A few times per month I don the vaunted White Coat and play doctor in a pediatric office.  The effect this coat has on people is ridiculous.  Old ladies hold doors open for me, and old men tip their hats.  Other doctors give me the affirmative head nod, and young mothers call me Doctor Barker.  

The world changes, and it simultaneously inflates my ego and makes my skin crawl.  Frequently enough, however, some jack-ass makes a Doogie Howser comment and knocks me down a few pegs.  The honest reality is I do look like a 16-year-old in a bad prom tux, but that’s not why it feels so ridiculous.  It’s that despite what my attire implies,  I have nothing when it comes to true medical knowledge.  In short, I feel like a fraud.

I can sit there and empathetically listen to mothers tell me what’s wrong with their kids.  I’ll crinkle my forehead, make eye contact, etc, but ultimately, I can offer them no more than a standard line of questioning and a physical exam.  Essentially, they tell me about a cough and an earache, and I say “Ok, well I’ll just listen to his heart.”

I’m sure the kids see right through me.  The mothers might still be fooled by the white coat as I fumble around with my stethoscope and sphygmammonometer (that’s a blood pressure cuff, and one of the ten coolest words in the world).  The kids know.  All they see is some 6’2’’ man looming over them with all sorts of tools, poking and prodding, and, this man, he’s showing fear.  Kids smell fear.  Then, they start to cry and shit their pants.   This is where I usually cut my losses and say “Ok, well the physical exam is done [Your kid is freaking out and I can’t hear anything].  Everything looks good [I barely understand what I just did].  I’ll go get Dr. Kuan [I need a beer].”

This coat.  It’s construction is something of a fraud itself.  First, with the prospect of projectile vomit, poop, boogers and blood, why white?  Why not black?  Perhaps because it’s too gloomy.  Then, why not a dark green or blue?  Furthermore, it is built from a synthetic fiber not meant to come into contact with human skin – I would prefer the gentle touch of chicken wire.  On the other hand, I do get a good biweekly exfoliation.  As a final and most important point, it fits me a like a sack.  It was designed by the tailor of a barrel-chested boxcar, which I am not.  Indeed, the thing swallows me, both metaphorically and physically it seems.

My struggle with the white coat, of course, relates more deeply to my more personal questions about growing up and fulfilling expectations.  In your 20s, you try to do the splits.  You have one foot in college and another in your 30s, and they couldn’t seem further apart.  You don’t feel like you belong in either world.  This is why there are bars.  Bars are where 20-somethings feel like 20-somethings and can either bother each other with common struggles or just get away from them.

Many of the demands that concern me are self-imposed.  No one is explicitly pressuring me to grow up, but I still feel it all the same.  The white coat is a similarly premature estimation of adulthood.  It heightens an inner feeling of awkwardness and lack of entitlement.  What it does give is a taste of what’s to come, and there’s no doubt I love putting it on despite how much I complain.  Playing doctor is fun and exciting and confirms for me that I’ve chosen a right path in life.  Slowly they’ll place upon me greater and greater responsibilities, probably before I’m ready.  But that’s all part of the act.  You’re welcome peak ahead in the script, but you’ve got tickets to the show.

