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AUTHOR NOTE

Dear Everybody,

As a four-year-old, while home in bed with an ear infection, I unscrewed the 

dial on my toy telephone, being curious about its workings. Having seen the 

carpenters working in our home put nails in their mouth; I put the toy phone 

pieces in my mouth and accidentally aspirated them. Whenever I write or 

speak about it, I relive my distressingly painful struggle to breathe, followed by 

my feeling of total serenity as I left my body.

At the time, if given the choice, I would have gladly chosen death over life. 

It didn’t seem strange to me that “I” could see the boy on the bed choking to 

death, because for me seeing was a normal experience. If I had been born blind, 

I would have had some very interesting questions to ask about how I could still 

see and think.

I realize now we are not our bodies and that I wasn’t dying: my body was. I 

knew the boy on the bed was not me. My consciousness continued to function 

in every way.

Now back to the present. A few years ago, while conversing over the phone 

about how busy I was, my friend responded, “Why are you living this life?” 

The question spontaneously induced visions of a past life as a knight. I believe 

this happened in Ireland because of certain events in my life, including a child 

in an Irish family being named after me after I participated in his safe birth. 

His name is Brady because Bernie wasn’t Irish enough. I am sure I became a 

surgeon and rescued animals as a reaction to my killing with a sword, while 

now, as a surgeon, I am healing people with one.

The personal experiences I am sharing with you through Three Men, Six 

Lives have convinced me we are more than physical bodies. One of the stories 



is my story, while the characters are my creations, so that the privacy of those 

involved is maintained.

It is time we open our minds, start asking questions about consciousness 

and the nature of life, and accept the answers provided by our experiences. 

Life is an unexplained miracle. I believe understanding our inner space is far 

more important for the survival of our species than exploring outer space. I 

also believe extraterrestrials/aliens, when and if we encounter them, won’t be 

essentially different from us. Despite their varied backgrounds, Einstein and 

Jung, had much in common, and a meaningful relationship. We still have much 

to learn about life and creation.

I consider this book to be what I call a nonfiction novel. Nonfiction in the 

sense that it shares the true experiences of people I know, and fiction because 

I created the characters. I dedicate this book to all the lives we’ve lived, and to 

the soul mates who accompany us, as we consciously attend the school of life.

I know every character in this book is a part of me, my wife, and our life. I 

cry when I read the closing chapters and statements of the characters because 

they are speaking my truth also.

May Three Men, Six Lives inspire you to achieve the benefits of a whole life 

policy and enable you to become a true-life assurance agent for others.

Peace,

Bernie S. Siegel, MD



To know that we maintain an identity independent of the physical body is proof 
enough of immortality.
-Ernest Holmes

The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be a fiction, there being 
nothing else. The exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction and that you believe 
in it willingly.
-Wallace Stevens

It is in this sense that case histories are fundamental to depth psychology. They 
move us from the fiction of reality to the reality of fiction.
-James Hillman

’Tis not that Dying hurts us so —
’Tis living — hurts us more —
But Dying — is a different way —
A Kind behind the Door —
-Emily Dickinson

In the time of your life, live—so that in that good time there shall be no ugliness or 
death for yourself or for any life your life touches. In the time of your life, live—so 
that in that wondrous time you shall not add to the misery and sorrow of the 
world, but shall smile to the infinite delight and mystery of it.
-William Saroyan

There is only one thing that speaks the truth, a story. Fiction, Poetry, Lyrics and 
every written word shares the truth because the authors are telling a story about 
their experience.
There was consciousness and consciousness was with God and consciousness 
was God.                                                                                   

-Bernie S. Siegel, MD





CHAPTER 1

Salvatore Petonito’s life revolved around routines. Every morning he 

began the day reading the Topeka Sentinel while having breakfast at the 

Athenian Diner. Sal didn’t need to order breakfast because his ritual 

included the same specific meal each day, so the staff was always prepared for 

his arrival the same time every morning. The first Friday of every month Sal 

would tear off the page containing the local animal shelter’s photographs of 

pets available for adoption, fold it carefully, and place it in his jacket pocket. 

When he arrived home from work that evening Sal would swing over to the 

kitchen table on his crutches, where he would unfold it, and place it for his wife 

Rosa to see. Sal always relied on her well-rehearsed response:

“Sweetheart, I will not have a barking dog in our house and little pieces of 

fur all over the furniture.”

Though he remained ever hopeful, Sal truly believed that if his lifelong 

dream was to ever become a reality, it would require divine intervention.

Today’s entire animal shelter page was devoted to the story of terrier, who 

had been struck by a car and severely injured. Interviews with the people who 

rescued the dog, the shelter’s staff, and the veterinarian filled the page:

I didn’t expect him to survive due to his internal injuries, but his will to live 

was amazing. That’s why the staff named him Survivor. The majority of people 
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in town either prayed for him or donated money to cover his medical expenses, 

but his deformity has diminished their interest in adopting him. The thought of 

euthanizing him is heartbreaking, but the shelter is filled to capacity and he’s been 

here well beyond the legal time limit. If he isn’t adopted this week, his story will 

have a tragic ending.

Mid-bite, Sal set down his fork and folded the page. After tucking it into his 

shirt pocket, he placed his waitress’s tip on the table and exited the diner. Spiro, 

the diner’s owner, shrugged at his silent, unexpected departure.

Sal drove straight to the animal shelter. Upon entering the waiting room, 

Sal held up the newspaper page.

“I’d like to see this dog.”

Survivor was brought to the visitor’s area and walked directly over to 

where Sal was sitting, as if he knew him and was following his commands. 

Though they both remained silent, it was obvious their wounded souls were 

communicating. After several minutes, Sal spun around, grabbed his crutches, 

and started swinging them across the room. The staff assumed Sal was leaving 

and started to take Survivor back to his kennel, but the dog evaded their grasp 

by slipping into the space beneath Sal’s stump, moving in rhythm with Sal’s 

crutches as he swung over to the front desk.

“For the record, his new name is Tripod,” Sal said.

After filling out the papers and paying the adoption fee, Sal and Tripod 

exited the animal shelter their strides in perfect sync, as if they had spent a 

lifetime together.

“Young fella, we’re family and going to be spending a lot of time together. 

So, let’s get to know each other.”

The two headed over to the town green where Sal seated himself while 

patting the bench. “Jumpee upee.” With a little help, Tripod jumped onto the 

bench beside Sal then placed his head in Sal’s lap.
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“Let me tell you where I’m coming from. The only time I have ever left 

this town was out of a sense of duty, which overcame my hatred of war, but 

not my horror at having to participate in it. A drunk driver did your damage. 

A world war and a landmine did mine.” Sal patted his stump. “Nations, races, 

and religions fight wars, but people suffer and die. Lives were meant to be love 

stories. Someday maybe we’ll wake up to the fact that we’re all members of the 

same family, with the same Father, the same color inside, and the same at both 

ends of the rifle. You’re more likely to die in the arms of a loved one than I am. 

Hey, you listening?”

Tripod placed his lone front paw on Sal’s chest and began licking his chin. 

It was a moment Sal had waited a lifetime for, something his parents and wife 

could never understand. He knew he would never feel abandoned again.

He hugged Tripod to his chest. “I’m not going to hide the truth and let 

them amputate my spirit. There’s no prosthesis for that. We’ll never be perfect, 

but we can still be complete. Who knows? Maybe what we shed enhances our 

other features, and it sure doesn’t stop us from being able to love and be loved.”

Sal stroked the dog’s thick, white matted fur. “Somebody didn’t love you.”

“My psychiatrist couldn’t understand. He had eyes and ears to see and 

hear with, but no heart to understand with. Said I had post-traumatic stress 

disorder and sent me home on medication instead of honoring my attitude 

and potential. He was treating the result but not the cause of my troubles. He 

medicated a diagnosis but didn’t treat me and my story.”

Tripod glanced up at Sal as if he truly understood.

“Drugs don’t change anything. They just make you numb. Nobody 

understood. If I’d been a dog, my wife probably would have put me out of my 

misery. When Rosa’s brother came home on leave, he came over to visit. I can 

still hear Rosa.” Sal grew quiet as he recalled the time of his discharge…

“If they don’t readmit him, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I can’t live 

like this. I know it sounds terrible to say, but I wish he were still overseas or 
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hospitalized. Worrying about him is easier than having to live with him. When 

anyone comes to visit, he leaves the house. He’s become a vegetarian and won’t 

eat the things he used to love because he can’t stand the thought of animals 

dying to provide him with a meal. He didn’t just lose a leg; he lost his mind. I 

can’t deal with it,” Rosa had complained.

“Rosa, you need to talk to his psychiatrist or Father O’Mara, the Army 

chaplain. Maybe one of them can help.”

The psychiatrist had responded as she expected—more medication or 

hospitalization. So, Rosa went to see Father O’Mara before making a decision.

“Rosa, I know a woman who had a similar problem,” the priest assured her. 

“Like you, this poor, frustrated, exhausted woman was searching for an answer. 

In desperation, she sought the help of a healer who told her, ‘I can make a 

potion that will heal your husband, but it requires a white hair from the chest 

of a bear.’”

The priest continued his story: “‘Where can I get such a hair?’ the woman 

asked.

“The healer told her, ‘There’s a bear living in a cave on the mountain. If 

you can get close enough to pluck a white hair from his chest, I can save your 

husband.’

“So, the woman spent months outside the bear’s cave feeding and 

befriending him. She showed great patience and one day was able to get close 

enough to pluck a hair from his chest. When the bear reared up in anger, she 

turned and ran. When she arrived at the healer’s house, the healer took the hair 

and threw it into the fire.

“‘You promised me a potion. I risked my life for that hair,’” she cried.

“‘Now go home and be as patient with your husband as you were with the 

bear.’”

Rosa followed the priest’s advice, and several months later the townspeople 

were stunned to see Sal swinging down Main Street. From that morning on, 
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you could set your watch by his daily routine. Every day at seven o’clock he 

would kiss Rosa good-bye. And regardless of the weather, he’d start swinging 

down Main Street to the radio station.

The station manager, a former WWII Army buddy of Sal’s, knew better 

than to get in his way. At the station Sal would give his daily weather report: 

“Today’s weather: sunshine, sunshine, sunshine.” The hopeful and gentle look 

of Sal’s eyes silenced those who didn’t agree with his report.

He then swung over to the green, across from the church, to sit on his 

accustomed bench, from which he would hold court among the park regulars 

and passersby, cheerily dispensing good mornings, advice, and opinions. No 

one dared take his seat or disagree with his weather report. Likewise, his hour of 

conversing with God—another of his well-practiced routines—was sacrosanct. 

When it was over, he swung down to the Athenian Diner and hopped up the 

steps for breakfast, which Spiro always had ready and waiting. Like his weather 

report it never varied: half a pink grapefruit, a slice of melon, hot oatmeal with 

raisins, buttered whole wheat cinnamon raisin toast, ginger marmalade, black 

decaf coffee, and the Topeka Sentinel. After breakfast he was off to work at the 

hardware store.

On Sunday he followed a somewhat different routine. Instead of oatmeal 

and toast, Spiro had waffles, a blueberry blintz, and syrup waiting. On the way 

home Sal stopped at the bakery for a half dozen fresh pecan tarts. It was his 

silent thank you and never-ending love note to Rosa.

Tripod’s whine interrupted his daily chat with God—something no human 

would ever dare. “Sorry, old boy,” said Sal, grabbing his crutches. “God and me 

will have to pick up where we left off tomorrow. Now, let me show you where 

I work.”

Luckily for Sal, his good-hearted boss shared his passion for animals. 

Tripod was given the run of the store and proved as popular with the customers 

as Sal, whose how-to expertise on home repair was highly regarded in the 
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community. When the store closed that evening, Sal turned to Tripod and said, 

“It’s time for you to meet the real boss.”

When Sal introduced Tripod to Rosa, she had to admit the pooch was cute. 

She dutifully oohed and aahed—then she read her husband the riot act.

“Sal, you ought to call him Minus because you’re both missing something, 

and it’s more than a leg.”

“Tripod don’t worry she has a good heart. You’ll see.”

“Sal let’s get serious. He doesn’t have a chance of becoming family unless 

you agree to my conditions. If you do, he can stay. After my mastectomy you 

didn’t start calling me Flat Busted or introduce me as your single-breasted wife. 

I won’t let you give him a name that makes him less than whole and focuses 

on what’s missing and not who and what he is. He’s more than a symbol for 

you to use. You need to realize you can’t change anyone; you can only love 

and coach them. So, condition number one, you find another name for your 

foxhole buddy.

“Number two, you start wearing your artificial leg and dump the crutches. 

Everyone in Topeka has seen you and heard what you have to say. Enough 

already! It’s time you start being complete. We’re all wounded, Sal. Lives are 

healed when we share our wounds, words, and feelings, not by just exposing 

our deformities. I don’t have to bare my chest to help other men and women. 

I just have to say the word ‘cancer’ and we all become kindred spirits who 

understand each other. You want to wear your Purple Heart, fine. But the 

crutches are out, and the leg is in, or else your buddy goes back to the shelter.

“It’s time to show people you are enabled and not disabled. You can’t keep 

living a loss. It’s time for you to get a life and become authentic and complete 

again and turn the curse into a blessing.”

As she waited for Sal’s response Rosa realized she had come a long way to 

be able to speak like that and let her heart make up her mind.

“I can’t talk about it.”
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“Sal, stop holding it in. Burst the dam and find the energy to move forward.”

Rosa embraced him as his past overwhelmed him. Through the tears and 

sobbing Rosa heard, “I love you, and since you called him my buddy his new 

name will be Buddy.”

“Sal, that’s another meaningless name. You need to think of something that 

will make him unique and special. So, figure it out and then we can discuss it.”

After dinner Sal came back into the kitchen. “Okay, I’ve got some names to 

discuss with you. The options are Furphy and Sex. You didn’t want little pieces 

of fur in the house so he can be named after them or we can call him Sex. So, 

which do you like?”

“Sal, you’re nuts. Who wouldn’t prefer having Sex around the house? But 

you’re insane. I cannot accept a name like that. Sal, we have neighbors.”

“Yeah, and when Sex barks at night, and the next day when they complain 

about it at the supermarket, I can ask them, ‘Did you have a problem with Sex 

last night?’ That ought to shut them up. And when I license him, I can ask the 

town clerk if I need a license for Sex if I just have Sex on my property. And I can 

have Sex at work, and if he ever bites anyone and we end up in court, I can ask 

the judge to have Sex for a week and see how he feels after that.”

“Sal, you are a basket case.”

“Honey, it’s a done deal. I’ve had Sex for one day and he’s already got me 

smiling and the two of us talking. So, Sex it is. Let’s open a bottle of wine and 

celebrate having Sex.”

Sal and Sex became inseparable, cutting a distinctive figure about town. 

Rosa pointedly called the dog Furphy in public, while Sal never tired of the 

shock value inherent in introducing his three-legged companion as Sex. Spiro 

even made an exception to his no pets’ rule, knowing you served both or lost 

two customers. Each morning he made a few wisecracks about having Sex in 

the diner and had a meaty snack waiting under the table for the doggie, who 

was not a vegetarian.



THREE MEN  SIX LIVES

8

Rosa, however, knew that discipline was an important part of training a 

dog, no matter how Sal pleaded with her about letting Sex sleep with them. “I 

have no problem with you spending more time with the dog than you do with 

me, but our bed is off limits,” she stated flatly. “There will be only the real thing 

in our bed.”

A few weeks later Sal was late getting home from a veterans meeting. When 

Rosa started to get ready for bed, Sex was snoozing with his head on Sal’s pillow.

“I have to admit, you’re a plus, not a minus. You can stay until your Daddy 

gets home. Hey, having Sex in bed tonight could be fun.”

When Sex didn’t greet him at the front door Sal went to the bedroom and 

found his two loved ones curled up on the bed. He gently awakened Rosa with 

tears in his eyes, “Rosa, bless you for your love and acceptance.”

“Honey, we’re both learning.”

As they embraced, Sex’s snoring startled them.

Rosa burst out laughing. “Now you know what I go through sleeping with 

you.”

When Rosa awakened the next morning, seeing Sex nestled in the empty 

space provided by Sal’s amputation made her abundantly aware he was a plus 

in their lives.



CHAPTER 2

Sunday morning found Danny Hoffman still in his pajamas, half-

listening to the top forty countdown on the radio on his nightstand. 

Elvis, Sinatra, and Crosby crooned while his cat, Penny, the only 

creature besides his mom he felt comfortable with, purred contentedly beside 

him on the bed. Every now and then the high school senior’s attention strayed 

to the composition book, open on his belly, on which he’d scrawled his tortured 

thoughts the restless night before.

“Danny, honey, breakfast’s ready!” Mom shouted from the kitchen. “I’ll be 

leaving for church in a minute. Want to come?”

Danny shouted back: “I have to write a letter for Mr. Schultz to put in the 

Sentinel.”

“You can write it later. Come on, you’ll feel better.”

“Mom, I don’t feel comfortable around people.”

“Honey, stop judging yourself.”

“I’ll get the letter done and see you later. Love you.”

Mom suddenly appeared in the doorway of Danny’s bedroom. The teen 

reflexively sat up in bed, discreetly closing the comp book in the same motion.

“All this shouting back and forth is for the birds,” said Mom, whisking off 

her apron. “I’m not going to force you to come but I do insist that you keep your 

appointment with Dr. Karl tomorrow. I’m sure he can help you.”
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“Okay, okay, we’ll talk later.”

“Someday you’ll understand what blessings are and find meaning in all 

this. God is forgiving. No one is blaming you. Dad’s death taught me more than 

all my years as a social worker have. Danny, you can abandon your past, or 

learn from it. The one thing you can’t do is change it.”

With an exasperated groan Danny fell back on the bed; the impact sent 

Penny scurrying. “Yeah, yeah, Mom, I’ve heard all this before. I know you mean 

well, but—”

“How about a picnic later? Being outside might help.”

“Okay, okay. If that’ll make you happy.”

“Danny, don’t you understand? It’s your happiness I want.” She stood 

there for an awkward moment before adding: “Your breakfast is on the stove. 

Pancakes. Better eat them while they’re hot.”

Danny’s mom closed the door before she lost control of her emotions. She 

stepped outside into the autumn air’s crisp, clean embrace, while the vibrant 

foliage dazzled her eyes. On this October Sunday the earth felt like a sanctuary 

and walking to church a part of the service. She hoped the beauty of the day 

would lift Danny’s spirits. Nothing else seemed to be able to.

Upon arriving at the church Martha followed the graveled path to her 

husband’s grave in the adjoining cemetery. Kneeling on the kerchief she 

pulled from her purse, she placed a single flower on the headstone—a yellow 

chrysanthemum plucked from a planter on her front porch.

“Gil, Danny feels he’s to blame, not only for your death, but for all the pain 

and suffering everyone feels due to the loss of a loved one. Please help him to 

see that he is a beloved child of God.”

Closing her eyes, she clasped her hands together prayerfully. “Dear Jesus, 

give us the strength to go on and find a way to fulfill thy will in the midst of our 

pain. Help us to see that we can be saved. Help us to live as you did. Please take 

Danny’s hand and help him to find faith and know that his sins are forgiven.”
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When she finished conversing with her savior and her husband, she took 

out a mirror, corrected the damage caused by her tears, tucked the kerchief 

into her purse and walked to the church. Like others in their small church 

community, she had her special seat, hers next to the window overlooking Gil’s 

grave. She prayed silently while listening to the choir, wishing Danny was with 

her.

As soon as his mom left the house Danny went to the kitchen. He lifted 

the towel covering the short stack of pancakes in a Pyrex dish on the table, 

releasing the tempting aroma. Having no appetite, he recovered the dish, but 

did take a sip of the orange juice Mom had poured for him. Spying the dirty 

skillet in the sink, he felt compelled to wash it. The least I can do, he thought, in 

return for all she’s done for me.

Next, he went to his dad’s old desk and began writing on a fresh page in his 

composition book.

To The Greatest Mom In The World,

I’m sorry but I can’t look in the mirror without remembering. I feel 
guilty. I have hurt so many people by what I have done even though 
I was trying to help and not hurt them. I’m wounded and scarred 
inside and out and know what Mr. Roget meant when he said he 
was tired. I don’t have the courage to choose life. I’ll be with Dad and 
I won’t hurt anymore. You’re the greatest and I love you, but I don’t 
have your faith. I know you’ll forgive me even if God doesn’t.
Let Dr. Karl help you, Mom. I can’t find peace and forgiveness here. 
There’s only one way I know of to stop hurting. Death will be my 
healing.
Please put on my headstone: Together Forever. Thanks for your 
love—I can take it with me.
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Mom, you and Penny were my life. Please love her and care for her 
and let her be your new child. She was my Penny from Heaven. Let 
her be yours too.

Your Son,
Danny

The letter to Mr. Schultz, who oversaw all submitted columns and letters to the 

editor of the Sentinel, asked the townspeople for their forgiveness too. When 

he finished the letters, Danny placed them on the table in the front hall, went 

back upstairs and opened his bedroom window. The sun-drenched oaks and 

maples lining the street were draped in crazy quilts of orange, gold, and red. It 

was a beautiful day to die.

He pulled his Sunday best out of the closet and dressed quickly. Before the 

fire he looked just like his dad. It was hard to tell from old photographs which 

one you were looking at. Both were six-foot, blue eyed, curly haired blonds. But 

now his face was a scarred, cruel caricature of that kinship. He fought to hold 

back the tears, recalling the day of the fire and his dad’s death.

He returned to the den, pocketed two shotgun shells, created a harness out 

of belts and hung the rifle down his back between his shoulders. He slipped 

into a loose-fitting coat to conceal the rifle and stepped out onto the porch. 

Penny ran out before the door closed. He scooped the tabby up and hugged her 

to his chest. “Can’t have you following me, sweet girl,” he said, kissing the top 

of Penny’s head before placing her back inside. From a window Penny watched 

him trudging down the driveway, her eyes wide with curiosity. Danny paused 

to turn around and mouth a goodbye.

“Penny don’t feel bad I was going to take you because you give me love and 

strength, but I couldn’t treat you that way. I love you too much to leave you on 

your own. Let our last moment be a pleasant memory.”
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Danny had expected grief to dull his senses. Instead he felt as if he were 

seeing things for the first time. Maybe our Creator was an artist for whom time 

didn’t exist, but until he could understand why, dying was less painful than 

living.

He adjusted the rifle and started walking. As he passed the town green, 

he felt drawn to Sal, as usual sitting on his favorite bench. Sex capered about, 

excited about the approaching company.

“Morning, Mr. Petonito.”

“It is a g-o-o-o-d morning, Danny.” Sal invited him to sit with a wave of his 

hand. Danny nodded but did not sit or bend to pet Sex; the rifle encumbered 

his movements. Danny hoped Sal wouldn’t sense anything unusual and spoke 

quickly to avoid being questioned.

“Mr. Petonito, what are you and Sex doing today?”

“We don’t plan ahead. Every day’s a new experience.”

Danny had long admired Sal’s rosy outlook on life. Here he was, the one-

legged town character and treasure with every reason to be embittered, but he 

always listened and had a kind word for everyone he met. Danny couldn’t stop 

his own pessimism from slipping out.

“I just can’t understand how God could let things happen the way they do.”

“Still beating yourself up about the fire, I see. Danny, a perfect world would 

be meaningless—a magic trick with nothing for us to do or learn. People need 

to learn from their wounds and become wounded healers and teachers, serving 

love, rather than hiding their wounds. If everything were perfect, we’d all go 

nuts. If the pain leads you to create a new life, it’s a labor pain and worth having.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard it all from your mom. What you’ve experienced 

ought to be a reminder of how uncertain life is. Life is about beginnings. Don’t 

let your past hold you back and don’t waste the best days of your life, Danny. 

Today is always our best day so live and enjoy it. If you ever want to talk you 

know where to find me.”
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“Mr. Petonito, I’d...”

Sal burst into tears as Danny stepped forward.

Embarrassed by his tears, Sal motioned for Danny to wait as Sex jumped 

onto the bench and began licking his face. Sal held him against his chest, rubbed 

his nose against the terrier’s, and broke into a smile.

“See what I mean, Danny? Only God knows why, but I do know that life 

is about love. Go touch someone’s life. You’ll see. Did you want to ask me 

something?”

“No, not really. It’s just … I don’t know where you find the strength to go 

on. I just want you to know how much I admire you, and I want to thank you 

for all that you’ve taught me and done for us. You are a role model for us all.”

“Danny, I’ve sat here for a lot of years and some people enjoy my company, 

some avoid me, some go by in silence and some in tears. Some make speeches, 

proclaiming me a hero, or offer their condolences, but you’re the first person to 

ever thank me. How people react to me says more about what’s in them than in 

me. It was for you I went to war.”

Danny managed a little smile. He thought of saying “I appreciate your 

service,” but he knew how trite that could sound, especially to a vet like Sal.

“You are so smart. I guess I do have a question for you, Mr. Petonito. What’s 

your motto? What’s your philosophy on life?”

“Danny, understand why, imitate how, and know when. That’s it.”

Danny puzzled a moment over the cryptic advice. “Uh, thanks, Mr. 

Petonito. See you around.”

“Take it easy, kid.” As the boy walked away, he noticed that his gait was 

unusually stiff, and there was an odd bulge on his back.

Danny turned to enter the church cemetery, wishing he could understand 

Sal and God better.

“Hi, Danny.”
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Danny stopped along the graveled path at the greeting from his classmate. 

His hand darted self-consciously to his face in a vain attempt to hide the scars.

“Hi, Bev, I didn’t see you. How come you’re not inside?”

“I couldn’t bring myself to go inside on such a beautiful day. I’m waiting 

for my mom so we can walk home together. Why aren’t you with your mom?”

“I need some time alone. She understands. I have something I need to take 

care of at my dad’s grave.”

“I’m sorry about everything, Danny. I hope you feel better soon. When 

you’re ready maybe we can go to a movie or something. I’d really like to help. I 

used to blame myself, too, and keep all my feelings inside.”

“Thanks, I just can’t talk now.” He stalked away, feeling Bev’s eyes burning 

into the back of his head.

Meeting Bev started him thinking again and compelled him to look at the 

headstones for some last words that might help him make sense of it all.

“If I could just be God for a day maybe I’d understand why.”

He felt responsible for two deaths and now a third. For the first time he 

realized he had to be willing to end his own life; that would take all the guts he 

had, and then some, but he didn’t see how he could live in peace. What would 

his dad tell him to do? Maybe he should talk to Dr. Karl first. His thinking 

stopped when he came to the grave.

He knew his mom had been there from the flower. He slipped the rifle 

from beneath his coat, inserted a shell, leaned back against the headstone and 

rested the warm muzzle against his forehead. He recalled picking out his dad’s 

headstone. He and Mom wanted everyone to know how precious each moment 

of Dad’s life had been. He ran his fingers over the epitaph’s etched characters: 

His Life Taught Us How To Live and His Death How To Die. Gilbert Hoffman, 

41 years 6 months 15 days. Died July 11, 1954.

“God, I know You talk to people. So why don’t You or my Dad talk to me? 

The only thing I’ve done is hurt people. I need another life. What they do after 
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I’m gone is up to them. I just want to stop hurting and be forgiven. I can’t 

understand what needs to die and what needs to live anymore.”

The rifle slipped from his hands, snapping him out of his reverie. He cried, 

remembering the times he and his Dad went hunting together.

“Mom, I know I shouldn’t do this but I’m tired, tired of hurting. Death is 

my gift. I’ll be unalive, perfect, free and with Dad again. Living hurts too much. 

There isn’t anything worse than hurting people you love. My mistakes have 

been the cause of so much suffering. God, do you understand me?”

He recalled his mom’s constant answer: “Don’t question. Let your faith 

sustain you. Problems are God’s redirections.” It didn’t help now. It never had.

“I’m praying for a new life and a chance to start again. Do You really love us 

or is my mom just saying that? I don’t know where You are, or if You even exist. 

My mom believes in ‘Thy will be done’ and ‘not why me but try me,’ but I don’t 

have the strength she has. I know You make deals, so I don’t have anything to 

lose. I’m no lawyer so I’ll make it simple. You may be merciful and just, as my 

mom says, but I need a sign.

“You gave us Ten Commandments, so I’ll give You ten minutes and then 

I’m going to pull the trigger. I have my faults but I’m not a bad person. I love 

You and if I’m Your child, like my mom says, then forgive me. I need forgiveness 

more than understanding. They tell me what I remember You are willing to 

forget and forgive.”

Danny took off his dad’s wristwatch and rested it on his leg. It was time 

to disconnect from his life and memories. The motion of the second hand 

reminded him of Sal’s leg swinging in rhythm as he swung along on his 

crutches. A centipede climbed onto his arm. He was about to brush it off, but 

was entranced by its rhythmic movements, and let it walk across his hand.

“You’re so perfect. I bet you never hurt anyone. You did a good job creating 

this little guy. I guess You do love all your creatures, and maybe You do love me, 
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but I sure could use a sign. Maybe if we changed places for a minute but that’s 

never going to happen. So...”

The centipede walked up the barrel as the choir began singing its closing 

hymn.

“Thanks, God. Bye, Mom.”

Danny again pressed the muzzle against his forehead and squeezed the 

trigger, just the way his dad had taught him. For the first time since his Dad’s 

death, he felt loved, forgiven, unalive, and perfect.

Martha sat in the church pew, wishing Danny could hear the choir sing 

‘And though it makes Him sad to see the way we live, He’ll always say, I forgive.’

“I’ll sing this for him this afternoon when I get home,” she thought.

At the sound of the gunshot Martha looked out the church window and 

fell to her knees, screaming Danny’s name. The choir stopped singing. The 

parishioners rose in their seats. Bev started running towards the grave. Sal 

recalled painful memories. The centipede walked unhurriedly back to its nest 

to resume this tragic comedy we call life.





CHAPTER 3

Dr. Jonathan Hokmah sat at his desk organizing his papers while thinking 

about how hectic the next few weeks were going to be. First the move 

to Middletown, Connecticut, to take on the job of chief psychiatrist at 

Peaceful Acres, a residential therapy center, and the following week attending 

the American Psychiatric Association meeting in San Francisco. He knew his 

decision to relocate his practice and move was the right thing to do because the 

excessive time he devoted to his private practice was having a deleterious effect 

on his marriage and family.

He was mature enough to accept the fact that he had become a psychiatrist 

because of his own problems. Particularly the feelings of failure his childhood 

had generated; his mother had effectively committed suicide by ignoring her 

breast cancer and his father drank himself to death after telling Jon he didn’t 

love him enough to want to live.

His wounds had taught him to respond to his gnawing unrest in the same 

way one satisfies the pangs of hunger, by finding ways to nourish one’s life. He 

had learned to let his patients express themselves freely, knowing that their 

stories and not their diagnosis revealed the truth. He listened to his patients 

until they heard their true story from themselves and knew what they needed 

to do to resolve the problem. This gave them a chance to hear about their own 
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woundedness and start the process of transformation—far better than him 

prescribing a pill.

Hokmah was not your average psychiatrist. He had learned how to use 

aggression in a disciplined way as a former linebacker at Penn State. His 

imposing size, dark chocolate skin, shaved head, and piercing gaze made 

patients and staff alike feel like they were in the presence of a black bear. And 

when they heard him speak in a basso profundo voice, they knew from his 

erudition he was a cuddly and intellectual bruin, not a ferocious one.

The flashing light on his desk, announcing the arrival of his next patient, 

interrupted his thoughts. He glanced at the record to be sure he had the 

correct name, and then opened his office door to find three men sitting in the 

waiting room. Two were muscular, well-dressed young men while the third, 

a distinguished looking older man, projected an aura of authority and power. 

His eyes, concealed behind sunglasses, revealed nothing while observing 

everything. His hair and mustache, lightly peppered with gray, were neatly 

trimmed. He wore an impeccably tailored double-breasted Saint Laurent suit. 

It was obvious he was moneyed and liked to flaunt the fact.

“Mr. Birsamatto, I’m Dr. Jonathan Hokmah. Feel free to call me by my first 

name.”

They shook hands. “Thank you, Jonathan. I prefer first names as well. So 

please call me Carmine. These are my associates, Michael and Gabriel.”

The young hulks nodded almost imperceptibly. Carmine motioned to them 

to remain seated and followed Hokmah into the consultation room, where the 

doctor seated himself behind his desk, and Carmine settled into the chair in 

front of him, taking some care not to wrinkle the flaps of his jacket.

“Carmine, I want to help you so my first question is not what’s your chief 

complaint but what is the story you bring with you and how can I help you?”

“I’ve heard you’re an unusual shrink who hugs his patients but that’s not 

why I’m here. I presume you know who I am and what I do for a living. So, I’ll get 



BERNIE S. SIEGEL, MD

21

right to the point. First, I want to make it clear I don’t deny I’m a racketeer but 

I’m not a thug. You were recommended to me as someone I could talk to. You 

need to understand I’m not some character in a gangster movie or TV-14 cop 

show procedural. I expect to be treated with the same sense of professionalism 

you show all your patients.”

“Certainly, Carmine. Your past is not a problem; I’m here to help you, not 

judge you. Tell me your story and what you’re looking for, and I’ll do my best 

to help.”

“I’ll start from the beginning, so you’ll understand where I’m coming from. 

It all goes back to my teenage years. My dad was a landscaper and wanted me 

to work with him, but his workaholic lifestyle never appealed to me. He was 

going day and night. All year long people drove him nuts; between mowing and 

planting shrubs and laying sod, he never took a vacation. The neighbors rather 

looked down on us because my pop was always filthy, and our yard was littered 

with landscaping equipment.

“Now, on the other hand, my grandfather was a businessman. He dressed 

well and he spoke well. You might say he cultivated a certain elegance. I liked 

how the neighbors treated him. How the hell was I to know he was treated 

that way because people feared him? He was an honest-to God Mafioso—real 

Godfather stuff. But the more I saw of him and studied how he interacted with 

people, the more impressed I was. He was the one I admired and when I was 

old enough, I started working for him.

“Working for my grandfather was different. He was a professional and 

treated everyone with respect. Not all this ‘fuck you’ stuff you see on TV. And 

he expected me to be a gentleman. Did he do some things that bothered me, 

and am I troubled by some of the things I’ve done? Yes, and that’s the reason 

why, after all these years, I’m here. I don’t feel comfortable doing this anymore. 

People I talk to can’t believe me or think I’m nuts to want to change my life, so 
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I need professional help. Someone I can talk to about things and in ways I can’t 

talk to the people I work with, or with my family.

“I feel a need to change. I know how to walk away from the old life, but I 

don’t know how to begin a new one. You know, like disengaging and creating 

a new engagement in my life and not a termination or retirement. I want to 

disengage, not retire.

“I have so many things in the works, all organized by the old Carmine, 

that I need to complete or let go of to start a new and meaningful life. I need 

to become a grandfather and quit being a godfather. I’ve got a great wife who 

supports my decision. There’s more to my story but that’s it in a nutshell. You’re 

the only person, besides my wife, I’ve discussed this with. Can we do this? Are 

you willing to help me? If you’re worried about my business connections being 

a problem, don’t be. Also, finances are not an issue. I need to know if you can 

be there for me and that what we share stays here.”

“Carmine, my answer is yes but as I told you over the phone, I will be 

going away for at least a week. What I’d like to do is see you again in two weeks 

and see how the two of us hit it off before I make a long-term decision. I’ll be 

moving to my new office in Middletown. Are you willing to drive up there?”

“Sure, Doc.”

“Okay, then let’s set up an appointment and go from there.”

As Hokmah scanned his calendar he was startled when his desk light 

started flashing. He hadn’t scheduled the next appointment until well after 

Carmine’s, to avoid him meeting anyone in the waiting room.

“Carmine, I hate to bring this up, but do you want to leave through my 

private entrance to avoid meeting anyone?” He added quickly, “For your own 

privacy, of course.”

Carmine flashed a barracuda smile. “I would, Doc, but the boys are waiting 

for me.”
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Hokmah handed Carmine his appointment card, then opened the door to 

the waiting room. A man whose expression and jittery movements reminded 

Hokmah of a frightened squirrel sprang to his feet as they entered. George 

Dingfelder, a Jewish physician with a name longer than his lean body, stood 

before them, a nervous smile on his angular face.

“I can’t believe it. This must be a sign. Mr. Birsamatto, you’re one of the 

reasons I decided to see a psychiatrist. You sure look younger and slimmer in 

person than on TV.”

Carmine burst out laughing. “Saw me on the evening news, did you?” he 

said, slapping him on the back and knocking him forward a good two feet. 

Hokmah, despite his training, was at a loss for words.

“Dr. Dingfelder, your appointment isn’t until three.”

“I came early to go over what I wanted to say so I would get my case history 

right the first time. Mr. Birsamatto, I didn’t mean to be impolite. I apologize. 

Perhaps I can be of service to you some day. Here’s my card if you ever need a 

consultation.”

“George, go and sit down in my office please.”

As George left the room, Carmine and Hokmah shook hands again.

“Who’s that character?” Carmine asked.

“You know as much as I do. It’s his first visit and it looks like I have an 

interesting afternoon ahead of me.”

“Good luck, Doc. Be seeing you.” He jerked his head at his associates and 

the trio left, leaving in their wake the scent of Man by Jimmy Choo.

When Hokmah went into his office he found George sitting in the patient’s 

chair, gnawing on his fingernails. Hokmah resumed his place behind his desk.

“I let my patients call me by my first name if that makes them comfortable. 

I’d like another minute to review the notes I made about the information you 

sent.”



THREE MEN  SIX LIVES

24

“Doc, I have a photographic memory. I can repeat what I sent and save you 

time.”

There was no point in trying to treat George like a normal patient. Hokmah 

leaned back and motioned for George to begin.

“I’m a thirty-seven-year-old, white, Jewish, male, physician in good 

physical condition. My first marriage ended in divorce after three years. I have 

a ten-year-old son from that marriage. Five years ago, I remarried. My present 

wife is the sister of my surgical partner. She had one daughter, now age seven, 

by her previous marriage. Her first husband died in an auto accident. I adopted 

her daughter and three years ago we had a daughter of our own.

“I am the sole support of my first wife and child, as well as my present 

family. They have no significant resources. So, my financial obligations have 

kept me in a state of constant turmoil. I’ll admit I’m extremely conscientious 

and borderline obsessive-compulsive, but I like to do things right. It’s my 

surgical personality.

“I was a cross-country runner in college and my one therapeutic activity 

is jogging. I deal with stress by running away from it. If I don’t find time to 

run, I become more anxious. Running and going to medical conferences are 

therapeutic.

“I’m not on any medications and not a great believer in therapy because 

of my past experience. Our marriage counselor was a divorced woman who 

couldn’t make her marriage work. So how was she going to help me? It was two 

against one at every session. I got tired of defending myself and shelling out the 

bucks with no results.

“Let me explain what broke the camel’s back. There’s a room in our house 

I use as an office. My desk, computer, and papers are there. The kids are not to 

touch anything without my permission. My wife thinks I’m obsessive about it, 

but she doesn’t understand how important my time is. I don’t want anything 



BERNIE S. SIEGEL, MD

25

misplaced. I have more faith that things will be where I left them when I’m in a 

hotel than when I’m home.

“The room opens on a fenced-in patio, through a sliding glass door so I 

have a nice view and connects through a hallway to our master bedroom and 

bathroom. It helps me relax to look out at nature. I have a pet door so my dogs 

can visit me or go outside. My wife placed her cats’ litter boxes in one corner 

of the room, without asking me. They go in and out that way too. I noticed cats 

in your yard, so you’ll understand. The dogs are my pets and responsibility and 

the cats are hers, but when one of them uses the litter box while I’m trying to 

work, I’ve got to stop and clean it. Who can work with that smell? And my wife 

smokes, which upsets the hell out of me. I’ve asked her a million times to stop 

but she never really tries to. What’s even crazier, she smokes outdoors to avoid 

exposing her cats to the smoke. With my luck she’ll get asthma or cancer and 

I’ll be left with her cats. You can see what thinking about her does to me. The 

other day the local paper ran a story about a man who shot his wife and then 

committed suicide. The police said they couldn’t find a motive. The policeman 

investigating the case obviously wasn’t married.”

Hokmah, struggling to maintain his clinical detachment, had to bite his 

tongue to stifle a chuckle.

“The other night I’m sitting at my desk finishing up reading some papers 

about a patient I have to see early the next day. I have to drive to the hospital 

so I’m anxious to get washed up and into bed. I hear a Jeopardy rerun playing 

in the bedroom. My wife’s addicted to the program. So, I figure I can use the 

bathroom and then get to bed. When I walk into the dressing area the bathroom 

door’s closed and locked.

“We have another bathroom but it’s between the kid’s rooms and I don’t 

want to wake them. Besides, all my stuff ’s in the bathroom my wife’s in. So, 

I ask, ‘Honey, can I come in?’ By the way, my wife’s name is Barbara, but her 

family nicknamed her Honey. When she was two, she knocked a jar of honey 
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off the kitchen counter and the honey ended up all over her. The family heard 

her crying and found her sitting in a puddle of honey with the dogs licking her.

“Anyway, I say, ‘Honey, I need to get into the bathroom. I have a case I need 

to see early in the morning, and I want to get to bed.’

“‘I’m getting ready to go to bed, too,’ she yells back. ‘I’ll be out in a few 

minutes.’

“‘Why is the TV on?’ I ask her.

“‘Because I’m going back in the bedroom.’

“‘But you’re not there now and electricity costs money,’ I argued. ‘How 

many times do I have to tell you to turn the TV, lights, and hot water off when 

you leave a room? Do I have to hang a sign on the bathroom door? When we go 

on vacation, we don’t leave things on because we’re coming home again.’

“‘Then put a TV in the bathroom,’ she says. Doc, are you married?”

“Yes, George, I am.”

“Thank God, then you know how crazy it gets. The same nonsense day 

after day. Women, they’re always getting ready, never on time. Our bathroom 

looks like a drugstore after a bomb went off in the cosmetics and pharmacy 

departments. Hell, I’m lucky if I can find my shaving stuff half the time. Sleeping 

with cats, sex with them watching, water running, plus lights on. Locked out 

of the bathroom and the smell of cigarettes. For dinner, microwave, eat out, or 

takeout.

“Well, this particular time I was tired and damn mad and let her know it. I 

didn’t care who I woke up. When I get angry, she tells me that I have peccadilloes, 

too, that she has to live with, like putting tomatoes in the fridge, eating and 

walking too fast, and shortcomings like not helping with the housework. 

Sometimes she’ll make me feel guilty for my anger by saying, ‘You’re upsetting 

the pets’ when I bellow. The remark that really gets me is, ‘You’re so handsome 

when you’re angry.’ I can never tell if she’s serious or just trying to get my goat. 

She never wants to talk seriously about my problems.
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“It’s hopeless. So, I go back into my office and sit down. I turn on the 

TV to watch the eleven o’clock news and calm down. You know how a war 

or a terrorist bombing takes your mind off your troubles. That’s why I was so 

shocked to see Birsamatto. He’s coming out of the courthouse and the reporter’s 

saying how the judge had thrown out his case on some technicality. He went on 

and on about how he seemed to have led a charmed life, never being convicted 

of anything. I didn’t get his name at the time, but I got a good look at him.

“I read the papers. I know what goes on in the world. I’ve read The Godfather. 

I’ve watched The Sopranos and seen Analyze This. I thought maybe God was 

using the TV and now your office to send me a message. No coincidences. 

Doc cut out the weird look. I wasn’t serious about it. I’d never consider killing 

anyone, much less my wife, but fantasizing about it sure made me feel better. It 

seemed like a natural thing to do for a guy in my situation. I felt much better, 

like I was self-medicating myself with fantasy. I could even write a book about 

it and make money because of my problems.

“I know it sounds sick, but I resented my wives for making my life hell. I felt 

trapped and powerless. It may sound crazy to talk this way, but a divorce means 

more problems while a well-orchestrated disappearance solves everything. 

Remember, with two wives all your problems are multiplied, and you learn 

how short a month is when you pay alimony. I understand that marriage is a 

struggle and an ordeal; it’s about a relationship and not personal desires. But I 

can’t see any other solution if my wife won’t accept that we have a problem and 

see a counselor with me. The only choice left seemed to be you eliminate your 

wife, yourself, or your marriage to be free.

“As crazy as it sounds, fantasizing about my options made me feel better. I 

knew it wasn’t realistic, but my thinking was a mess, so I felt better imagining 

a solution to my troubles. Adam and Eve didn’t hit it off either but eventually 

worked it out. Honey reminds me of Eve. It’s never her fault. There’s always a 
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figurative serpent to blame. I know that I decide how I feel but there’s a limit to 

what I can deal with, and surgeons are used to cutting cancers out.

“How do you have a positive attitude when you can’t afford another divorce 

and my surgical partner is my wife’s brother? He’s the one I have to thank for 

bringing us together. He introduced us at a medical convention. Honey’s face 

immediately attracted me and helps me put up with her. I was lonely and too 

dumb to think it all out and so was Honey. She was having her own troubles 

after her first husband died. The next thing you know we’re married, and my 

troubles are just beginning. I felt like that old Woody Allen quote: ‘One path 

leads to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us 

pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.’

“My wives and kids are well insured. I’m not a cruel guy so I started 

fantasizing about how I could do this in a nice way. You know, like creating a 

movie or writing a book in my mind. I don’t want to hurt anybody; I just want 

some peace.

“I know it’s sick, but you have no idea how desperate I was. Fantasizing 

helped me stop feeling like a victim and daydreaming is not a crime. Don’t tell 

me you’ve never done it, Doc.”

Hokmah tapped a pencil against his lips, his face a noncommittal study. 

George continued.

“Okay, so now I was writing the script. I have two brothers. One’s a lawyer, 

but I didn’t want him to start acting like my therapist. The other brother runs a 

body shop and does auto restorations. If she could have an accident, and if she 

were giving my first wife a ride at the time? Wow...great plot, right? I figured 

I’d hang out with my younger brother and learn about cars. I felt much better. 

I wasn’t the victim anymore. I had a plan, like something I would present to a 

patient with cancer.

“When Honey came out of the bathroom she was surprised at the change. 

Believe me, over the next few months I felt more in control of my future. I 
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started to write it all down. I know a lot of married guys who would go for the 

book and make me some money. And I read that keeping a journal of your 

feelings is therapeutic too.

“Now I had a hobby that took my mind off my troubles. I couldn’t tell 

anyone why I felt better but they were happy to see the change. Whenever things 

would get me down, I would imagine being a free man with the cats given to 

the animal shelter. No cat poop. No money problems. It was great therapy. I 

didn’t feel trapped anymore. Fantasizing really helped. Like meditation.

“I hung out with my brother whenever I could. I would jog over to his 

garage for a cup of coffee and learn about the things you had to be careful about 

in auto restorations: brakes, wiring, transmission, exhaust, seat belts—all the 

things that involved safety and not just the car’s appearance. It’s like learning 

about all the body’s anatomical parts. I told him I was seeing a lot of accident 

cases and wanted to have a better understanding of liability issues and the repair 

costs involved. He was glad to see me take an interest in his work because he 

and I had never been that close. I had more in common with my older brother. 

We were the thinkers and my younger brother was the mechanical one. He was 

always building or fixing things and laughing at us for being so helpless. I have 

no sisters and no experience growing up with women.

“I remembered reading about the wives of the Mafia big shots starting the 

car every morning to be sure no bomb had been hooked up to the ignition 

system. Boy, that’s love for you. If the car doesn’t blow up, hubby comes out, 

kisses his wife goodbye and goes to work.

“Life is looking more hopeful. I have choices now. Honey’s giving me more 

material for my book and I’m making notes about her. Everyone is pleased 

that I’m less moody and not obsessing about Honey’s behavior. I’m getting 

more referrals. I’m good at what I do and care about my patients. I do a lot of 

children’s surgery. They teach me more about life than my family. They don’t 

store it up inside.”
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Hokmah rocked forward in his chair. “George, you’re a master storyteller, 

but enough already. I have other appointments. Can you tell me specifically 

your reason for coming? How can I help you?”

“I’m getting to that, Doc. I don’t like feeling trapped and helpless, or that 

my happiness depends on fantasies. Last week I lost it again and Honey said, 

‘George, you’re upsetting the animals.’ That convinced me I needed to see a 

shrink. Even I know I need help when my bellowing scares my dogs and when 

God sends me the Mafia as a sign. I’m getting worried about my thinking. I 

don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“George, you should be concerned. Every fantasy is connected to reality 

and creating your future. I’ll be away for two weeks but will see you the week 

after to discuss more specifically how I can help, and you can decide what you 

want to do.”

“That’s great. By the way, what are your cats’ names? I came up with some 

clever names for my pets if I do say so myself. The cat’s names are logical and 

related to my surgical practice: Disability, Hernia, Accident, and Malpractice. 

The kids renamed them Dizzy Billy, Hernietta, Sid, and Mal. My dogs are 

Codeine, Valium, and Marijuana. The kids call them Cody, Val, and Mary.”

Hokmah found George irritating but warmed to the subject of pets. “My 

cats have symbolic names. Miracle to remind me of our potential. Penny was 

inspired by pennies from Heaven and by the mottoes ‘Liberty’ and ‘In God We 

Trust.’ Dickens is a little devil and Gabriel the angel to give us balance. They 

remind me that if God is at your front door; the Devil is at your back door.”

“Pretty good, Doc. Say, could I bring my dogs to our therapy sessions, and 

do you ever see patients outdoors? You look fit. Could we talk while out jogging 

or walking?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, the dogs help me to relax, and I think about things when I’m running, 

I wouldn’t think about indoors. It’s like a meditation for me. Sometimes it’s 
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what I see as I run, like how nature handles problems. Nature doesn’t have to 

become strong at the broken places. It knows how to survive.”

“Interesting point of view, George. I happen to enjoy personal reflection 

while I’m jogging too. It has physical and psychological benefits. Most 

therapeutic.”

“And you can protect the environment by picking up cans and bottles for 

recycling. And—”

“George, we can talk about the practical benefits of recycling next time. We 

need to finish up.”

“Okay, thanks for being so patient.”

“I’m here to listen and hopefully guide you through your difficulties and 

help you to heal.” Hokmah paused. “There is something you can do to help 

your relationship before our next session. It helped my marriage.”

Squirrely George danced in his seat. “What is it? Tell me!”

“Install motion detectors on all your lights and appliances so they will go 

on as Honey enters a room and off when she leaves.”

“Why didn’t I think of that? Could you write me a prescription? Maybe I 

can get them covered by insurance and save money on therapy.”

“George, we’re all multiple personalities but there’s hope for you if you still 

have a childlike character with a sense of humor within you. This week quit 

fantasizing and work on waking up that kid. Try to act like the man you want 

to be and keep rehearsing until you get it right. We’ll talk more at your next 

appointment. Just one prescription I want you to fill. Refrain from trying to 

improve anyone except yourself.”

George grinned. “Pretty clever, Doc. Guess that’s why you make the big 

bucks, right?”

“I have one more therapeutic suggestion,” said Dr. Hokmah. “When in 

doubt ask yourself: WWLD?”

“What does that mean?”

“What Would Lassie Do?”





CHAPTER 4

Hokmah’s stature and size had the Peaceful Acres staff and patients 

feeling uncomfortable until the afternoon they saw him on the front 

porch of his house, wrapped only in a towel, bellowing, “Miracle, 

Miracle, Miracle!”

When he noticed members of his staff staring at him, he explained drugs 

and sex had nothing to do with his behavior. He and his wife had an afternoon 

appointment, and when his wife Judy yelled to him in the shower, “Jon, I can’t 

find the cat anywhere and we need to get going,” he jumped out and created the 

spectacle everyone witnessed, which made them all family.

At the next staff meeting he commented, “Judy and I have four cats. In 

case you hear me calling out their names it means either Judy or I are looking 

for them. But if you hear me yell ‘Oh, shit,’ it means I hit my bald head on 

something.” The rest of the week things went a bit more smoothly.

Meanwhile, George felt a bit more hopeful after his visit with Hokmah. After 

all, how many psychiatrists had a sense of humor? That afternoon he did 

something squirrels don’t often do. He took the time to climb into his hammock 

and stretch out in the sun.

Honey called from the doorway: “George, did you put on your sunscreen?”
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“Yes, dear.”

Despite his past experience with therapists, George looked forward to 

future sessions. Maybe it wasn’t healthy to try and be normal. It probably meant 

you felt inadequate to begin with. As he lay on the hammock his inner voices 

started their internal dialogue again. He responded with explanations, as if he 

were in therapy.

“Hell, the way he names his pets is pathological. And why cut me off about 

picking up empty cans and bottles when I’m out jogging? Squirrels collect 

acorns. What’s wrong with cleaning up the environment and using the deposits 

to buy lottery tickets? If I win, I can help a lot of animals to be rescued.

“And we need to talk about traffic lights too. They have rhythm. If a light 

turns green when I jog up to an intersection, or I find a penny from Heaven, 

I’m in harmony with the universe. There are no coincidences.”

George’s jogging made him a local celebrity. His neighbors avoided eye 

contact when they saw him out collecting, and the clerk at the supermarket 

couldn’t figure him out when he showed up with bags full of cans and bottles 

for recycling. He didn’t look like the average homeless person.

He was used to people asking him for directions while he was jogging but 

one morning when two police cars pulled up next to him, he was scared out 

of his wits. Seems some lady called in about this guy running away from her 

house with a bag full of stolen items. Of course, they were George’s bag of cans 

and bottles. After some tense moments, George ultimately convinced the cops 

he wasn’t a felon but rather an eminent surgeon who just happened to feel 

strongly about environmental issues.

The voices continued their dialogue. “I wish I could choose my relatives the 

way we choose pets. My labs are like tranquilizers and, although I hate to admit 

it, the cats have helped a time or two.

“Cats in the bedroom upset me until they started to curl up next to me, or 

stretched out on my chest, purring contentedly. Their soft, warm fur became my 
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security blanket and helped me fall asleep unless they stepped on my bladder. 

What has impressed me is that they seemed to intuitively know when I needed 

attention. Thinking about my pets helps me to relax—something Honey seems 

incapable of doing. She’s always making lists, going shopping, feeding the kids 

or the animals, watching TV, going to the doctor or dentist, in the bathroom or 

doing the laundry.

“We’d have a better relationship if Honey treated me like a cat and I treated 

her like a dog. Maybe I ought to apply to veterinary school. I’ll have to talk to 

our vet about a career change and find out if the people who bring the pets in 

take the joy out of it.”

His thoughts were interrupted by Honey calling to ask about the sunscreen 

again.

As he dutifully applied the sunscreen, he thought she really does care about 

me and I should probably start acting like the husband she needs.





CHAPTER 5

Every summer Carmine and his wife Maria rented the same house in 

East Orleans, on Cape Cod, and invited their eight grandchildren, who 

didn’t put him on a pedestal, to join them. Carmine was at peace on 

Cape Cod. The rhythmic roar of the waves felt sacred and touched something 

deep inside him. Every night he would sit for hours, often alone, listening. 

He felt a special connection to water; its ability to change form taught him 

invaluable lessons about life and surviving difficulties.

Everything happening through immersion, and the still pond allowing you 

to see your reflection and know your true self, he realized, were all part of what 

brought him to Hokmah. The more he thought about water the more it became 

his therapist. Even when water encountered an obstructing rock it found a way 

around it while making healing sounds—a far cry from what people did when 

they ran into trouble.

His afternoons were spent on the sands of Nauset Beach watching his 

grandchildren playing in the surf. His grandchildren brought out Carmine’s 

wolf like pack behavior more than his business relationships. He thanked God 

for them. They were great critics and had no fear of telling him how they felt. 

They knew he cared, criticized him freely, and polished his mirror.

The time with his grandchildren gave him the freedom he needed to think 

things out. He knew that what he shared in therapy, as long as it didn’t endanger 
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or threaten the lives of others, was privileged information. And maybe it wasn’t 

a coincidence George showed up when he did. He had been looking for a 

medical doctor to use in a business enterprise and help him retire with a few 

extra bucks. George could be the perfect candidate for the job. He’d have his 

associates check him out.

Carmine Jr. interrupted his reverie. “Poppie, come down to the water with 

us.”

The kids were like flowers to him, each one different and beautiful in their 

own way, bending in the wind one moment, seemingly too fragile for this 

world, bouncing back and craving admiration the next. His oldest grandchild 

was a bright kid in his senior year at Sacred Heart. As he entered the cold surf, 

he felt a twinge of conscience thinking about what he’d like to see Junior do 

with his life.

He was beginning to understand that reasonable and logical decisions 

could be wrong when they ignored feelings. Being trained by his grandfather to 

block out feelings didn’t make it any easier for him to deny his Mediterranean 

blood. Seeing Hokmah made him think about how often he put a lid on things. 

Letting his heart make up his mind was not an easy thing for him to do.

A wave knocked the two Carmines off balance. He began to feel like one of 

the kids, as he stood up to brush the sand off.

A shudder seized Carmine. “My legs are freezing! I’m going to sit down 

and warm up. Come on up here when you’ve had enough. Angelina! It’s time 

to come out of the water. Michael, Gabriel—give me a hand! Get the little ones 

up here to dry off before they get a chill. Why don’t we all go back to the house, 

pick up Grandma, and go over to Cooke’s for dinner?”

“Poppie, can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

“Sure, Junior. Let’s walk down the beach. What’s on your mind?”

“I’m scared to begin.”
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“Nothing wrong with being that Junior; I’ve been scared lots of times. Just 

remember I love you and whatever it is, I’ll try to help. I was just thinking about 

decisions and faith. So have faith in me as I do in you and let’s hear your story. 

Just say what you need to say.”

“A few months ago, a buddy of mine from high school had some drugs...”

“Where is this going? What did—”

“That’s what I was afraid of. Please let me finish.”

“Sorry. I’ll be quiet and try to live the sermon. Promise.”

“I wanted to see what it was like. You know, experiment. I had no idea what 

it did to you. So, I went for it” Junior’s eyes brimmed with tears. He glanced at 

his grandpop and saw no judgment in his face, only concern. He continued. 

“So, we shared a needle. He told me later that he’s HIV positive. I just got my 

test back. I’m positive too.”

The frontal vein on Carmine’s high forehead bulged in sharp relief to his 

blood-red face. He dragged a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair.

“What’s that son of a bitch’s name? I’ll teach him—”

“You won’t be teaching him anything, Poppie. You’ll be acting just like him. 

And I don’t ever want to be like him.”

END OF EXCERPT
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