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 It was the first day at my new job.  I was standing outside the front door of a small brick house in Clovis, New Mexico. It was a very sunny late summer day and the scorching New Mexico sun was beating down on the back of my neck. I was sweating, which was evident by the darker shading of blue around the armpit regions of my baby blue T-shirt.  This excessive perspiration was partially from the ever-present Clovis sun and partly from the nervousness I’d built up on my first day of work.   In my left hand was a small brown paper bag of prescription drugs; in my right was nothing but a small amount of sweat that I hopelessly tried to wipe off on my pant leg. My mind was racing as I tried to think of a good way to introduce myself to the man that would soon be answering his front door…

Knock, knock.

After a few seconds, a kind faced elderly man answered the door with a grin wider than I’ve ever seen.  He was wearing a blue and white striped polo shirt with light brown khaki’s.  His teeth were straight and white and, judging from the subtle crows feet around his eyes and his overall healthy look, I would estimate his age at about 65. He was completely bald except for a small patch of short blonde hairs extending from his temple regions to the back of his head and neck.  

“Hello, can I help you?”  the man said.

“Hi…ummm….my name is John and I’m from Roden Smith Pharmacy. I have some prescriptions for you today, sir”

“Ohhh…ok.  Come on in and have a seat.  I’ll get my checkbook.” 

The man stepped to the side of the doorway to allow me to enter his house.  He motioned me to the living room immediately to the left of the front entrance area.  I sat down on an old yellow couch that smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and dust. Adjacent to the couch was a small, 1990s TV with the antenna hanging off to the side.  I remembered it because I used to have one that looked just like it when I was a kid. The whole living area was well lit because of the large window across from where I was sitting.   It was about 4 o’clock when I went on deliveries, so the light from the setting western sun came through the window and settled directly on the couch.  

The man briefly left the room to fetch his checkbook.  When he returned, he sat down on a LA-Z-BOY recliner immediately to the left of the large window.   

“So…you must be the new deliveryman.  My name is Alfred.  It’s good to meet you son.” 

He leaned forward on his recliner and reached out for a handshake. I returned the gesture.

“Yes sir, matter of fact, you’re my very first delivery.  It’s very good to meet you, too…”

Alfred opened up his checkbook.


“How much do I owe you today, John?”

I looked down at the receipt attached to the brown prescription bag.


“Looks like $9.54, Sir.”


“Please, call me Alfred.”


“Yes, sir.”

Alfred chuckled.


“Sooo, are you a college student, John?”


“No sir…uh Alfred.  It’s my senior year of high school.”

Alfred momentarily looked up from his checkbook.


“Really?  Clovis High school? I went to high school there, too. Do you play any sports, John?”


“I used to.  Track and Field. Got injured last year though”


“Yeah?  I’m sorry to hear that. I remember I used to run track, too. But I’m mostly a football guy.  I still never miss a Clovis home game.”


Alfred resumed writing out the check. 


“What did you play, Alfred? If you don’t mind me asking,” I said after a short moment of silence.


“First string running back.  Fastest man on the field.  That’s what they used to say anyway.  Boy do I have some stories…”


“Here you go John.”  He tore out the check from his checkbook and handed it to me. 


“Well, John, it’s very good to meet you.   I usually get deliveries a few times a week, so I’ll probably be seeing more of you.”

Alfred and I both got up from our seats and headed to the front door.  

“Alright John, take it easy.”  

“You too! See ya later Alfred.” I said, as I walked down the front steps to the delivery car.   

The nervousness I built up on my first day on the job faded away over the course of my conversation with Alfred. All I could think as I opened the driver side door of the delivery car was:  What a nice guy. If all of the customers are this nice, this is going to be a pretty good job after all.

Like Alfred mentioned that day, he did have stories.  I was lucky enough to hear many of those stories in the weeks following my first visit.  He told me all about his 87-yard game winning kick-off return during his senior year of high school and about how he met his wife on the very high school campus that I visited every day.  Along with many of his stories came a great deal of wisdom, the kind that only comes with experience.  He would tell me that my high school years will be some of the best years of my life, but that I should never lose focus on what I’m there for:  an education.  When I would visit Alfred, this seemed to be a point he would mention constantly.  His encouragement was a big motivation for me to do my best in all of my classes. 

Alfred told me many stories, but our conversations were not one-way streets.  I too shared my old sports stories (which were not as impressive or numerous as his) and my hopes and fears of becoming a doctor.  Alfred had natural storytelling ability.  It was not just entertaining to listen to him, but also helpful because of the lessons learned from each of his experiences.  Sitting on that little yellow couch on my first day of work, I had no idea that some of the fondest memories of my senior year would be of listening to Alfred’s stories.  

*
*
*

I love the rain.  The smell of it, the feel of it against my skin, how it makes the sky look so beautiful.   Clovis is basically a desert, but the rain rejuvenates it and makes the terrain flourish into what seems like a lavish paradise.  All of the vegetation, even the older looking trees, looked extremely green and youthful on this beautiful October day.  The sky was cloudy (just how I liked it) and my skin wasn’t burning from the seemingly ever-present Clovis sun. I had just finished putting the prescription bags in order for my deliveries and, as I exited the pharmacy, I couldn’t help but stare at the brilliant contrast of dark green leaves against the gray/blue overcast sky.  What a beautiful day.

Alfred was once again my first delivery of the day.  I usually visited him once or twice a week depending on what prescriptions he renewed and at what times he decided to renew them.  At the pharmacy, customers can only renew prescriptions within 5 days of running out.  Since patients often visit doctors at many different times during the month, patients run out of different prescriptions and different times.  This was the case with Alfred. Therefore, I would often see Alfred numerous times during the week, bringing him anywhere from a 15 day supply of one drug, to a bagful of two or three drugs.  This would normally seem quite inconvenient for both myself and Alfred, but I wasn’t bothered at all.  In fact, I had grown quite fond of my conversations with Alfred.  

I turned onto Alfred’s street and noticed the driveway and sides of the road by Alfred’s house were occupied with cars.  I drove by slowly, looking for a spot to park while also looking to see what was going on in the house. I finally found an open patch of curb 3 houses away.  I parked the car, grabbed Alfred’s prescriptions, glanced at the clock to make sure I was on schedule (it was about 4:00), and exited the car.  I walked up the sidewalk to Alfred’s house and I heard the sounds of laughter and conversation, which grew increasingly louder as I got closer to the front door. As I began walking up that all to familiar stone rock path to Alfred’s front door, I looked through the large front window and noticed a group of people sitting on that little yellow couch. They were obviously enjoying themselves (I could tell by the smiles spread across all of their faces).  I knocked on the front door. 


A young woman, no more than 23 years old, answered the door. She had long blonde hair (which was obviously bleached because she had brown roots), brown eyes, and her stunning facial features made me instantly shy in her presence.  

“Hello, Can I help you?” she said in a very nice tone. 

“Umm, I’ve got some prescriptions to deliver to Alfred.”

“Oh ok…” just then she turned her head slightly to the right and said” …GRANDPA!!!!”  .

What?  This was Alfred’s granddaughter?  She looked about 23?  How old does that make Alfred?   

“Oh, come on in, he’ll be here in a minute,” she said with a smile. 

 
I stepped through the doorway and into what seemed like a huge family reunion. The woman that had answered the door drifted back into the sea of people near the living area.  People were conversing, laughing, and nobody seemed to notice that a complete stranger had just entered into the house.    Green and blue streamers were hung up all around the house and there was a large, half eaten cake sitting on a table in the kitchen. Within moments, Alfred came and greeted me.  

“Hey John, how’s it going?” he said with a smile. 

“Good, good.  You having a party or something? What’s the occasion?”

Just then, an older man, maybe 50 or 60, came over and said, “It’s old Alfred’s birthday today, happy birthday Dad.”

“Oh, happy birthday, Alfred.  You’ve finally hit the big 4-0 huh?”  I said jokingly.

Alfred chuckled.

“No, no.  Try the big 8-1…Oh, where are my manners. James, this is my friend John.  John, this is my son James” 

Alfred’s son, James, thrust out his hand and I returned the gesture.  As I looked at James, I couldn’t help but wonder how Alfred could be so old.  His son almost looked as old as Alfred did.  I thought back to my first impression of Alfred being about 65, but I was completely taken aback by the discovery of his true age.  

“Hey John, come in, have a seat, eat some cake.” Alfred motioned me into the kitchen.

I hesitated at first, but Alfred insisted. 

 
I followed closely behind Alfred into the kitchen area, which was full of people.  Alfred introduced me to everybody in the kitchen as his friend John and then he went around the room and introduced his children, grandchildren, and close friends. They all had welcoming smiles on their faces. Alfred handed me some strawberry cake in a small, green paper bowl.  

“How much do I owe you John,”?

Oh, the prescriptions.  I almost forgot those.  I looked down at the large brown bag and flipped to the back of the tags to see the total.  It was around $150!  As I told him the total, it seemed like the entire room looked directly at me; as if I was here to crash their party and ruin their good time.  

Why did his prescriptions cost so much?  I later found out that the culprits were the drug companies.  After doing a little research on the topic, I discovered that drug companies receive roughly 15-18 percent profit from the sale of their products.  That is almost three times the median profit percentage of Fortune 500 companies in 2004. On top of that, a large percentage of net income is allocated to administration and marketing of products.  After researching the cost structures of these big companies, I realized where Alfred’s $150 went. Of the roughly $150 that Alfred was being charged for his prescriptions, only about $46.00 went to manufacturing and distributing his medication. Of the remaining $104.00, $80.00 went to administration, marketing costs, and profits, while the remaining $24.00 went to corporate taxes and research and development of new drugs. I’m no expert on this subject, but it seems that drug costs could easily be lowered by modifying the cost structures of these companies.  Alfred should not have paid $150.00 for drugs that cost only $46.00 to make.    

Alfred maintained his big smile, wrote the check, and handed it to me.  After I took the check and put the prescriptions on the kitchen counter, Alfred resumed introducing me to his family and friends around the house.  I was surprised that he called me his friend and at that point I realized that in a way, we were friends.  Yes, my role was more of a caretaker than a friend, but Alfred and I did have a lot of conversations about life, school, and the future.  I did consider this man my friend.  

I talked a little bit with Alfred and some of his relatives. One thing that I couldn’t help but notice when watching Alfred converse with his family and friends was his very lively attitude.  His physical appearance suggested his true age, but his charisma and spunk made him seem like he was in his early twenties.  

After a while, I excused myself from the conversation and told Alfred I had to continue on my deliveries.  I waved goodbye to the people I had met and then exited the house still holding onto the bowl of uneaten strawberry cake.  I walked down the front steps and down the sidewalk to the car, covering the cake with my jacket so that it didn’t get wet from the rain.  I opened the car door, placed my cake on the passenger side on top of the prescriptions, sat down, and turned on the car.  It was 4:23!  I had spent a whole 30 minutes at Alfred’s place! I sped off and rushed through the rest of my deliveries.  

*
*
*
It was a dry November evening after school and I just started on my deliveries.  My eyes were on the landscape from the moment I left the parking lot of Roden Smith.  The leaves were starting to change colors, getting ready for their majestic descent from the top of the large trees.  The funny thing about autumn is that even though the leaves are beginning to die, they still make the trees look absolutely beautiful.   It was as if the trees were putting on a beautiful display to mask their fear and anxiety of the inevitable winter season. Everywhere I looked outside of the windshield of the delivery car, I felt like I was driving in a landscape painted by the most skillful of artists.  It was spectacular.
Let’s see who’s first… Alfred Rogers. He was a regular now:  I now delivered about twice a week to him.  Over the course of my employment I noticed that his prescription bags were slowly getting heavier and more expensive, but today’s bag was unusually large, even for Alfred. 

No more than 3 minutes after leaving Roden Smith, I pulled into Alfred’s driveway.  I walked up the driveway to the front door.  I knocked, waited, and then knocked again.   Still no answer.  I knew that I had more errands to run and that I would be hard pressed to get back to the pharmacy in time to make another round of deliveries.  So I turned away from the door and retraced my steps back to the car.  As I turned around, the door slowly opened and there he was.  

I was taken aback by his appearance.  He changed so drastically since the last time I had seen him, which could not have been more than a week ago.  He was not dressed in his usual khaki pants and polo, but instead he was dressed in very colorful and expensive looking pajamas and slippers.  The pajamas were a mixture of light brown, orange, and red, which could have possibly had something to do with the upcoming thanksgiving holiday.  His pajamas reminded me of the colorful leafs I had seen outside.  His hair was not combed and his face looked like it had a 5 o’clock shadow about two days ago.  Also, his skin had changed tones slightly.  He now looked pale, which looked quite odd against his colorful Pajamas.   

“Alfred, how’s it going buddy? I got some prescriptions for you.”

He smiled and asked me to come inside.  I did just that. I then sat on the usual yellow couch and handed Alfred the bag. 

“Still in your PJ’s huh Alfred? I don’t think the ladies are digging the PJ’s these days.”

“What,” he said with a chuckle, “You don’t like them?  I think they’re festive.” 

Just then, Alfred let out a series of very dry coughs.   

We engaged in our usual conversation about the school, sports, and life in general.  I mentioned how nervous I was about applying to college and even my hesitations of becoming a doctor.  Alfred reassured me that I would get into medical school and that when I do, I should give him a discount.    I greatly enjoyed my chats with Alfred.  He always seemed to give me the right encouragement and I felt like I could really benefit from the advice that he gave.  We chatted for a few minutes and he gave a few more scratchy coughs here and there, but it didn’t seem like anything more than a bad cold or the flu.   As the conversation soon died, he shuffled around as usual for his checkbook.

“What do I owe ya, John?”

I looked down at the big brown bag and added up the cost of the prescriptions.

“Umm…looks like $265.48?” I said with a hint of surprise in my voice.  That was the biggest price I’d ever collected on deliveries. I recalculated the amount, but the numbers didn’t change.

“Yeah, I knew it’d be expensive this time.  Doc’s been on a pill frenzy lately.”

Why was the doctor on pill frenzy?  What were Alfred’s medical conditions?  Even more importantly, was there any help for people like Alfred? These were all questions I wanted answered, but never worked up the nerve to ask. Although I never discovered his medical condition, I realized much later that Alfred did have the means of reducing his drug costs.  Medicare, which he automatically qualified for since he was over 65, provides optional prescription drug programs that can assist the elderly with prescription drug costs.  The only drawback to this would be that patients must pay a monthly premium along with a substantial copay for each drug.  This puts the Medicare beneficiaries in a predicament in which they must decide if it is more cost effective to simply pay for their prescriptions out of pocket or if their prescription bills are high enough that the benefits of the Medicare prescription plan offsets the monthly premium and copays.  It is my best guess that Alfred crossed the threshold between these two situations sometime during my employment.  Whether or not he was aware of this or if he was in the process of getting help, I will never know.  

 Alfred slowly wrote out the check, as if the high price of the prescriptions required more detailed penmanship.  He looked mildly upset at the cost, but he tried hard not to let it show.  He finished writing the check, folded it on the crease, and tore it out of the book.  

“Alright, there ya go,” Alfred said as he reached over from his LA-Z-BOY recliner and held the check out to me.  

I hesitated.  I don’t know why, but I did.  270 dollars for prescriptions?  I wasn’t responsible for the high cost of the prescriptions, but I felt as though I was still at fault.  As if I was the bribe collector for the biggest crooks in the nation:  the drug companies.  

“Go on, take it.”

He knew I had hesitated.  So I immediately recomposed myself, stood up from the couch and took the check.  

“Later Alfred, take it easy alright.  And good luck with that cough.”

He said goodbye as well. I exited the door and continued on with my deliveries. 

At the time, I didn’t make the connection between the PJ’s, pale complexion, the delay in answering the door, and the dry coughing, but Alfred was obviously very sick.  It was also obvious from his attitude that he was trying very hard to cover up his pain.  I never did find out what he was sick from, but whatever it was, it was bad.  

*
*
*

I continued to deliver to Alfred on a regular basis for the next few weeks.  His prescriptions were getting even more expensive and his health did not seem to improve.  

Then there was a period from late November to early January when I didn’t see Alfred at all.  At the time, however, I was too busy to see what had happened to him.  I was anxious to hear of my college acceptance and it seemed as though all of my high school teachers wanted to give me one last barrage of tests before the winter break.  Then, I remembered one day I had finished my first round of deliveries and got back to the pharmacy to arrange my second round (the nursing homes).    

Betty Brown…check

Charles Moony…check

Alfred Rogers…Alfred Rogers!?  What was he doing in a nursing home?  This man that was so full of life and charisma is in a nursing home?  I stopped, staring at Alfred’s name on the side of the prescription bag, trying to comprehend what I had just read.  Usually when I went to nursing homes, I saw elderly people that were wheelchair ridden and almost at their ends, but I couldn’t even fathom seeing my friend Alfred in one of those dreadful places.  Nursing homes always had a bad reputation in Clovis.  Failure to maintain facilities, mistreatment of residents, and an overall bad vibe seemed to always be associated with those places.   I quickly checked off the rest of the names and exited the back door to begin my deliveries.  


I remember it was freezing that day and snow was on the ground from the night before.  Every breath that I took stung my lungs and the joints in my hands began to get stiff.  This kind of cold was very rare for Clovis, even during the wintertime.  Walking across the parking lot, I took a quick glance around and saw that the once beautiful trees had lost all of their leaves and looked lifeless against the cloudy early January sky.  The trees weren’t dead of course, but they no longer had the beautiful green color like they did in October and they weren’t full of the yellows, oranges, and reds that were characteristic of November.  They simply looked like logs littered throughout the terrain.  

I ran my usual route, still quite preoccupied at my recent discovery.  As I finished delivering to the first 2 nursing homes, I headed out to my friend’s new residence.  I parked in my usual spot and got out of the car.

Was he really in here? Maybe it was another Alfred.  As I opened the large, glass double doors, I became extremely attentive.  I scanned the large living area for Alfred, but did not see him.  Fortunately, I didn’t see a nurse either so I had an excuse to continue to snoop around in the hopes of finding him.  I walked down the large hallway passing each jail cell that they call a room.  Finally, as I rounded another corner, I saw him.

Wheelchair ridden, he was nothing like the man I saw when I first started working at the pharmacy.  He didn’t have a smile and didn’t even look like he knew I was staring right at him. Maybe if he saw me, he would cheer up from the company of his former deliveryman.  I walked toward him and he looked up from the corner that he was staring at.  

“Hey Alfred, how’s it going buddy?”  

No reply.

“Alfred, it’s been awhile, what are you doing in this hell hole?”  I said half jokingly. 

No reply.

He was dead.  His body was still functioning (depending on what you consider functioning), but he was dead.  He no longer had the life that he had at his Birthday party, and he couldn’t or didn’t want to hold a conversation like he did in November. It was almost as if somebody had prematurely taken his soul from his body.  His eyes were empty, his stare was empty, and his attitude was empty.  There were no jokes, no gestures or any kind, and no Alfred.  

“Can I help you?”

After what seemed like an eternity, the nurse had come out of one of the cramped rooms and broke the silence that Alfred and I were sharing.  

“Hello…uh,  I have your prescriptions here.  If you could sign here please.”  

The nurse removed her rubber gloves and reached in her breast pocket for a pen. Without taking my eyes off of Alfred’s body, I handed the nurse the large brown bag.  She signed the attached receipt and I started walking back the way I came.  

Not once did I look back.  

*
*
*

I had never seen anybody die before.  Of course I had been to funerals, but never had I actually witnessed someone go from a charismatic and lively person to little more than a pile of flesh and bones.  I must have visited Alfred at least 100 times that year and we had become good friends.  He shared stories with me; we talked about football, track, medicine, and even his family.  And I too shared my fears of high school, college, and becoming a doctor.  

Alfred probably didn’t know it, but he taught me a great deal about medicine.  In a way, he was not just a friend, but also a patient: the very first patient that I ever lost.  Even though I didn’t prescribe him the medications, I brought them to him. And even though he was not officially under my care, I felt as though I was given the task of checking up on him.  We even developed a friendship, which is not unusual for a doctor and a longtime patient.  Seeing him so helpless and unaware at that nursing home really brought out a lot of emotions that I would have never expected having from a simple pharmacy job.  In a way, though, working at the pharmacy was not just another job, but instead a stepping-stone towards my career as a future physician. Alfred’s slow deterioration, even with his seemingly endless amounts of medication, showed me the limits of our current health care system.  I knew that nursing homes were sometimes horrible places, I knew that prescription drugs could be outrageously overpriced, and I knew that all of the synthesized organic molecules could not keep people from dying, but I had never experienced the effects of these limitations first hand.  Then I met Alfred.

Alfred and I lost touch after our last encounter at the nursing home.  I continued working at the pharmacy for a few more months, but I never saw him again.  That March, I quit my delivery job to prepare myself for college and pursue my dreams of becoming a doctor.  I can still remember the day I quit that job.  The grass was green, trees began to grow, flowers had started to bloom and everything around me was full of new life, just as I was starting a new chapter of my own life.  It’s funny how things happen that way.

I often hear of doctors remembering the first time they lost a patient, and now I feel I can relate.  When I do become a doctor, get married, have kids and build my career, I will always remember Alfred.  When some young medical school hopeful asks me “Do you remember the first patient you lost?”  I will be sure to smile, sit down, and tell Alfred’s story.  

