed moisture. Now, there was 
physical proof of his being. In this place, 
where he seemed to always be an 
invisible burden, immune to touch and 
direct eye contact, he was always looking 
for any indication that he was real. He 
could not remember when he first began 
to feel otherwise—a nameless creature, 
filling up space, wasting air.

From beneath the brim of his favorite cap—
the one with holes in it and that wonderful 
red sock on it—he scanned his surroundings. A 
spotted squirrel with a mouthful of acorns 
scampering up a tree. As he watched, a 
faint smile formed on his face, sending 
ripples cascading down its already 
furrowed landscapes. Back in Cambridge, 
he used to joke to his students that the 
squirrels on campus were the smartest in 
the world—or at least smarter than those in 
New Haven. A reminiscent joy welled up 
inside him, unmistakable but fleeting. The 
squirrel had reached the first tree branch. 
The burst of memory tore from his cortex. 
The axons carrying it fired for the last time, 
then fizzled and faded away. 

He sat for a moment, or an eternity. And 
then she was there. At first he thought it 
was just a red smudge on his glasses. But 
it wasn’t, she wasn’t. It was her. In all red. 
A wonderful dream he once had—a few, 
maybe a thousand times before, but from 
which he always woke, her image instantly 
rendered insignificant and out of reach. 
She was standing just over there, with a 
man in a black sweater, talking to a woman 
wearing a white hat and coat. He squinted, 
trying to give definition to the red blur. He 
studied her figure, the angles and curves 
of it all, her slender frame and straight 
posture. He stared until she was just a 
shape, made up of other shapes. 

And then she was in focus again, shaking 
the hand of the woman with the white hat, 
saying something to the man in the black 
sweater, kissing the forehead of a small 
child held in his arms. And then she was 

walking towards him, long platinum hair 
trailing obediently behind her. And as she 
neared, her face became clear to him. 
Some maddening student must have kept 
her after class, worried about grades, no 
doubt. He glanced at his watch. Fifteen 
past.

“Sara, you’re late!” he called out to her, 
causing several nearby pigeons to take 
flight. 

She paused then, for a moment, or maybe 
it was longer. She inhaled deeply before 
starting back towards him, more slowly. 
The bounce had left her step now. 

She sat down on the bench, allowing him 
to study her more closely. Her skin was 
incandescent, perfectly stretched across 
contours of stunning symmetry. He used 
to joke that a graduate thesis could be 
written on her beauty but it still wouldn’t do 
her justice. Her cheekbones were her most 
beautiful feature. He had thought this ever 
since the first time he saw them, high-set 
above her nose, at the faculty Christmas 
party. He realized, after all these years of 
marriage, he had never once told her this. 
He felt ashamed. 

“Sara, you have the most beautiful 
cheekbones.”

Sara’s face had been expressionless ever 
since he had called to her. Now, she 
cringed slightly. Her eyes remained fixed 
on a trail of ants trickling from beneath a 
moss-covered log. 

“I’ve heard that one before,” she said 
quietly. 

It was odd, he thought, to be looking at her 
now. It almost felt like ages since he had 
last seen her, as if she had just returned 
from a long trip—a research sabbatical in Woman

By Scott Shuldiner

The

Red

Geneva or Berlin. This opened a pocket of 
memory he hadn’t accessed in years.

“I want to go back to Europe,” he told her. 
“Let’s go back to Paris and stay at that little 
boutique hotel that we loved so much.” 

The black trail of ants had grown thicker; 
there were thousands now funneling from 
the decaying wood. 

“I’m sure Lionel is still there,” he contin-
ued. “He’ll still be wearing that silly red 
hat, no doubt. You remember, the one 
with the frills!”

At that, he laughed a deep-bellied laugh; 
the hat, for which he had boldly offered 
50 Francs at checkout but was regrettably 
turned down, had been a running joke 
throughout their honeymoon.

“You remember the one,” he choked 
between gasps of laughter. “With the frills!” 

He laughed until he choked on saliva 
and began to cough. When he stopped 
wheezing, his cheeks were tingling and wet 
with tears. Sara placed a hand on his knee, 
then tore her eyes from the ground and 
looked up at him.

“I brought someone with me today,” she 
told him, wiping her face on the cuff of 
his shoulder. “Someone very excited to 
see you.” 

But he didn’t hear her. He was sitting on 
a street curb with a bottle of red wine and 
his beautiful bride— legs tangled beneath 
a wool blanket. Paris was chilly this time 
of year. 

“It’s his birthday today. He’s four already—
can you believe it?”

In an instant, Paris was gone.

“What? Oh excellent, excellent,” he replied, 
entirely unaware of what the woman 
sitting next to him had just said. The 
woman was wearing a red blouse, and she 
was gorgeous. Not wanting to offend such 
a beautiful specimen, he resisted the urge 
to compliment her cheekbones, which he 
was sure, at that moment, were the loveliest 
he had ever seen.

The red woman waved to the man in the 
black sweater and motioned for them to 
come over. He watched as the man prompt-
ly let down the small figure he was hold-
ing. He watched as the man knelt down 
to whisper something in the child’s ear 
and then pointed in his direction. The 
little boy immediately started off towards 
them, half-sprinting half-stomping, his 
curly platinum locks bouncing in all di-
rections. The boy was no more than four 
years old, he decided—a handsome little 
thing with high-set cheekbones. 

When the boy reached them, he jumped 
into the red woman’s outstretched arms. 
She held him high above her head, a 
look of immeasurable joy on her face. 
Then, she placed the squirming boy on 
his grandfather’s lap.

Artwork: “Tropical”, by Sarah Collica
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First, we learned a heartbeat
by taking it apart and naming it. 
We studied valves as if they were pipes:
what makes them rust, or clog.
And then we marveled – how intricate
the machinery, how precise the clockwork,
as if we had built it ourselves.

How do you explain what it means to miss someone?
Loss is not a kitchen appliance.
It does not come with an instruction manual
for how to clip and trim the tendrils of your soul
that curve around another person’s fingertips.

We were naïve. We imagined that 
we could learn the structure of grief 
simply by examining blueprints.
We did not realize, then, that you cannot
describe how to weed a garden until 
you yourself have tried to uproot a dandelion
and felt the ground surge in response.

Preparation

Abigail Lin

Drawings: “Stamped” (top), 
and “Past Paste” (right), 
by Annie LaVigne
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We are two branches beating, 
A twisted tango ever changing
Our roots retreat, our feet are concrete films of fog
Now fleeting. 
White bark: a shell for quelled desire, 
Our filaments filled with ruby fire,
But ivory is the tune we beat
Two sleeves of seaweed 
Now cotton white. 

We were two katydids 
Tangled in the veins of each other’s being. 
We would sink our fangs into
Peels of mango 
While yellow ink that bathed our feet
Revealed itself amid the heat. 
So heavy now, we break our wings 
Just like the angel who taught us to sing—
To chirp and flirt on ivory dirt
Once muddied with the mango’s work. 

For now we are two stars in fallen orbit, 
Dimming as a dying fair. 
The carousel has lost its bells
And made us fractals in the air—
Our feet not meeting, 
But dancing in a twisted Eden. 
And light as concrete we descend, 
Two milky stars 
Now fractured friends. 

In the end you’ll find us where
The light meets fog and scatters there
Our fractals floating in the air 
Our bodies lain on tender ground 
Two fallen, cotton, ivory clouds. 
And where the branches find retreat
Are golden beams that never meet,
But keep us warm, 
And keep us fair
And send us sleeping as a pair. 

Fractals

Photo and poem by JP Senter



With two days 
left before the start of my second year of teaching, my right eye 
twitches as a fluorescent ceiling light in the corner of the room 
speaks to me in Morse code. It must be spelling laughter at my 
annoyance. Groaning, I try to ignore the flickering and set up the 
room as I had planned; I hang up our growth tree, write inspirational 
science quotes on the quote board, set up lab stations, wipe down 
the desks, mop the floor, and all the while wonder if I would get in 
trouble by my administration if I just yanked the entire light fixture 
off in order to stop the flickering. But my annoyance at fluorescence 
does not stop at this one offense. Actually, its very existence and 
state of being irritate me.

Fluorescent light is light that has no other purpose than lighting. It 
lacks the homeliness of incandescents, the warmth of sunshine, 
and the marvel of blacklight. It is incredibly efficient at what it does 
at a reduced cost compared to other lights, but it lacks value 
beyond its primary function. I know I should not fault fluorescent 
lighting; it had no say in its design. But I cannot help but be 
bothered by this raw efficiency—particularly because I see it 
so often in my students.

*****

In medical school, there is a phrase that serves as the paragon 
of the pre-clinical experience. It has echoed in the halls of every 
institution since the beginning of exams and standardized boards 
and continues to breath new life in the form of each subsequent 
generation of medical students.

That phrase is “high yield.”

High yield, affectionately abbreviated as HY, is best explained 
through example: A medical student is told to memorize and 
understand over a hundred pages of material in a week. This is 
not possible for most people. Therefore, the medical student goes 
through the material, seeking to understand what material is 
essential for passing exams and boards. This material is considered 
“high yield.” He or she prioritizes these high yield facts and leaves 
with an overall solid grasp of the content with a few missing esoteric 
details. More importantly, his or her mental health is intact.

Some argue that HY was born out of necessity, while others argue 
that it is a valuable life skill to practice. I can agree with both. But 
HY brings about an insidious shadow that I have seen overtake 
medical students in a way that is too familiar to grant relief; it is the 
transposition of HY to life that scares me most.

*****

“Is this on the test?” I have asked this question myself several times 
to teachers and the response is usually the same: “Everything is 
on the test.” Now that I am in the position of the teacher, the same 
answer tempts my tongue when a student asks me this question. 
But I resist. I try to be better. I strive to inspire.

“There will always be some material that will not explicitly be on 
the test,” I start off saying. “But let’s pause for a moment. Think 
about what you just learned. Many of you probably already knew 

“Simplicity boils down to two steps: 
Identify the essential. 
Eliminate the rest.”

-Leo Babauta

I hate fluorescent lights.

John Choi
Photo: “Threads”, by JP Senter
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that we all need oxygen to breathe. You 
know this intuitively. You breathe right now 
as I speak. But why? Have you ever 
considered why you need oxygen?

“You just learned that your cells have 
mitochondria that run complex chemical 
reactions. These reactions use electrons 
to help generate energy for your body—
energy you need to live. These electrons 
depend on oxygen to be their f inal 
carr ier, the final deposit box, so that we 
can keep these mitochondria factories going. 
If you don’t have oxygen to take away 
the electrons, the entire factory shuts 
down—sort of how a furnace stops working 
if we don’t remove the used coal over time.

“The entire reason why you breathe boils 
down to the microscopic scale of electrons 
and molecular oxygen in your cells. Isn’t 
this incredible?!”

I pause and eagerly wave my hands 
in excitement as a couple of students’ 
mouths open with wonder. Unfortunately, 
the other thirty-four are not so impressed 
and a student raises her hand.

“Okay, but will we need to know this for 
the test?”

I am defeated. With a slightly bitter tone in 
my voice, I concede. “Yes. Everything is 
on the test.”

*****

Each week in medical school features a 
panoply of activities that accompany our 
lectures, such as studying pathogenic 
tissue cultures via virtual microscopy (VM), 
testing for the presence of certain micro-
organisms in wet labs, seeing patients 
in a clinic, and going over case studies 
that relate to our lectures. The facilitators 

for many of these sessions are some of 
Hopkins’ brightest. The clinical acumen 
and experiences they bring to our educa-
tion goes far beyond the limits of textbooks 
and online resources; they bring the 
humanity of medicine into our learning.

That is why, a week into our hematology/
oncology unit, I was taken aback when a 
classmate asked our small group facilitator, 
“Dr. S, can we please keep the digressions 
to a minimum? It would be really helpful if 
you could just focus on what is going to be 
on our exam right now.” I wish that I had 
snapped my head towards the student 
and gasped in horror, but instead I loathed 
to find myself grateful that the student 
brought this up. We had just gone through 
the ringer with a midterm the day before 
and we had another exam coming up in 
a week. On top of two research projects 
and a textbook chapter I was trying to 
write, I was thankful for any time that I 
could save—even if that meant tabling 
some of the more enriching aspects of my 
education for the moment.

People say that medical school is like try-
ing to eat ten pancakes a day—if you hold 
off on studying just a couple of days, it 
becomes a Sisyphean task to try and catch 
up. What they don’t tell you though is that 
medical school is like eating ten pancakes 

a day while also piling on mountains of 
butter, whipped cream, syrup, strawberries, 
bananas and blueberries in the form of 
interest groups, research, community service 
and shadowing. These are all wonder-
ful things in moderation, but they are 
overwhelming in bulk.

Following this analogy, many of us were 
suffering from blueberry overdose. Forced 
into survival mode, we were desperately 
trying to make sure that we processed 
only what we needed to process. In doing 
so, I found myself slowly losing a crucial 
facet of my identity—something that I had 
once thought to be inseparable from my 
character: I was starting to lose my love 
of learning.

*****

“Mister. Why are we doing this?” Jasmin, 
a precocious ninth grader, glares at me as 
she accusingly holds a quarter- filled Dixie 
cup up at me.

“You tell me,” my mouth rasps as I try to 
summon more saliva to my mouth.

“I know it’s to get that one enzyme...” She 
pauses and wrinkles her nose. “Amylase. 
But do we really have to spit into this cup?”

I try to grin with my aching cheek 
buccinators as I nod and check each 
student’s progress. We are currently spit-
ting into cups to collect salivary amylase, 
an enzyme that breaks down complex 
carbohydrates, or starches. It would 
have been an easy matter to just order 
a shipment of pre-bottled amylase, but I 
wanted the students to experience using 
their own saliva to run a chemical reaction—
to appreciate the power of something as 
seemingly mundane as human spit. The 
goal was to use our salivary amylase 

enzyme to break down an essential macromolecule, starch, and 
identify its smaller sugar products. However, there was a twist.

“Okay everyone, you can stop spitting now.”

A collective sigh washes over my second period class. “I’m sorry 
to those of you who ate hot Cheetos for breakfast. I should have 
warned you!” I shout jovially. A few students let out an embarrassed 
chuckle as they look into their cups and see flakes of hot Cheetos.

“But let’s get down to business. Y’all know that you just spit a 
bunch of amylase enzyme into your cup.” I walk over to the board 
and draw the following figure:

I found myself 
slowly losing a 

crucial facet of my 
identity—something I 
had once thought to 
be inseparable from 

my character.

Photo: “Keeping Animals”, by Aishwarya Shukla

“Amylase is an enzyme that helps break down starch into sugars.” I hold 
up a tube with a cloudy white liquid so that the class can see it. “Can 
anyone tell me if I’m holding up a starch solution or sugar solution?”

Jasmin raises her hand and answers confidently. “We can’t tell 
because they look the same.”

I resist the urge to yell ‘ten points to Gryffindor’ and continue. 
“Exactly. Just from looking at this tube, you wouldn’t be able to 
tell if this is starch or sugar. But if you add some iodine solution...” 
I drop a bit of orange iodine into the test tube with starch. The 
students gasp as the test tube transforms from a cloudy white 
mixture to a deep purple. “Iodine chemically reacts with starch, 
which we can see in the form of this color change. But now, watch 
this.” I grab a second cloudy white tube with starch and pipette 
some of my spit into it. After shaking it around a little, I add the 
iodine and there is no color change.

“What happened here?” I ask the class. “Why didn’t the iodine 
react in this tube?
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Another student, Ricardo, raises his hand. “Is it because your 
amylase broke down the starch to sugar, so the iodine couldn’t 
react?”

“That’s it!” I confirm. “But here’s where it gets interesting.” As I 
see the almost imperceptible lean forward of my students, I know 
I have them. “You all know that enzymes like salivary amylase 
can be disrupted by the environment. Heat, temperature, pH, ionic 
concentration...” A few of them already know what they’re about to 
do—I can see it in their eyes as their minds run through plans.

“Your mission today is to take the enzymes you just collected...” 
I pause for dramatic emphasis. “And see how you can mess it 
up. You have one hour to draw up an experiment to test which 
conditions are most favorable and detrimental to your salivary 
amylase enzyme.”

A beautiful noise erupts as groups of students make plans to test 
the effects of different concentrations of acid and base on amylase, 
prepare different temperatures of water and research the salinity 
of normal saliva. As they draw out their protocols, I laugh to 
myself as the truth slowly dawns on them. A few panicked shouts 
emerge. “We’re going to need more spit!”

*****

As I sit in lecture, I furiously type as I have never typed before. 
I have entered a special zone over which I lord with complete 
ownership. I am the epitome of efficiency and the master of 
management. My computer is an extension of my body as my 
thoughts freely transition to text.

I am answering emails.

Having lost focus about twenty minutes 
into the lecture, I had turned to answer-
ing the growing number of emails that 
patiently waited in my inbox. Working 
through each one, I systematically read 
through them before deciding whether 
they were worthy to be put into my 
calendar and replied to or saved for 
another day. The majority are deleted 
and archived as I prioritize.

I would have loved to attend the 
meeting for that one interest group that 
spoke about cooking on Friday, or maybe 
show my support for a movement that 
students were organizing on Sunday, but 
these weren’t enough of a priority compared 
to the other tasks I had on my schedule. 
They simply weren’t as HY for me. Even as I 
type this, I groan inwardly as I misuse a term 
that should never be applied to anything be-
yond classwork. But somehow, it happened.

Phone calls to friends from home, 
taking moments during my free time to walk 
into a hospital and talk with patients about 
their lives, looking up an esoteric disease I 
found interesting simply because I wanted to 
learn more about it.... Six months into medical 
school, I became a lean, mean, medical 
machine that had trimmed secondary 
occupations and preserved only my top 
priorities. My life was HY.

This mindset was the product of an 
insidious journey that began from a 
benign motivation: studying smarter, 
not harder. As the year progressed, I 
tried to find ways to manage my time 
in order to accommodate the grow-
ing number of extracurricular activities 
I found myself involved in. I stopped 
attending the majority of lectures and 
instead watched their video recordings 
at 2x speed at home while eating din-
ner. Instead of cooking some days, I 
frequented the sandwich deli in the 
hospital on my way to seeing patients 
at the outpatient center. Eventually, 
time management turned more into 
time prioritization and I even began 
dropping habits that were integral to 
my wellbeing (ie. calling home, visit-
ing patients during my free time, and 
reading novels).

A month later in February, this all 
changed when I found out from my 
mother that one of my best friends 
from home had terrible news. Her dad 
had died in January. And for an entire 
month, I had not known. After all, I had 
not talked to her in more than three 
months.

*****

I became a lean, mean, medical machine 
that had trimmed secondary occupations 

and preserved only my top priorities. 
My life was HY.
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The culture of HY will continue to exist 
in the medical school curriculum. Its 
practices are valuable and helpful for 
the overwhelmed student. But when I 
brought its tenets into my own life, 
I lost an important part of myself. 
This cognizance has made all the 
difference.

Now I am intentional about calling home 
and connecting with friends and family. 
I take some weekends to read a novel 
or two. I take walks—I never used to 
take walks—and appreciate the beauty 
of Baltimore. I cook with my three 
roommates and gleefully laugh as we 
watch one of us try to challenge himself 
with spicy food for the umpteenth time. 
I sit down with patients, quietly in their 
room, and try to listen more.

I still study hard and embrace HY concepts 
as welcomed guideposts. But from time 
to time, I also take a moment and sit back 
from my computer. I close my eyes. I 
think back to when I taught those ridiculous 
lessons—when students furiously spat 
into cups—and I remember the energy 
that ran through us when we learned 
something new. I take a pause and be-
tween each breath and memory, I smile 
from the wonder of it all. And suddenly, 
the pancakes are delicious again.
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