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1. How has COVID–19 personally 
affected you?

NC:  The biggest ef fec t i t has had on 

me is l imit ing my abili t y to regularly 

take care of my patients. I ’m for tunate 

in that I don't know anyone personally 

who has got ten extremely il l or hospi-

talized, but I know of friends of friends 

who have. Although it ’s disrupted work, 

it ’s allowed me to spend more time at 

home. We have a 9 month–old daugh-

ter, Lily, and the one positive effect of 

COVID–19 is that I ’ve been able to spend 

more time with her than I normally would 

be able. It ’s sort of like a second paternity 

leave.

SS: We understand you sometimes bring 

Lily to early morning virtual work meet-

ings. NC: Yes! [laughs] She wakes up at 

6:00am so I take her and let me wife sleep 

in a bit. That means she occasionally makes 

an appearance at the General Surgery fac-

ulty meeting.

2. What made you decide to 
become a surgeon?

NC: I always knew I wanted to be a doctor. 

I was one of those 5 year–olds who would 

tell classmates at show and tell I wanted to 

be a doctor, but I didn’t really know what 

kind until I started to learn more about 

medicine in general. When I was about 

13 or 14 years old, one of my cousins who 

I was very close with was going through 

medical school and living with us because 

his school was in the same city. He was inter-

ested in general surgery and so I heard a lot 

about that from him. That's what started 

my interested in it and then when I was in 

medical school it became more clear that 

was what I wanted to do.

I like problem solving and one of the things 

I like most about general surgery is that I 

can intervene to fix a discrete problem and 

know that I’m creating a direct and positive 

change in people's lives.

SS: If you didn't go into general surgery, what 

would have been your second choice? NC: 

While I was going through medical school 

residency, I would have said anesthesiology 

because I like the acute events and nature of 

it. You’re in charge of a patient’s life for a very 

short but incredibly important amount of time. 

But now I would say radiology because I find 

it so interesting how we have such amazing 

technology to identify and diagnose problems.

(continued on page 17)
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SS: What if your career choice wasn’ t 
in medicine? NC:  Maybe a veterinar-
ian because I love to spend time with 
animals, but on the other hand, I l ike 
animals too much to think of the details 
of being a vet. Now I would probably 
star t a taco/food truck with my wife 
while liv ing in Hawaii and raising our 
daughter on the beach. My wife and I 
are acutally practicing making bagels 
with the goal of sell ing them at our 
farmers market . So maybe a bacon, 
egg and cheese bagel truck.

3. What’s the best career advice 
you’ve ever received? How about 
the worst?

NC:  The best : don’ t allow ever y per-
son’s direc t opinion of you to af fec t 
how good you are at what you ’re 
doing , whether i t ’s a compliment or 
a cr it icism, especially in medicine. I f 
you don't have the self–understanding 
or the self–conf idence to know what 
you're doing is right, you're going to be 
so reliant on other people telling you 
you're right that you're never going to 
be able to make crit ical, dif f icult and 
independent decisions. I  was given 
this advice while in my third or four th 
year of medical school and I think it ’s 
so important regardless of what f ield 
you go into. Related to that: recognize 
that ever ybody's human. So, i f some-
one criticizes you for what you did that 
day, take what is constructive from it , 
but don ’ t al low their negative reac-
tions to you wholly def ine your wor th. 
You don’t know if that person got in an 
argument with their spouse that day 
or maybe their child is sick at home, 
etc. Take the oppor tunit y to improve 
but don ’ t internalize the negativ i t y. 
That goes for compliments too. Take 
the feedback but don’ t l ive for that 
approval.

SS:  What 's the worst career advice 
you' ve ever received? NC:  To te l l 
people you can do ever y thing , l ike 
going into an inter v iew and say ing 

“Oh, I can do this , this and this. I can 
do ever y thing you need me to do per-
fec tly.” It 's never true and it sets up 
a false expectation for what you can 
accomplish. I was told once to go into 
an inter view and say I was interested 
in and willing to do ever y thing, when 
i t just wasn ’ t accurate. Thankfully I 
was able to recognize the folly in that 
advice.

4. Where’s the last place you 
traveled? What did you do there?

NC:  We went to Boston to v isi t my 
family for Christmas and before that 
we traveled to the San Juan Islands and 
stayed in Friday Harbor—we loved it . It 
was one of the things we did during our 
f irst year in Seattle that made us fall in 
love with the area. The only event we 
had booked was a whale watch, which 
we ended up canceling because my 
wife was pregnant and we didn’ t want 
her to get sea sick. We explored some 
of the island, went to some of the res-
taurants and went to the Kr ystal Acres 
Alpaca Farm. We love going to places 
l ike that and just wandering around 
and talking to some of the locals to 
learn about the area. SS:  Where are 
you planning to travel next? NC:  We 
are planning to go to Orcas Island once 
COVID–19 restr ic t ions are l i f ted. We 
want to be able to bring along the baby 
and dog and make it more of an out-
doorsy tr ip. For our 10 year wedding 
anniversar y, my wife is going to take 
me where she l ived in Japan for t wo 
years af ter she graduated from college 
as par t of the Jet Program. We’re also 
planning to visit Tok yo on that tr ip as 
well. I ’m really looking for ward to it .

SS: What 's your favorite place you've 
v isited? NC:  When my wife and I f in-
ished medical school we spent ten 
days in Barcelona, Spain. It was spe-
cial because we were engaged at the 
time and it was one of those trips you 

don't get to do ver y of ten.

(continued on page 18)
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5. What was the last book you read?

NC:  “ The First F if teen Lives of Harr y 
August ” by Claire Nor th. It ’s about a 
guy who believes he lives his li fe over 
and over again but ever y t ime he dies, 
he is born again into his three–year–
old self. SS: So it ’s reincarnation but 
into the same person over and over, 
he doesn ’ t come back as Napoleon 
or Queen Cleopatra? NC:  E xac t ly. 
He claims he dies at dif ferent t imes 
each time comes back; once when he 
was really old and one t ime he died 
when he was younger and once was 
from suicide. It 's really weird but ver y 
interesting.

6. What’s the most recent show 
you’ve binged–watched?

NC: “Brooklyn Nine–Nine” with Andre 
Braugher and Andy Samberg. We ’ve 
watched i t from the ver y beginning 
and while it ’s get ting a lit t le formulaic 
l ike many other T V shows eventually 
become, i t 's a real ly funny, l ight–
hearted show. My other favorite things 
to binge–watch are all of the cooking 
and baking championships on the Food 
Net work l ike the Halloween or the 
Spring baking championships. Then 
my wife and I tr y and bake the dishes 
in the shows—my wife is ac tually a 
fantastic baker. There is a woman who 
won one of these Halloween baking 
championships and teaches classes in 
the Seat tle area and we’ve taken three 
classes instructed by her.

7. Who is your favorite musician?

NC: Unfor tunately, most of them are 
dead, but I would say Tom Pet t y and 
Prince. My favorite current living musi-
cian…I probably l is ten to Dr. Dre the 
most. When I ’m in the operating room 
I mostly choose hip–hop. I do love jazz 
and classical . I  ac tually played jazz 
on the saxophone and bass guitar all 
through high school SS: Is there any 
s t y le of music you won ’ t l is ten to? 
NC: No, but I can' t l is ten to classical 
music in the operating room or I ’ l l fall 

asleep. I ’ l l even listen to countr y. I 'm 
not sit ting at home listening to it but if 
someone really wanted to listen to it , I 
wouldn’ t object. I did my fellowship in 
Charlot te, Nor th Carolina and had to 
learn to accept it . One of the doctors I 
worked with had a Sir ius radio station 
for Canadian countr y and listened to it 
ever y single t ime he operated.

8. What is something we’d never 
guess about you?

NC:  I  have mult iple, large tat toos. 
That 's a good question because that is 
something that nobody guesses about 
me. I have a tat too of my dog and cat 
on my lef t shoulder. I have a hump-
back whale on my right shoulder that 
goes down my arm a lit t le bit and my 
entire right leg has dif ferent dinosaurs 
in various scenes.

9. Where did you live before the 
Seattle area? What are the biggest 
differences you see?

NC: I moved all over but was in Boston 
for the majorit y of my li fe. Then I was 
in Philadelphia for residency for f ive 
years and was in Charlot te for one 
year in fellowship.

Phil ly is my favorite since it ’s where 
my wife and I star ted our li fe together 
away from where we met in Boston; it ’s 
where we really established our life as 
a couple. Phil ly holds a lot of amaz-
ing memories mostly around that. SS: 
What are the major dif ferences you’ve 
noticed bet ween Phil ly and Seat t le? 
NC: People are much friendlier in Seat-
t le. For example, when you walk into 
a store in Philly or Boston, the clerks 
will l i terally turn around and go fold 
clothes rather than ask you if you need 
assistance. It also seems to be a lit t le 
less oppressive here in terms of free-
dom around lifest yle and expression. 
People here are more accepting of how 
you l ive your l i fe. I much prefer the 
weather here as well. I hated the hot 
summers and cold winters on the East 
Coast.

10. What’s the best piece of non–
professional advice you’ve ever 
received?

NC:  The best piece of advice is even 
when you feel like you want to do noth-
ing, do something because something 
always helps and it ’s bet ter than noth-
ing. An example is volunteering—you 
may feel what you ’re doing is small 
and meaningless but it 's not meaning-
less to someone.

11. What is your fondest childhood 
memory?

NC: One of my childhood memories I 
love most may sound a lit t le sil ly, but 
being in New England we ’d go skiing 
in Vermont and we’d always visit this 
dair y farm where they had Holstein 
cows. I  remember being a l i t t le k id 
loving going to this farm, pet ting the 
animals and seeing nature. I grew up 
in the cit y so being on that farm felt 
l ike I was out in the wilderness and 
was so tranquil. That is something that 
has really stuck with me. 

12. What is your favorite Amazon 
purchase?

I have a f lannel Snuggie I purchased 
from Amazon that I love to wear when 
I sit outside. Also a 36" piece fondant 
and cake decorating set.
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