
CHANGES: 

FROM 
ESQ TO RN

By Jennifer  Evanson Hassel

In step-by-step progression, I 
proceeded with my plan until I had 
my law degree in hand, took and 
passed the Pennsylvania bar exam 
and landed my first job, a federal 
clerkship with Hon. Louis C. Bechtle 
of the U.S. District Court for the 

Eastern District of Pennsylvania. 
Working in the federal courthouse 
was itself exciting for a new lawyer.  I 
had a front-row seat to all the judge’s 
docket, including: the hold up of 
federal funds to complete “the Blue 
Route” 476 bypass that connects 
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W hen I was 11, my dad, a sailboat broker, made an 
offhand remark that I should be a lawyer when 
I grew up.  I had no idea what a lawyer did, but 

then and there made up my mind that I would become one.  
Such is the power of parental belief in one’s capabilities.  If 
he believed it was possible, so did I.  Even if I didn’t know 
what it meant to become a lawyer, I sensed that it was a 
worthy aspiration. A fresh wind filled my small sail, and I 
adjusted course accordingly.  Over the next seven years, I 
mentally revisited my career choice but never found any other 
that seemed better.   I went to college thinking that I would 
eventually go to law school. Having a set bearing gave me an 
anchor to hold onto, while all around me my peers were adrift, 
anxiously trying to figure out what to do with their lives.  Not 
me.  I already knew.





the Schuylkill Expressway to I-95, due to Pennsylvania’s 
noncompliance with the Federal Clean Air Act; the settlement 
of the MGM Grand Hotel multi-district litigation following 
the hotel’s tragic fire in Las Vegas; and two mob-related 
racketeering trials involving characters whose nicknames 
gave indication of sociopathic tendencies. In the face of this, 
rather than becoming enthralled with a love of litigation, I 
found much of it a tedious paper war. Complaints, discovery 
requests, motions, briefs, researching various points of law, 
rules of evidence, jurisdictional determinations and so on—all 
to advance one side’s position or prevent the other side from 
advancing theirs.  It was a time-consuming and expensive way 
to achieve what might be deemed some sort of justice. When 
my two-year clerkship was complete, I deliberately chose to 
work in real estate law. I joined the real estate department of 
a mid-size Philadelphia law firm and began learning the skills 
needed to do the job.

While my legal career was moving ahead, so was my 
personal life.  During my clerkship, I was training for a 
competition with the newly formed Philadelphia Triathlon 
Club.  On a training ride, my bike chain broke, so I was forced 
to pull over. A guy I didn’t know stopped to help me—Mark. 
I can still remember the day we met as if it was yesterday, 
because that day changed the course of my life. We began 

dating, and three years later, married.
I left my associate job in Philadelphia because Mark got a 

coveted residency in dermatology at the Medical College of 
Georgia.  At the time, there were only about 200 residency spots 
for dermatology in the entire country.  It was an opportunity 
he and I could not pass up. We loaded our belongings into our 
VW Rabbit and moved to Augusta, Georgia, only a week after 
our wedding. After taking the Georgia bar exam, I worked at 
a small firm near the hospital where Mark was training.  It 
took five years for Mark to complete his residency, and then a 
fellowship in dermatologic surgery.  By then, we had a baby 
daughter. We decided to move to Lancaster, Pennsylvania 
to raise our family.  Mark had grown up there, and I fell in 
love with the beautiful farmlands and vibrant small town 
community.

Mark opened a solo practice in dermatologic surgery, and I 
joined a well-regarded local law firm. While it sounds smooth 
and neat to say that he did this and I did that, it was anything 
but.  Consider that setting up a solo medical practice from 
scratch is an epic undertaking that few attempted 30 years ago, 
and probably none do now. There is a reason.  Medical practice 
is a business with Byzantine rules that must be mastered to 
get paid, train front office and medical staff and select and 
purchase expensive and specialized equipment. Then, there 
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Medical practice is a business with Byzantine rules that must be 
mastered to get paid, train front office and medical staff and select  

and purchase expensive and specialized equipment.

Jennifer being sworn in as a member of the Georgia 
Bar by President Judge Jackson, October 1986. 
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is learning the computer system, marketing the practice, 
designing the office itself, overseeing the construction and 
meeting with banks to finance the whole undertaking. These 
are only some of the challenges we faced prior to Mark 
being able to open his doors to actually practice medicine.  
Remarkably, he accomplished the near impossible, and the 
DermaSurgery Center opened for business in the summer of 
1991.

A year passed. We bought our first house after I became 
pregnant with our second child.  Shortly after we moved in, 
and two months before I was due, a series of events beyond 
our control converged.   My senior partner told me he expected 
that I would be off just three weeks for maternity leave. 
Additionally, the firm was struggling to structure a part-time 
job that I could accept once I did return to work.  Our toddler 
was having difficulty and required special attention to address 
her needs. My mother-in-law was our trusted caregiver while 
I worked, but received an unexpected diagnosis that overnight 
removed her from the equation.  I was reluctant to look for a 
stranger to step in to take care of both a high-needs toddler and 
a newborn.  Competing personal expectations I had for myself 
as a lawyer, as a wife and as a mother resulted in a version of 
what psychologist Erik Erikson calls “role confusion.”  It is 
a psychosocial crossroads where an individual must discern 
their path when faced with conflicting choices reflecting 
personal identity. Translated, I was gripped by both fear and 
anxiety about what to do.  I had a week to make up my mind.  
Mark said he would support whatever decision I made.

The choices were clear: find a caregiver for our children 
within the week, or give up my job and do it all at home 
myself.  In the crush of having to make an immediate decision 
that felt right for my family, I decided to give up my legal 
career. In making this agonizing decision, I considered the 

stark fact that there was nothing in what I did as a lawyer on a 
day-to-day basis that could not be done by someone else. One 
less real estate lawyer would not hurt anyone but me.  On the 
other hand, I was the only mom my children would ever have.  
From that perspective, I was irreplaceable.

I submitted my resignation and, without any fanfare, became 
a stay-at-home mom.  It was traumatic. Abruptly giving up 
being a respected professional doing interesting work to 
be home 24/7 was disorienting. It was as if a sinkhole had 
suddenly opened in my psychological landscape.  I grieved 
my lost career. I never intended or imagined I’d be a stay-at-
home mom, so when I found myself doing that very thing there 
was a huge element of challenge to embrace it.  Of course, the 
debate of working vs. non-working moms rages on. I am not 
advocating for one position or the other, I can only say that I 
made the choice I did because of circumstances particular to 
my family.

Twelve years passed.  Mark’s medical practice flourished 
to the point that there was often a three- to six-month wait to 
get an appointment. We built a gorgeous home, took bike trips 
around Europe and became involved in our faith community.  
Our marriage was strong and we had three healthy and 
beautiful kids. We had a dream life, and we both knew it. We 
just didn’t know that it wouldn’t last.

Mark was diagnosed with stage 4 stomach cancer on his 
45th birthday. The diagnosis shocked everyone. Mark was 
fit and active.  He had no family history or risk factors.  He 
was a good man.  He was active in church, gave back to the 
community, was loving and kind and smart and funny.  I 
needed him.  Our kids needed him.  His patients needed him.

The cancer didn't care about any of this. We fought back. 
We went to Johns Hopkins, where one of the country’s leading 
oncologists prescribed a potent cocktail of chemotherapy to 

Mark Hassel's graduation from Thomas Jefferson 
University College of Medicine. June 1985
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buy us time.  In the medical literature, it’s called salvage 
therapy. Eighteen months later, I held Mark as he took his last 
breath.  Our kids were 10, 14 and 16.

I do not remember a lot about the next two years.  I shuffled 
through life with my head down, my eyes red and my soul 
angry and bleeding.  Ironically, I had also had a parent who 
died when I was a teenager, so I tried to use my limited 
emotional energy to be attentive to my children, who were 
each dealing with their losses in a different way. At the time, 
my efforts did not seem to have much effect.  My youngest 
tried to pretend he never even had a father.   He left the room 
whenever we mentioned Mark’s name and would be mean to 
his classmates who talked about doing stuff with their dads.  
My middle daughter hurled her hurt and frustration at me with 
all the verbal abuse a 14-year-old girl is capable of, which is 
commendable for it’s quantity and intensity.  My oldest pulled 
up the ladder of her psyche and retreated into her studies. We 
all limped forward one day at a time.

The road sloped lower and lower.  How do you live when you 
lose the person you always thought you couldn’t live without?  
How do you wake up and get through another day when you 
have little to do and no motivation to begin? This was what 
I had to figure out.  I lost my appetite, wept constantly and 
sucked into my lungs a depression that took on a life of its 
own.  I read books on death, dying, grief, theology —anything 
that would offer me answers or even mere consolation. I 
wept some more. Thankfully, I had three living moorings 

binding me to the world that I dispassionately thought about 
abandoning.  I mentioned this to a friend who became alarmed. 
After that, I got grief counseling and reluctantly agreed to try 
anti-depressants. We all trudged on.

During this phase of intense grief, I needed to find reasons to 
get out of the house. To reinvent myself, I began volunteering 
at the local homeless shelter. There is deep truth in the 
adage that helping others is good medicine.  Every Friday, 
I spent time with women whose lives made mine still look 
like paradise. Among other things, I did laundry for them.  
Often, I washed and folded clothes that I myself would have 
considered rags.  I took great care to fold them neatly and pack 
them up in the black trash can liners provided for that purpose.  
If only I could smooth out the lives of these women as easily. 
Their stories gave me much needed perspective.  One woman 
was so grateful that the shelter provided basic toiletries, and 
she could get her hands on a few Q-tips.  No matter how I felt 
when I showed up for my volunteer shift, I always felt better 
when I left.  My experience at the shelter was a pivotal point 
in my transition.

As the second anniversary of Mark’s death approached, an 
idea that had been germinating from someplace deep within 
me broke surface.  I felt it was time to be “recalled to life.” To 
accomplish this, I needed to find a new purpose, something 
that would involve encouraging others going through a 
challenging time.  I remembered how much I had admired 
and appreciated the nurses who had cared for Mark. I looked 

Why not go to nursing school and use all I had experienced  
to help other families? After all, I thought, how hard could it be  

when I have already been through law school and  
passed the bar in three different states?

Mark at med school graduation with his mom, 
Joan Reid and his step dad Richard Reid. 



back with satisfaction upon what I 
had learned and did to help manage 
his end-stage care: how to administer 
the medications, hook up the feeding 
tubes and empty the drains.  I certainly 
knew what it felt like to be the family 
member of someone in a healthcare 
crisis, and the importance of empathy 
and caring on the part of medical staff. 
Why not go to nursing school and use 
all I had experienced to help other 
families? After all, I thought, how hard 
could it be when I have already been 
through law school and passed the bar 
in three different states? Looking back, 
I confess that my pride and arrogance 
in having such a thought is laughable.

I applied to the local nursing 
college and was thrilled to receive an 
acceptance letter.  I started classes a 
few months later.  In that first week, I 
saw that getting through nursing school 
would require an astounding level of 
intensity, effort and focus. Additionally, 
being a “non-traditional student,” I had 

to relearn how to learn. When I went to 
college in the 1970s, there were things 
like blackboards with chalk, note taking 
by hand, typewriters for submitting 
hard copies of assignments and hard-
bound books and encyclopedias, which 
were housed in the library.  By the time 
I got to nursing school, professors made 
announcements via a website, students 
carried their laptops to class to take 
notes, discussion boards allowed you 
to post your assignments or exchange 
ideas and the internet allowed access 
to vast resources.  Having been out of 
the workforce for 16 years, I was rusty 
when it came to doing all of this, but I 
did it nonetheless.  I got my associates 
degree in nursing, took and passed the 
national registered nurses exam called 
NCLEX, and continued with nursing 
school for another two years to get a 
bachelor of science in nursing, while 
working part-time at the local hospital. 
Walking across the stage to receive my 
BSN as my children sat in the audience 

and applauded was one of the best days 
of my life. Yes, for me it was harder than 
law school. Being a single mom of three 
with a household to run, in addition to 
having an “old brain,” made it so. Yet, I 
realize that my background as a lawyer 
and as a cancer widow offers a unique 
contribution to the healthcare team.  I 
have now been a nurse for seven years.  
Every time I clip on my Lancaster 
General Health nurse’s badge, I stand a 
little straighter.  Mark was on staff here 
so the LGH badge is a bridge between 
my former life and my present one.

The words of Jeremy Camp’s song 
echoed for me when I began this 
struggle, as they do now, “Let this old 
life crumble, let it fade. Let this new 
life offered be your saving grace.”

Jennifer Evanson Hassel can be reached at 
Jennifer.Hassel@pennmedicine.upenn.edu.
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Mark with his daughters, Emily (left) age 8 and Erin (right) age 10. 


