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  To the loves of my life:


  Some of you lived the experience with me and are no longer here,


  and


  some of you are with me as a result of that experience.


  To my bashert, Fanny, you have always backed me no matter what mishegas I wanted to do. You are my muse, my friend, my anchor.


  To Sam, Zach, Max, and Jake, my proudest accomplishments.


  Each of you is a gem to my eyes.


  To my parents who wanted their son to be a doctor.


  Your love and support got me here.


  To my brothers who still think I’m smart, even though both of you are smarter than I’ll ever be…


  Finally, to my friends and colleagues from Mexico, New York, California, and Boston…


  I think the jail time was worth it.
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  The United States already faces a shortage of physicians in many parts of the country, especially in specialties where foreign-trained physicians are most likely to practice, like primary care. And studies predict that shortage is going to get exponentially worse when the health care law insures millions more Americans starting in 2014.


  For years the United States has been training too few doctors to meet its own needs, in part because of industry-set limits on the number of medical school slots available. Today about one in four physicians practicing in the United States were trained abroad, a figure that includes a substantial number of American citizens who could not get into medical school at home and studied in places like the Caribbean.


  –New York Times


  August 12, 2013


  Chapter


  1


  Sunshine, Palm Trees, and Open Sewers


  1975


  Tampico, Tamaulipas, Mexico


  “What do you have there, gringo?” The federale stood tall in front of the American, his black hair glistening with Brylcreem and khaki shirt sporting huge wet spots at the armpits. The sweet smell of Polo cologne emanated from his slick body like the fetid fog off a swamp. Sam, the gringo in question, instantly recognized that this man was a federale. Who else wears mirrored sunglasses at ten o’clock at night? The pearl-handled .45 bulging at his hip was the other clue. Definitely Fist Full of Dollars.


  “Oh, just some presents, nothing more,” Sam said. The federale smiled for the first time, amused it seemed, by the shakiness in Sam’s voice.


  “Presents for whom?” He asked, still smiling, fingers twitching by his gun. “Maybe you have a girlfriend here? There are many beautiful girls on this street.”


  “Yeah, for a girlfriend. I have a girlfriend here.” Sam felt like his shorts were saturated in his own sweat—or worse, any other body fluid he could muster.


  “You know, señor, I have a girlfriend, too. She is—how do you say it, very demanding? Maybe you can show me what you got for yours. I am always looking for ideas to keep her satisfied.”


  “They’re just trinkets, really. Nothing much.”


  “Oh, I insist.” With that the federale pulled the large bag away from Sam’s sweaty hand and dumped the contents onto the unpaved street creating a small cloud of dust. Dozens of lipsticks, sample perfume bottles, and unmarked plastic packets now littered the street.


  “Look at all these things! What a lucky girlfriend you have! But what’s this, señor?” The federale picked up one of the packets. “Not drugs?”


  “Drugs, NO! No drugs!” Sam could sense that he was about to reenact the lead role in Midnight Express. How had he done something so fucking stupid in this shithole of a country?


  “You have no girlfriend here, do you, gringo? All these girls are putas, no? Prostitutes. I have never heard of a gringo making an honest woman of one. I think you are selling these trinkets and if— as I suspect—these bolsitas are filled with drugs, there will be muchas problemas. Of course, you realize that you are under arrest,” he said as his hand idly caressed the gleaming white pearl grip of his .45.


  “Arrest?” Sam cried.


  “Your clothes, your car, and your apartment will be searched for contraband. You are taken into custody for smuggling contraband into El Estados Unidos Mexicanos de America. Hope you enjoy our Mexican jail hospitality.”


  Six months earlier…


  Sam loved her. She had saved him from the lovelessness San Diego had always represented to him.


  She challenged him to be smarter, to listen to the things she said and come back with thoughts of his own. She came from a good family, an educated family, and Leah was a nice Jewish girl. Coming from a good family who lived in the flat part of Beverly Hills, she was tall, with dark eyes that always seemed to bore into his heart. Her dark hair fell straight, framing blood-red lips that easily smiled or pouted depending on her myriad moods. As far as he was concerned, she was perfect. He couldn’t stand to be away from her.


  Tonight he intended to tell her that he planned to face the world with her, to support her, help her, love her till death do them part.


  At least that was what the romantic part of his brain told him. But, Sam’s rational mind was giving him problems.


  At twenty years old, and halfway through college, he was a failing premed student. His future was looking pretty bleak. He didn’t know what next year would bring him. He’d probably be working at Kinko’s or the supermarket in his Podunk of a hometown. Even next week wasn’t so certain. He thought his only chance for med school admission was if he could get the recommendation of the professor who taught a class that Sam was currently failing.


  What could he offer her? What would her father say, an accomplished and published Professor of Medical Toxicology, revered by every medical society in San Diego. At the current rate, Sam would never be a man he’d trust to provide for his daughter.


  Just as he began to despair, Sam’s resolve stiffened (among other things). He loved her more than life itself. Love would conquer all, as the song said. They’d live on love, God damn it.


  “Schmuck,” his doubting Sam chimed in, practically aloud. “Love doesn’t put a roof over her head, food on her table, or even cover the cost of condoms. And don’t forget those, pal, because God knows babies cost a fortune.”
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  She looked beautiful in the light coming through the car window from the streetlamp, even when she wasn’t smiling.


  “We can’t have a future together at this point. You’re going off to medical school and I’m going to Israel for a social work program. How are we going to commit to each other from half a world away?”


  “We can be together even if it means we will only see each other a couple of times a year. Love will hold us together, sweetheart, can’t you see that?” Suddenly his romantic brain was sounding less brainy, but it wasn’t down for the count just yet.


  “Sam, I do love you, but we’re both starting new chapters of our lives. How do you know you won’t meet someone else? Besides, I understand that the nurses are pretty sexy and I can’t expect you to handle a long-distance relationship with those kinds of temptations.”


  Sam felt as if he were sinking into mud and he was having problems breathing. “You’re the only one I could ever love.”


  “That is a lovely sentiment,” she said sadly, “but we’re too young. You know I love you, but we both have our own dreams to achieve and we can’t do it together. Good luck, my dear sweet boy.” With that she walked off into the night leaving him to his dark thoughts and the feeling he’d never see her again.
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  He always dreamed of being a hero. As a child he would tie a towel around his neck, a superhero out to save the damsel in distress. Eventually, his hero dream led him to medicine. What did biochemistry, organic chemistry, and calculus have to do with patients bleeding from holes, fevers with no known cause, or helping a baby breathe? Sam was smart enough to realize his lack of experience in the medical arts. Maybe the Krebs cycle was something a doctor used everyday. In the end the embryonic doctor within him could not believe that college premed courses weren’t a waste of time, and studying them was not keeping him from becoming the next Ben Casey or Jonas Salk.


  His life was a study of not sweating the details. Only in his love life was this pragmatism lacking. He couldn’t shake this overwhelming— and utterly illogical—belief that love would overcome any obstacle to his happiness.


  “Sam, I don’t think we should be doing this,” she said, squirming away from him. “I want to be friends with you, but that’s it. You have your dream and I’m going in an entirely different direction. I like you, maybe even love you, and hope we never leave each other’s lives, but this can’t go any further.”


  It was the first time he had tried to make love with her. Leah, always the practical one, took a deep breath and said, “Besides, don’t you have that biochem exam in the morning? You look like you need to get some sleep or at least cram for the test some more.”


  “No, I studied all afternoon,” he lied, trying to rekindle the passion by finding her clavicle with his mouth. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Leah disengaged once again. “Well my frisky boy, take some of that energy and turn it into an A for me on the exam.” With that she straightened her clothes and got out of his car.


  Fuck, this was the saber through the heart. He began considering which friend would mend his broken heart best: Johnny Walker, Jack Daniels, maybe Don Q? Even getting stinking drunk had a romantic overtone. She would find him on the street, filthy, smelly, and fall deeply in love with him.


  As their bodies disengaged, he wearily remembered the exam. What time was it? Shit, five hours from now—a sigh and loneliness again. It always ended this way. Being a romantic gave him an excuse for denying the here and now, always aspiring to a future of perfect love and not the mathematics of quadratic equations or biochemical reactions.


  The next morning Sam woke up to a beautiful day that seemed to mock him. Shower, breakfast, and hit the road. “Good morning, Sam,” said a voice in his head. “Up and at ’em. It’s time to get moving.” Maybe today would be the day he would get his act together. Besides, tonight would be a fresh night, offering the possibility that maybe, just maybe, she might change her mind about leaving.


  “Good morning, Sam,” the voice in his head repeated. “Up and at ’em. It’s time to get on the road to success.”


  Fuck that.


  Stuck here in a suburb of San Diego, going to a university and studying subjects that were increasingly irrelevant to him, there didn’t seem to be any success awaiting Sam. Great prospects in the future? Probably zilch. Romantic commitments, definitely zilch. Sam was going nowhere and he was getting there fast.


  What happened to him? He was smart, got good grades in elementary school, was valedictorian of his eighth grade class. With pubic hair, things got a little tougher, sure, but he managed to keep his grades up in high school (except trigonometry—that one eluded him). Parents intervened on the math stuff. It’s amazing what a willowy blond with long straight hair, shiksa nose, Harris Tweed jacket, jodhpurs and the smell of horse liniment could do for obtuse angles.


  “Let’s go, Sam.” There was that voice again, interrupting another reverie. “You’ve got classes to attend, volunteering to do, and all the other things that a medical school demands you succeed at.” Honestly, he was beginning to hate that voice.
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  University of California, San Diego was Sam’s third college.


  When he attended high school he simply ran out of “good, challenging” classes. The counselor arranged for him to take classes at the junior college. One of the classes was great—Philosophy 101 taught by a hero. He was a former priest from a small church in Chile during one of their periodic violent upheavals. As a priest he had suffered for the poor as part of their revolution. Sam could imagine standing with the man at the barricades fighting the just fight. And here Sam was learning from the great man. The class was wonderful. He received a high grade and started applying to colleges. By the time his two semesters at the junior college were over he would be ready to enter a four-year college as a sophomore.


  Off he went to LA, but instead of going to UCLA with its city environment he ended up at Occidental, a small liberal arts college. To make matters worse he had no car. Oxy’s campus was famous for being used as a “college set” in multiple old movies. For the aspiring spy or diplomat, the college offered an exceptional Russian studies program. He was interested in neither. He found that he didn’t fit in with the other students. They were mostly from LA, had money, cars, and a common background. Some had known each other from childhood. While they were friendly enough, it was he who never felt part of their college experience.


  What made life worse was living in this section of LA. Sam was so far from any civilization, that even leaving campus was daunting for him. He spent every weekend he could at his parents’ friend’s house, dropped off by one of his classmates. He eventually brought his bicycle up from San Diego and spent the weekend riding around the West Valley.


  It was a limbo time and he eventually found himself disinterested in most everything. His grades slumped and he realized that his dream of medical school was not going to happen.


  Just as Sam started college, his parents decided to relocate to the Caribbean to start a more lucrative business. As hard as they tried the business failed and they found themselves back in San Diego. Tuition for a private college was not financially in the cards so in an unspoken agreement it was decided Sam would come home and attend the state school. There were advantages to living at home with his parents, though. They had a TV, a well-stocked fridge and his laundry washed, folded, and put away by his ever-loving mother. Things became easy. He could wake up whenever he wanted to with breakfast waiting, shower, dress, and out the door to class.


  He was surprised to find himself doing well in the arty classes. English professors found him competent in the language. History, non-analytical psychology classes, and those fillers of the college curriculum—creative this and creative that—were all easy street.


  His problem was the sciences. Biology was OK. He could understand the applications for the future and so he did well. General chemistry and organic chemistry, on the other hand, were sheer torture; they were humorless classes taught by professors and teaching assistants who hated most of their students. These classes were just a waystation on the path to medical school. The professors knew that the thousands of pishers in these classes could care less about discovering a new rubber or artificial sweetener. Everyone knew that the ones who made it through med school and residency would, in a few years, make more money than over 90% of these professors. Who said learned men couldn’t be insanely jealous?


  Sam even had the dubious honor of taking his class in biochemistry from the author of the textbook. The professor would enter the class ten minutes late, open the book and start reading the day’s chapter, and then leave. Questions to be answered by the teaching assistants.


  Sam filled his days, one after another for three years, accumulating more than enough credits to attain his Bachelors, but not enough credits in any major. He switched from Psychology to Biology and back to Psychology, wandering intellectually and never quite connecting socially.


  Sam now found himself in the middle of his junior year with an ex-girlfriend, a broken heart, and one last very slim chance of becoming a doctor. He had to will his legs to keep moving forward into a lecture hall that had become synonymous with the killing room of a serial murderer.
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  “OK, hand them in; pencils down… now!”


  Sam jerked out of his lack of sleep-induced stupor. The paper in front of him had chicken scratches and vague equations, which he was sure were wrong. Had he actually fallen asleep during the test?


  “God,” he prayed, “please let Professor Goldman release me from this useless college and deliver me to super hero doctor’s coat status.” Sam passed in his test, gathered up his things and walked straight out of the classroom towards Goldman’s office for his appointment.


  “I have an appointment with Dr. Goldman.”


  “Name,” the secretary said without even looking up. She knew he was just another of the hundreds of premeds on pilgrimage to Dr. Goldman’s office begging for his letter of recommendation. It was she who typed up exactly two letters per year recommending the top two premed students. Dr. Goldman only wrote the letter if the student was going to med school to do research, not for direct patient care. “Sit over there,” she said. “Dr. Goldman has a very busy schedule today and he will see you as soon as he is finished making his calls.”


  Sam sat as instructed. The office was one befitting an honored professor. Dark wood, sumptuous leather, and framed certificates adorning the walls.


  He was anxious. There was nothing to read and he hadn’t brought anything with him. He expected a quick meeting to obtain Goldman’s approval to apply for medical school. Besides, the office was way too warm and the haughty secretary made him uncomfortable. Soon Sam was sweating and fidgeting.


  There was a soft buzz and the secretary picked up the phone. Sam could hear a murmur of words, but couldn’t make out anything distinct. Without saying a word herself, she put the receiver down.


  “He says he can give you only five minutes.”


  “Five minutes?” Sam repeated.


  “Or, you can re-schedule,” the secretary dryly replied.


  “No, I’m sure five minutes will be enough.” Maybe this was a good sign. Goldman would certainly tell him that he’d be proud to write a letter of recommendation.


  Sam gently knocked on the door and entered the office. Maurice Goldman, five foot five in shoes, bald and paunchy, was sitting behind his desk. The desk was composed of enough wood to build a small house. Behind him were pictures of the great man and famous scientists: Einstein, Carson, Maiman, and others. Certificates of his genius and accomplishment. Awards lauding his philanthropy. Maurice Goldman’s life was out there for all to see.


  “Cohen, you’re here for my blessing to apply to medical school?”


  “Yes Pro…”


  “You have got to be kidding,” Goldman barked out. “You’ll never be a doctor, no way, no how.”


  Sam’s face lost all color and was replaced by a sheen of sweat. He had never been kicked in the balls, but was sure this felt worse.


  “If you had come to me and said you wanted to go to law school to be a gut-sucking, piece of shit, shark lawyer I would have been happy to write you a letter, but a doctor? Let me put it to you like this: I wouldn’t take the chance that you could be the on-call surgeon who does my emergency triple bypass. Look at you! You’re not a scientist and you sure as hell aren’t a good student.” And with that, Goldman punctuated his insult by picking up a file folder and tossing it at Sam.


  “Look at your academic career. The best grade you’ve yet achieved in a science was a B in biology—basic biology! At the elementary level a course of gross memorization, no reasoning, no logic and no requirement to actually figure out a problem.”


  “But…” Sam stammered.


  “But what? You think this is because I hate the premeds in my classes? You think I prefer the chemistry majors? Well that’s true, but there’s another reason I only give two recommendations to medical school each year.”


  “But…”


  “There’s that ‘but’ again, a sure sign of inferior logic. My recommendations are sacred. When a school gets a recommendation from Professor Maurice Goldman it means something. I’ll even admit to a selfish motive. My father had heart disease, hypertension, and prostate cancer, all of which I can and probably will inherit. Do you think I want to take a chance that someone who got a D in Organic Chemistry would be my treating physician? Not a fucking chance in hell!”


  “But, I worked for your wife…”


  “So get a letter from her. I’m sure she’ll say you’re a nice schlub. The kids loved you. You probably walk old ladies across the street. That letter will get you into the convent of your choosing!… To be a nun!”


  Sam was about to totally break down. Without this recommendation, he wouldn’t even get to the interview stage. He was numb and unable to speak.


  Sam felt like he was in the presence of his executioner. He saw no compassion in Goldman’s face, just a frozen expression that signaled disapproval and disrespect. Sam couldn’t decide if he had a knife, whether he would slit his own wrists or slit Goldman’s fat stump of a neck. “You couldn’t give me a break; not an ounce of compassion for me and the great things I’m trying to accomplish, you fucking asshole,” he thought. Sam’s breathing went ragged and his eyes took on a cold squint. He was sure his blood pressure was way up as his brain felt congested with too much blood.


  “Sam, I’m sorry I upset you. You need to look at another career. According to your record you do well in subjects that don’t have hard science or math in them. Maybe law school; forget my comments about gut sucking and sharks. Obviously, law is a fine profession. If you really want the joy of treating patients, try clinical psychology. You care for patients with problems and help them. If you go on and get your PhD you can even call yourself a doctor. Think about it. I would be happy to write you a letter for almost any other post-graduate study, but please don’t continue with the fantasy that you can be a doctor.”
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  Sam left Goldman’s office shell-shocked. His bowels were twisted into knots and he felt the urge to vomit and have diarrhea all at the same time. He needed to get air. The halls in the university were oppressive and the fluorescent lights were causing his eyes to sting and tear. There was pressure in his chest. The smells from the organic chem labs were noxious, worsening his claustrophobic feeling. He started walking very fast and then broke out into a full run, bursting out of the building like a missile seeking its target.


  “Hey Sam, what’s happening?” called out a passing blond. He turned his head to see who it was and slammed into a decorative light pole that was festooned with handmade posters, handbills, and advertisements that documented daily life at the university. It was a head-on collision and Sam was the loser. Down he went, the papers tacked to the pole flying around his head like those birdies that circled Wile E. Coyote’s head every time the Roadrunner dropped something on it.


  The blond came running over. “Sam, are you OK?” Sam painfully moved his arm and took the piece of paper that had stuck to his forehead after landing on him. He looked at her blearily. “Are you an angel sent here to take me to heaven?” The girl saw a large bump on Sam’s head and thought it might be a good idea to call for help.


  “Sam, lie still. I’ll be right back.”


  “You’re all the help I need,” Sam said as he forced himself into a sitting position.


  “Don’t move, you could be seriously hurt. I’m going to get Campus Security.”


  “No, sweetheart, don’t need them, just you. Maybe you could help me to my apartment. Or yours if it’s closer?’ he said with a grin.


  “Yeah, I guess it’s true what they say,” she said.


  “What’s that they say?” Sam replied.


  “Men don’t need their heads, because all their thinking occurs much lower and in a smaller space.” With that the blond took off leaving Sam sitting on the walkway.


  “How many failures can I endure today? God must hate me,” Sam thought. He was about to toss the piece of paper in his hand when he noticed the word Medical on it. He started reading.


  

  New Medical School Opening


  The Benito Juarez Abraham Lincoln School of Medicine in beautiful Saltillo, Coah., Mexico invites applicants to this very rigorous program in the medical arts.


  A four-year program leading to the Degree of Medico Cirujano (Mexican equivalent of MD) based in the City of Saltillo, the Denver of Mexico.


  MCATs are not required.


  Please contact:


  George Romney


  52-555-234-1


  Or


  97 Avenida de Revolucíon


  Saltillo, Coah., Mexico


  Apply now for our January Class


  

  Sam just stared at the handbill. Was this a sign from God? Did the Lord have mercy on his soul? Was this the path he had been looking for? But, you could get killed or raped in Mexico. Still? Looking right and left to make sure no one watched him steal the handbill, Sam ran back home.
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  “Hey, Sam,” his father yelled from the living room. “Get in here. I’d like to talk to you.”


  Sam barely registered his father’s voice. Sam was still in a funk from this afternoon’s encounter with Goldman, and he really didn’t want any interaction with the civilized world. With his future going down the drain, he wasn’t interested in pat advice about “buckling down” or “less time chasing girls” or “don’t worry, it will all work out.”


  “Sam! Get in here!”


  When the master bellowed, the servant must respond. Sam shuffled into the living room where his father was pacing.


  “Listen,” he said. “I was just talking to Solly Shwartz about his son Dustin. He’s back.”


  Sam mustered a single grunt in response.


  “Jesus, Sam, Dustin Shwartz, almost Dr. Dustin Shwartz. He’s back from medical school.”


  “And this helps me how, Dad?”


  “He just graduated from Guadalajara, off to do his residency.”


  “Where, in a Tijuana hospital?” Sam asked sarcastically.


  “No, smart ass, somewhere in the States, probably New York. You should go and talk to him.”


  “OK, I will when I get a chance.”


  “You have a chance now; get showered and get up to his house. I called him. He’s expecting you.”


  “Dad…”


  “Listen Sam, this lying around in the fetal position and moaning about the world being unfair is doing you no good. You want something? You want to be a doctor? Then go get it. No one is going to give you what you yourself won’t fight to get. If you don’t want to go to med school, tell me now and I’ll leave you alone. We won’t ever have this discussion again.”


  His father was right. A visit to this guy wouldn’t hurt. He got up and got showered.
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  Dustin Shwartz was a dark-haired, tired-looking kid. His hair cut short, a thin moustache adorning his upper lip, his clothes hung on his frame and he had dark circles under his eyes. His skin color was unnaturally pale, as if he hadn’t seen the sun in years. Bela Lugosi had more melanin in his skin than Dustin did. Every unexpected noise induced rapid eye movement and a twitch. Dustin was obviously a very stressed guy.


  Sam and Dustin were sitting on the patio of the modest Shwartz home. As usual, it was a perfect day in San Diego. The sun bright, but the temperature cool because of a salty breeze coming in from the Pacific. Sam was looking at the glass of beer that Dustin had provided, the condensation providing a focal point as he tried to formulate what he wanted to ask Dustin. Fortunately Dustin broke the ice.


  “Hey, what’s up man? My dad says you’re interested in med school and thinks you are going to have problems getting in?”


  “Yeah, that about sums it up.” Sam started.


  “Sam, hang on a moment. Let’s talk grades. I’m sure you feel uncomfortable discussing them, so let me start off by saying I was not a brilliant student.”


  “How not brilliant?”


  Dustin started chuckling. “Let’s see. I try to put that dark period in my life in a small smelly corner of my brain. I got a C- calculus, a B in biology, a C in physics and, the kill shot, organic with Professor Goldman, a D+.”


  “Shit, I am doing somewhat better…”


  “So, let’s hear what somewhat better is?


  Sam went on to relay his sordid educational history. “What the hell,” he thought. Dustin sounded like he was a worse student then Sam was, and in math Sam was proud to mention that in calculus he had earned a B.


  “A math genius, Mazel tov.”


  “Well, I started in the premed calculus class and was getting an F, so I dropped that and took the calculus class in the engineering school…”


  “Med schools are going to notice that; it may not help your cause.”


  “C- general chem, and…”


  “Look, Sam, there are probably a thousand applicants for every opening in an American med school class. Of those thousand, there are probably at least five that are batting a straight A science grade point average. Why would they take you?”


  “Well, I have some recommendations from when I volunteered at the VA hospital, teaching Hebrew school at the Temple, good grades in other subjects.”


  Dustin sadly nodded his head, noting that nothing that Sam had told him improved his already abysmal chances of US medical school admission. He gently broke the news that in his opinion Sam ought to be looking at going to a medical school that was out of the country.


  “Sam, while there is always hope, there is also a reality. Your grades won’t cut it. That’s OK. You’ll apply to med school and see what happens. Maybe I can help you with the backup plan, the J-I-C.”


  “J-I-C?”


  “Just In Case. Everyone needs a Just In Case, even those guys with a straight A average. Do you speak any foreign languages? French maybe? Do you have relatives in Ireland?”


  “I don’t want to go foreign. I speak shitty Spanish. Enough to say where’s the bathroom or give me another tequila. I have no relatives anywhere outside of San Diego and New York, and I think I still have a chance of getting into an American school.”


  “Stubborn, that’s good, but stubborn without being realistic is not good. When I knew I wasn’t going to be accepted to an American school I searched for foreign ones. Each school I looked at had its pluses and minuses.”


  “There are pluses?”


  “Some. Ireland is the best. They teach in English, though it can be a bitch understanding the accent. The medicine they teach is first world and the schools are well-equipped. Negatives, most Americans have to apply to a six-year program and it is almost impossible to be accepted there without some tie to Ireland.”


  “So, it’s hard to spend six years in a pub, right?” Sam asked sarcastically.


  Sam listened to Dustin droning on about six-year programs in Belgium and some in France. He sensed that the reality of a European education was not as easy as he thought it might be. “Christ, this bastard was forced into a Mexican medical school.” Sam’s depression deepened. If Dustin couldn’t make it, how was he going to be Sam Cohen, MD.


  “So far you’re not convincing me,” Sam broke in. “You went to Mexico, that must have been a treat.”


  “I’d be lying if I said it was great. Guadalajara is a gigantic school that has hundreds of Americans. It is easy to get to and even if you only have some rudimentary Spanish you can make it through. The living conditions in Guad are not horrible. In fact apartments are relatively cheap. Food, you bring your own, I’ll explain that later. The worst part of Guad is the politics.


  Guadalajara was in fact under pseudo-military control. The Deans of the various schools were hard-line conservatives worried about a communist takeover of Mexico. By their thinking the US had shirked it’s duty to nuke the communists back to the stone age thereby allowing the domino effect to possibly take place. They saw the American students as hippies, representing the weakness in America. Mexico had to be defended and so military type guards carrying rifles were on campus. The med school administrators went further by allowing no student to walk on campus with long hair or full beards. Only the pencil thin ’stash was allowed.


  Most of the Administration would have been happier without the gringos in their midst, but the gringos brought in lots of money. The school could charge five times or more tuition than they could the average Mexican student. As is always the case, capitalism will always triumph over fear of communism. The Americans were welcomed with restrictive rules and then bled of as many dollars as possible.


  Sam was wide eyed. “Shit, and you lived with that?”


  “I did and so did many others. The plus is at the end of four years you will be a doctor. IF, and this is a big if, you study your ass off becoming as prepared as you can to face the American medical system.”


  “Armed guards, tonsorial restrictions, it sounds like a nightmare. Pardon me for saying so, but look at you. You look like crap.”


  “Thanks, man. Becoming a doctor is not the romantic life you see on TV. You sweat blood and then pray that it all works out OK. Anyway you’re just catching me after a thirty-six-hour shift on a trauma surgery elective. The jungle has been active the last couple of days.”


  Dustin’s smile was weak, though Sam thought he had a confidence and maturity that was well beyond normal for a guy in his mid-twenties. Dustin’s radical new life intimidated him. He didn’t think he had the backbone to survive, let alone prosper in such an environment. He wouldn’t sacrifice what Dustin had sacrificed. He’d do something else; besides he believed that he would get into an American school.


  “Listen,” Dustin said, “think about what I said and if you have further questions or come to New York, I’ll be starting my internship at Brookside Hospital. You’ll find me there. It’s in the shittiest part of Brooklyn.”


  Sam drained his beer. “Thanks, Dustin. After this talk I hope the torture you’re going through is worth it. I guess I have to decide if being tortured is for me.”


  Dustin gave Sam a knowing smile. “I agree, Sam. For me it’s worth everything. If you don’t think the same way now stay out of medicine because the capital you spend trying to achieve an MD will always be too much.”
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  There was no one in the house besides him and the wrinkled handbill in his hand.


  

  Medical School…


  Call…


  Saltillo…


  Mexico!


  

  Back in his bedroom, he sat on the edge of his bed, the crumpled flyer in his fist. He knew he could be killed—or worse. Mexico: the water gave you incurable diarrhea, not to mention the tropical diseases. Then there were the corrupt government officials, the police, and just plain citizens that were out to rob you blind. Did he really want to live in such a place? He had comfort, familiarity, and most of all a life that took very little effort to lead. Why in god’s name would he leave this? To be a doctor? To save lives? To be a hero?


  OK, say he wanted to be a hero. Say he wanted the adulation of the crowd, the cheers, the fingers pointing at him. There goes a hero, a man of worth, a leader.


  Mexico would be his only chance, and let’s face it. To become a hero took sacrifice and courage. The sky darkened and inside his house Sam continued to ruminate on his career.
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  Sam spent the next day carefully composing a letter.


  

  Dear Mr. Romney,


  

  No, that’s not right, it’s Mexico.


  

  Dear Señor Romney,


  

  Romney is not a Mexican name, besides if he’s the contact at the school it must be:


  

  Dear Doctor Romney,


  

  OK, good start. Next…


  

  My name is Sam Cohen.


  

  “No, that’s not right.”


  Throughout the afternoon Sam wrote, erased, wrote some more, erased some more, finally writing a letter of inquiry that would also serve as a letter of introduction. He hoped it would impress George Romney as to his sincerity and intelligence in undertaking a medical education in a foreign land. He put the letter in an envelope and started putting on stamps. One couldn’t be enough—two, three? He walked down to the mailbox with an envelope bedecked with stamps. With a quick prayer, Baruch ata… he threw the letter in and hurried back to the house.
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  The next day started uneventfully. Sam put the letter out of his mind. He needed to finish up his classes for the semester but meanwhile, he could start making other plans, “just in case.”


  He arrived on campus, showing up in body, but not in spirit to the lectures. Hypotenuses and Krebs cycle, it was all the same to him. He was more interested in the stacked redhead in abnormal psych class chewing suggestively on her Bic pen. As much as he wished to pursue the redhead, he knew he didn’t have a chance in hell so he met up with some guys in his science fiction literature class for lunch and then drove home about three. He knew the house would be empty since his father and mother would both still be at work. He looked forward to peace and quiet, maybe a beer and a nap.


  Sam got to the house and opened the door at the same time as he reached into the mailbox. It was empty and that was unusual. He walked through the door only to be bowled over by his mother, crying and hugging and kissing him.


  “My Doctor, my Doctor,” she cried. She was so excited that her already thick Polish accent became even more guttural and strained. She was hardly understandable. “Sam, you got the letter from the University of California Medical School. You can learn to be a doctor and stay here with us.”


  Sam could hardly believe it. A letter of acceptance already? He had just finished and sent all the forms in two weeks ago. Maybe there was such a thing as a miracle. His mother shoved the letter into his hand. “Open it, open it.”


  Sam disengaged from his mother’s embrace. “Thin letter,” he thought. “Maybe good things come in small packages.”


  He slipped a finger under the envelope flap and ripped open the letter causing a paper cut. “Ouch,” he suppressed the obscenity he was going to utter as he bled. He didn’t care as he smeared blood in his haste to read the letter.


  

  Dear Mr. Samuel Cohen,


  We regret to inform you…


  

  The words triggered a shot of adrenaline in his heart. He couldn’t breathe, and for a moment the throbbing he heard in his ears was all that existed as his body went numb.


  “Sam, what’s the matter? Are you alright?” His mother was confused as to her son’s reaction to the letter. Her love and absolute faith in her son and his future as a doctor, blinded her to the possibility of his defeat. Slowly Sam regained his ability to react. He took a deep breath and collected his thoughts and speech. He knew this was the end of his dream. He was seeing it play out before his eyes.


  He turned to his mother and with a deep breath told her that he had failed to be admitted to the University of California. For a moment he thought his mother had stroked but then he heard her begin to sob. He wished he could do the same, but he knew this was only the beginning of a prolonged catastrophe. He just didn’t have the strength at this time to mourn his non-existent future.


  The next day he left in the morning to go to classes and returned home to find the mailbox holding another rejection letter from Creighton Med. As the days went by, he would come home to more rejection letters. The days in which there were none only intensified the agony of what Sam knew to be the inevitable ending.


  On top of the daily torture of checking the mailbox, he was subject to his parents’ reactions to the rejections. His mother would come in the door first, her eyes seeking a sign that there was success. On finding failure she would give him a brave smile and murmur that all would work out the way God wanted it and then flee to her room where she could cry in private. His father, an hour later, would put on a brave front, clapping him on the shoulder and telling him not to worry as the next medical school would appreciate what a fine doctor he would make. Each time the flame of hope in their eyes would dim when he told them that either there was no news or bad news. Soon he was down to one school.


  One of his uncles was positive he could get him into medical school. He told Sam that with the contacts he had, admission was a sure thing. Sam had sent him his file of grades, recommendations, and applications.


  Sam prayed much like the lifelong atheist who has been told of his imminent death, but so far he had heard nothing from God except his uncle’s voice on the phone telling him not to worry. It was a done deal.


  The phone rang in the background, but Sam didn’t have the strength to go answer it. The ring stopped and then his mother bellowed from the kitchen, “Sam! Phone! It’s long distance from New York.”


  Sam went to the kitchen where his mother met him, cradling the receiver to her breast. Her eyes wide, she whispered, “It’s someone named Hurwitz. Maybe it’s your uncle’s contact at the medical school.”


  Sam took the receiver. “Hello, this is Sam Cohen.”


  “Mr. Cohen, this is George Hurwitz, one of the trustees of the medical school at Yeshiva University. I am a friend of your uncle. He has explained to me your deep desire to study medicine at YU.”


  “I am very eager, Mr. Hurwitz.”


  Yeshiva was an institute that trained rabbis, but also had a medical school in New York.


  Sam, desperate to succeed, verbally pushed every button he thought might ensure his admission to the one religious medical school he had applied to. “I am very excited that I can not only earn my medical degree but I can also dual major and become a rabbi…” Sam was making it up as he talked. He felt like vomiting—a rabbi, him? Even his parents, having seen first hand how poorly rabbis were treated by their congregations, would prefer he contract gonorrhea than become a rabbi. In addition, the last thing in the world he wanted to do was add on extra work and take classes to be a rabbi. He had enough problems academically as it was. Oy vey, God was going to give him the plague.


  “I didn’t realize you had that interest, Mr. Cohen. Your uncle never mentioned that you wanted to dedicate yourself to the rabbinate.”


  “I wanted to surprise him, you know how pious he is.” Sam thought, “I am going to burn in the eternal fire of hell… wait… Jews don’t have hellfire.”


  “Mr. Cohen, I can help you achieve one of your dreams.”


  Sam broke out into a big smile. “I’m going to be a doctor, I’m going to be a doctor,” he thought.


  “The rabbinate is looking for men to assume…”


  “Wait, what’s that,” Sam broke out into a sweat. “You mean I not only got into med school, but into rabbi school, I’m so-o-o hap…”


  Please let me sound sincere, he thought. Oh well, I’m a doctor… fuck it. Yippee!


  “No, Mr. Cohen,” Hurwitz interrupted. “I’m sorry, I tried my best, but I wasn’t able to get you into the medical school.”


  “But…”


  “It was impossible, your grades, MCAT scores, well it just wasn’t enough for our regular students. If you had been a minority…”


  “I am a minority. Jews are less than 2% of the population here in the States,” Sam cried out.


  “Mr. Cohen, you are not an under-represented minority for American medical schools. We just can’t take you based on your grades and test scores. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry, too, and I’d rather be a priest than a rabbi. Priests dress better!” Sam yelled angrily into a dead phone. His mother, who had been standing near him in the kitchen, started crying quietly.


  [image: ]


  He needed another way into medicine. He frequented McDonalds often as a customer, but being a line cook just didn’t look like a good career choice and the employees all smelled like cooking grease. Maybe Hurwitz was right. “Hmm, clinical psychology,” thought Sam. He already pictured himself with a beard and small black round glasses à la Freud. A large office dominated by a leather couch, the tasteful coffee table, box of Kleenex, and his great chair with reading light. He would treat the rich, the famous, and hordes of beautiful, distraught, vulnerable women. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea. Was it hard to be admitted to a program? Sam had to find out. With new hope he hopped in the car and went to the university library.


  First, it looked like he had to complete his major in psychology… shit!


  Now where were the programs? He went through the usual grad school references listing the programs for PhDs.


  “Experimental psych, experimental psych, and another experimental psych program. Crap! All the programs are experimental psych programs. Where are the programs that teach patient care, not rats (or lawyers),” he thought. “This sucks. I hate rats. They have beady little eyes and those teeth.” He shivered with the thought.


  Wait, here are a couple of programs. “A new clinical school in San Francisco.” San Francisco, very nice. I’ll get an apartment in the Haight District. Patients from Nob Hill. Life will be good. Uh oh, “this school is not yet accredited.” Hell with that.


  Finally, Sam had a list of five programs, three in New York that concentrated on clinical psychology. All accredited and all having clinics in the city. He wrote down the address to apply for the Graduate Record Exam and the American Psychological Society. He also made a note to stop shaving and grow a beard.


  Sam continued in his classes and tried hard to be interested in the psych ones. It was hard going. The reality was that psychology at the undergrad level was mostly about rats running mazes and experiments in human behaviors. He was bored to death. But, he also knew that if he didn’t get through this phase his chances of being anything except a nine to five office worker, or worse, a “Pickles with that… ?” at McDonalds were pretty low. Worst of all, his depression was getting worse. He searched through his psych textbooks and found himself described on page 131. Depression is more than just sadness. He was really worried because the text stated he would eventually become overweight from stress eating and wouldn’t be able to get laid because his equipment would cease to work… shit!


  He considered going back to the VA to do more volunteer work on the psych ward, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. The endless hours of sitting in a stuffy room with chain-smoking veterans was just too horrible to bear. He wished that he could be allowed to be in on one-to-one patient sessions, but that was not permitted as those meetings were deemed too intimate.


  The day was moving on. Finally he was in the car driving himself back to the house. “Another day closer to some goal,” he hoped, without any self-awareness that he had accomplished nothing except to begin another fantasy that he would not turn into a reality.


  The house was quiet as he made his way to his room. On his desk was the stack of rejection notices that taunted him cruelly. He grabbed them up and went to the kitchen to put them in the trash compactor. He was so intent on this task that when his mother said hello he jumped, scattering the letters all over the kitchen floor. His mother, superstitious Eastern European that she was, began poo-pooing to ward off the evil spirits. “Too late for that,” he said. She looked him in the eye and poopooed him, too.


  His mother stooped and helped him gather the papers, pausing to study one that caught her eye. “Sam,” she said, slowly, still reading, “what’s this?”


  “Another letter of rejection. Give it here. I want them out of the house. It’s time to move on.”


  “No, this one isn’t a rejection. What is it?” she asked as she handed him the paper.


  Sam took it and looked it over.


  

  New Medical School Opening…


  

  “It’s nothing, Mom. It was a flyer I found hung at school. I wrote to them, and the bastards didn’t even have the decency to write back. It wasn’t worth the postage.”


  “Sam, you can’t write a letter to Mexico and expect an answer. It can take months to get there, if it gets there at all,” she cried. “You need to call this George Romney person. Call him now.”


  “What do you mean, it takes months?”


  “I lived in Latin America, mail doesn’t show up. It gets held up, lost, in someone’s pocket. You need to call, call now.”


  “But, it’s late in Saltillo. I’m sure there is no one in the office.”


  “Call,” she demanded.


  Sam, defeated, did as he was told. He had nothing to lose. The ringtone was odd, but eventually there was a click and an American voice answered.


  “Hola.”


  Sam looked at his mother, fluent in five languages. “Spanish speaker, can you… ?”


  “This is George Romney. Can I help you?”


  “Oh Dr. Romney, this is Sam Cohen from San Diego.”


  “Can I help you?”


  “I sent a letter about the school…”


  “Never got it. Are you calling about admission into the first year class or a transfer from another medical school?”


  Sam wondered who would call to transfer from an American medical school to a Mexican one? Well, different strokes for different folks.


  “Admission into the first year class. I am at the University of California…”


  “You need to get down here right away,” Romney said urgently. “The class starts in four weeks and it is filling up fast. Do you have funds to pay for at least the first semester? Eventually you’ll be eligible for Department of Education loans, but we are still working out the paperwork. Can you be here by next Wednesday? Señora Morales has office hours to speak to you then. Make sure to bring a check for $2,000 and another for $1,000, plus all your premed transcripts.”


  “About grades, I don’t have the typical GPA for acceptance to…”


  “I’m sure. You did take premed subjects didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but I…”


  “Can you get here by Wednesday?”


  “Uh, I guess, but don’t you want to look at my… ?”


  “Great! We’ll see you Wednesday, Seth.”


  “Uh, it’s Sam.”


  Click! With that the line went dead.


  Sam’s mother was agitated. “What did he say? Can you get in?”


  Sam was numb with shock. He had just been invited to his first medical school interview and he didn’t even know if it would be conducted in English.
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  The next days were very complicated. His father with his engineering logic usually handled research and decisions for the family. Fortunately for him, and not so much for Sam, he was in Japan on business for his company and was unreachable. Sam called the major airlines flying into Mexico. None flew into Saltillo and most of them didn’t know where or how to get there. He finally got hold of someone at AeroMexico who laughed and said the only way was to take a commuter flight that would get him to Monterrey and then he had to get to the bus station for the hour ride into Saltillo. “Buena suerte, the flight leaves from Tijuana International Airport.” After all his years of goofing off in Tijuana, Sam had never known that there was an airport there.


  Most of the residents of San Diego knew that to take your car into Tijuana was an invitation to have it ripped off. When driving down for the day you parked at a lot on the American side and then walked across the border. Sam couldn’t contemplate leaving the family car there for a couple of days, so he’d need a ride. His mother bravely volunteered. This was a stretch for her since she drove an average of three miles a day. Driving to Tijuana involved getting onto a freeway and then driving thirty miles. Not to mention that she would then have to drive home alone. Despite this, she seemed eager to do it. He guessed that no matter the hardship, driving far away from home on her own, sending her son into an unknown place with unknown dangers, and not being able to see and talk to him everyday as she had done all his life became secondary to making sure she helped him achieve his dream.


  Next, a quick trip to the Mexican consulate, where for a small sum, an expedited tourist visa could be obtained. While no paperwork was necessary for a trip to the border towns, any trip beyond the frontier required the red-printed piece of paper, stamped appropriately.
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  Sam was scared, but that wasn’t bothering him as much as the fact that he had no girlfriend who cared about him enough to share it with. This was momentous. He was about to reach for a real future that a man and a woman could build on together.


  He phoned Leah when his mother was out of the house. “Hi, how are you doing?”


  “Oh, Sam, what’s going on?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you at school lately.” Leah was nonchalant in her tone compared to the exuberance he felt just being on the phone with her.


  “I just wanted to tell you I got an interview for a med school. I’m leaving tomorrow. I just wanted to share this with my best…”


  She cut him off, “Sam, I’m so happy for you. You must be walking on the ceiling.”


  “Look, maybe we can get together tonight, celebrate?”


  There was a silence at the other end. “Sam, you are wonderful and deserve this. I’d love to get together with you, but I’m leaving tonight.”


  “Leaving? Where?” Sam was confused. She was leaving San Diego?


  Leah tried to keep it light but firm. She was going to Israel to start her master’s degree in social service. She once again stressed that they were on different roads and that she for one was up for a new life, one that didn’t include Sam Cohen.


  “But, we are supposed to be together forever…”


  “Oh Sam, we were never supposed to be together in that way. I love you, but it would have never worked. I wish you success and happiness. Have fun down there… especially with all those pretty nurses.”


  His old life ended with the click of the phone.
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  They pulled into a strip mall parking lot. Cars sporting license plates from California, Arizona, and New Mexico were mixed with plates that had larger letters and numbers and points of origins such as B.C., Mexico or Sin, Mexico. Both Americans in shorts and t-shirts, and Mexicans, mostly in button-down short-sleeve shirts and jeans, were shopping in the Seven Eleven, hardware store, and the electronics shops.


  Sam, nervous but eager to start his journey, embraced his mother. “I guess this is it, Mom. You sure you’re OK getting back home?”


  His mother held him tightly. He knew she would have held him there forever. “Sam, go safely and come back safely,” she murmured in Yiddish. It was a phrase he had heard her say to him since his first day in kindergarten. “I love you, now go.” She pushed him away and moved to get into the car. “I’ll see you in a few days.”


  Sam watched her as she took off in the direction they had come from.


  As he crossed the border, he instantly realized what a foreign land Mexico was. He looked up a hill to the fence separating the American side from the Mexican side of the border.


  The grass on the American side of the fence was green while the Mexican side was brown. The Americans had landscaped their side of the border with expensive plants and irrigation. The hill looked like a park with flowers and bees and sweet fresh air. The beautiful scenery abruptly ended at a very tall chain-linked fence. Dead plants, dry dirt, and the occasional overgrown weed sprouted among broken bottles, used papers, and mangy looking dogs that defecated anywhere and everywhere on the hill. He was surrounded by dust and noise.


  Sam hailed a cab.


  “Can you take me to the airport?” he asked the cab driver in the bright red car decorated with Christmas lights.


  “Hey amigo, you are on the wrong side of the border. Lindberg Field is 20 miles north and I’m not allowed past the border checkpoint.”


  “No, Tijuana International, can you take me there?”


  “Why the fuck do you want to go out there? The planes are flown by children,” the cab driver laughed—another crazy gringo, probably all drugged up.


  “Look, my flight leaves in an hour. Can you take me or not?”


  “Sure I can for $30 American, but you are nuts.”


  “$30? That seems a little high.”


  “Look maricón, $30 or find another cab. I’m busy.” With that the cab driver pulled his hat rim down over his eyes and reclined in his seat.


  “OK, let’s go.”


  “It’s your funeral.”
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  Flight 5951, or Vuelo 5951, was a local. Tijuana to Hermosillo. Hermosillo to Chihuahua. Chihuahua to Monterrey. Six hours and the sun quickly dropping in the sky as the plane headed east. The ground below was tan dirt and scrub brush. There were occasional cars on the roads, but otherwise very few signs of life. Occasionally a few lights appeared from what seemed to be no more than three or four buildings. He was lonely already. What had he gotten himself into?


  Around ten p.m. he arrived in Monterrey, collected his bag, and went looking for a cab.


  “Excuse me, Inglés?” he inquired at the first cab he came upon.


  “Sí, I speak American. Do you need a cab?”


  “Yes, I need to get to the bus station.”


  “Which one señor? We have two, Norte and Sur.”


  “I don’t know. Which has a bus going to Saltillo? I need to get on the 11 o’clock bus or I’m stuck here till the morning.”


  “Which bus station do you want to go to, señor? I take you to either one.”


  “But, I don’t know which one to go to. Wait, I’ll ask someone in the airport.”


  Sam ran back into the terminal and at this time of night found the airport almost shut down. He finally found a custodian mopping the floor.


  “Inglés?”


  “Sí,” the custodian replied.


  “Do you know which station has the bus to Saltillo?”


  “Sí, Saltillo,” came a smiling reply. “Saltillo oeste.”


  “Huh, Saltillo bus?” Sam made sounds that he thought approximated a bus. The custodian looked at him like he was a moron, but started mimicking the noises back to him.


  “Oeste, sí, Saltillo,” he grinned.


  Sam looked around, praying there might be someone else there, but no luck. He thanked the custodian and walked back out to the taxi stand where another cab had shown up. Thinking he might have better luck, he approached the second cab.


  “Inglés?”


  “Sí, I speak English, where do you want to go?”


  “The bus station that has the bus that goes to Saltillo. I need to catch the 11 p.m. bus.


  The bus driver slowly looked at his watch. “You’ll never make it. I’ll drive you to Saltillo, $100 American.”


  “One hundred dollars, are you kidding? I don’t have that kind of money. Now can you take me to the bus station?”


  Hearing the commotion the first cab driver woke up and started over to Sam. “Hey, you’re not allowed to take his cab. It’s illegal, I’m the next cab in line.”


  “But you don’t know which bus station I need to go to.”


  “Hey, mierda, chupame! You should know which bus station for Saltillo. What are you, retarded?” He got out of the cab.


  “You called me mierda, you pendejo. You steal a fare from me? I’ll castrate you.”


  “You are a cabron and your woman is a puta. I know, she blew me last night.”


  Sam was stuck between the two of them as they started pulling out knives. He ran for it, neither of the cab drivers paying attention. Within a block he noticed a brightly lit building with a sign, Estacíon Autobus Oeste. West Bus Station. Sam ran in and found a ticket agent who was happy to sell him a one-way ticket to Saltillo, Primier Classe. As he settled himself into a frayed, poorly padded seat, among people, chickens, and crying children, he realized he had just survived his first cultural hassle.


  The bus looked much like the one the Partridge Family used. As it pulled out of town, the streetlights fading behind them, Sam was struck by the darkness. The sky was dense with stars, more than he had ever seen in California. It was quite beautiful and very lonely. The only noise was the occasional brief stirring
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