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THE GOOD DOCTOR 
 
It’s Tuesday, April 9, 2013, six weeks before my 69th birthday. It’s 
also my fourth and final session with Dr. El. He asks me a question 
I don’t see coming. 

That’s not like me. 
“So, who’s Michael Hardy, really?” 
He sits patiently, not like he’s waiting for my reaction or sizing 

me up, or going to tell me I’m full of shit if I give him a wrong 
answer. No, he just sits and waits. Peaceful like. 

Who am I? 
“Good question, Doc.” 
“I thought you’d like that, Michael.” He smiles. 
This isn’t a challenge to see who’s smarter or got more balls. 

If it was, I’d already have him pinned against the wall—with my 
wheelchair, three hundred twenty-five pounds of my anger, and my 
four-inch knife pressed against his gut. It’s just conversation. Real 
conversation. 

“Maybe I’ll tell you when we get to know each other better, 
Doc.” 

He chuckles. “Sure, Michael. Officially though, this is our last 
session. And I’ll tell you now, I’m going to recommend a 
prescription of Xanax for your anxiety.” 

“Thanks, Doc.” I swallow hard. “You know, the way I’ve had 
to try and make ends meet for Theresa and me, that’s got me real 
upset. And ends is a real good way to describe our life right now. I 
got lots of trouble sleeping at night too, thinking about fucking 
Bobby Debrino wasting the last two years of my fuckin’ life, sayin’ 
he’d write my book and get me a movie deal.” 
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I watch Dr. El take in my section-eight studio apartment 
without judgment. Not much to see really, just a converted garage 
in need of lots of repairs. There’s a small flat screen TV on a dresser 
in the corner, our entertainment—a brass crucifix above the wall 
heater bracketed by a few votive candles. A lava lamp, an unframed 
painting of an Italian landscape my wife painted, a pair of worn 
cream-colored leather sofas. 

Our last session continues with him suggesting a few ways to 
decrease or eliminate my stress—breath work, focal points, 
visualization. We practice. It helps a little. Theresa sits off to the 
side as always, quiet, loving, taking it all in. 

Why’re you still here with me? I got nothing. 
When our session ends, he hands me my prescription slip and 

stands. We both share that awkward moment, like when you’re 
saying goodbye to a new friend you made during summer camp, 
promising you’ll write or see each other again, but knowing it’ll 
never happen. “I’ll be back in a month to do an assessment of your 
medication level.” 

He places a hand on my shoulder, looks me in the eyes and we 
shake. “It’s been a real pleasure meeting you, Michael Hardy.” 

Our hands don’t let go. 
You mean it. 
“Doc, you think we could maybe see each other again? I mean, 

like we been doing every week? This doesn’t have to be the end, 
does it?” 

“Yes, we can meet, Michael. But those would be different 
kinds of sessions.” 

“How so?” 
“We’d be talking more about your past, the origins of your 

anxiety and anger, your family. Could you do that?” 
I nod. I guess I could. 
“Then same time next week, Michael?” 
“Yeah.” 
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THE GOOD DOCTOR, REVISITED 
 
Three months later, I find myself staring at him because I don’t 
believe what he just asked me to fucking do. “I don’t answer 
questions if I don’t want to, Doc. When I was nineteen, I got beat on 
for twelve hours with the Brooklyn phone book by a couple of 
pissed-off cops. I didn’t say but two words—words I don’t use these 
days.” 

“Really?” 
I sit up in my chair and lean forward, like I’m bracing for stiff 

wind. “And the Mexican Police, they didn’t like that I spit in their 
capitán’s face after he called my mother a Jew whore. They chained 
me to a wall and beat on me with two-by-fours—and he used a cattle 
prod on my nuts. I didn’t tell ‘em shit.” 

“Okay.” 
“So, do you honestly think I’m gonna tell you, someone I met, 

what was it—four months ago—what you just asked?” 
“It’s simple really, Michael,” Dr. El explains calmly. “Just 

take this pad and pen. Then draw a line down the middle.” 
I don’t move. 
“That’s okay. See?” 
He draws the line and pushes the pad and pen across the coffee 

table to me. I hesitate, but pick them up.  
“Okay, now on the left side, and that’s all we’re working on 

today, list all the attributes, you know, the nice things about your 
mother. Shirley was her name, right?” 

I nod. “Everyone but me in our family called her Queenie.” 
“What’d you call her?” 
“Mother.” 
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“At the top of the page on the left side write ‘Good.’ On the 
right side, well, we’ll work on that next week. Take your time.” 

I look to my left hand. It aches and not just because of the 
neuropathy from my diabetes. It won’t move. Not even to write the 
word ‘good.’ This is the same hand I commanded to act on my 
behalf thousands of times, to impose my will on anyone who stood 
in my way. I stare at the blank page and it gives me nothing back. 

My mind starts to spin through six decades of neglect, 
disappointments, betrayals, and a legacy of crime I still run from. 

Run? That’s funny. I’m in a fucking wheelchair. 
Eyes open or closed, it doesn’t matter. 
Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
Now I watch my hand tremble. I don’t understand what’s 

going on. I look around the room for an anchor, something to steady 
me. Theresa gazes at me with love and concern. I have to look away. 
It feels like I’m in a small boat in a raging storm with huge waves 
crashing all around me, lightning and thunder everywhere. A distant 
voice calls. It’s calm. 

I don’t get it. That’s not what I feel. I want to punch a wall. A 
face. Crack a bottle over someone’s head. Stab someone. Shoot 
someone. 

“Michael? Michael!” 
I look up into Dr. El’s face. It’s peaceful. I realized I’ve been 

holding my breath—and exhale. 
“Michael, why don’t you take some time and think on this? 

Okay?” 
I nod and go to stand. Then I realize I’m not at his office. I’m 

in my wheelchair and he visits me. Dr. El rises. Theresa goes to him, 
gives him a hug and ushers him to the door. I look down at the blank 
page. My hand is still red and cramping as it squeezes the pen, as if 
I can crush the confusion and anger out of my pounding head. 

What the hell? I can’t write a few fucking words on a piece of 
paper? 

*** 
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“I’m sorry about last week, Michael,” Dr. El says the 
following Tuesday at one o’clock, our usual time. 

I could have ended our get-togethers, but something good 
happens each time we talk and I don’t want it to end—yet. “That’s 
okay, Doc.” 

Dr. El sits and waits. He doesn’t stare. He just looks at me in 
a kind of favorite uncle sort of way. Tall, thin, wire-rimmed glasses, 
a trimmed graying goatee, gentle gray eyes framed by deep 
wrinkles. I don’t feel pressure to do anything. I shift myself around 
a bit in my wheelchair. 

“Doc, let me ask you a question.” 
Doctor El nods, “Sure, Michael.” 
“How can someone like you sit and listen to people like me 

spew their crap at you every day?” 
“I like to help. It’s pretty much that simple. And being semi-

retired, well, that gives me the freedom to work on the cases and 
people I choose.” 

Can I trust you? 
“I’ve done some crazy shit in my life, Doc. Pardon my 

French.” 
“I guessed as much, Michael.” 
“No, no. You have no idea. And I mean, no idea the kind of 

shit I’ve done.” 
He just nods and smiles, like he really does know. Like he’s 

already seen the mountains of papers—my rap sheets, legal briefs, 
witness testimonies, and incriminating evidence. The coroner’s 
findings, mug shots, prison transfers, court documents, Interpol 
reports, and parole logs. Even my hospital records with their X-rays, 
CAT scans, blood work, and surgeons’ notes. And then there’s the 
rows of jars with the eleven pieces of lead taken out of me, and my 
nine dead toes floating in some yellow liquid. 

How far should I go? 
“I wasn’t always the well-adjusted, convicted murderer you 

see before you now.” 
He laughs. Almost a belly laugh. 



THE LAST JEWISH GANGSTER—THE FINAL YEARS 
 

 
6 

That’s good. 
“What were you then, long before all that started, Michael?” 
Without thinking, I say, “Just a little boy.” 
“Tell me about that little boy.” 
“I was a chubby Jewish kid from Brooklyn—and my grandpa 

loved me.” 
Something about those two words lodge in my throat. 
Loved me. Loved me. 
“Have you ever gone back to talk to that boy?” 
“What?” 
“Have you ever had a conversation with that little boy, chubby 

little Michael Hardy?” 
I stare at my hands and don’t say a thing. 
Dr. El continues, “If you did, what would you say to him 

today—right now?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Dr. El leans forward. “Remember when we started together, 

Michael? We agreed ‘I don’t know’ is the only answer not allowed 
in our conversations.” 

I nod. 
“So, if you had a chance to go back in time, what would you 

say to little Michael Hardy today?” 
Something begins to tighten in my chest. I don’t like the way 

it feels. I want to scream, “I don’t fucking know,” at the top of my 
lungs. My eyes dance around the room. I look at the clock. 

It’s only 1:15. We got another 45 minutes. 
His extra calm voice interrupts my panic, “Let’s not talk to 

little Michael now, okay?” 
I nod. The knot untangles. My heart calms. 
He switches topics. “You told me a little bit about your time 

in prison for murdering your wife. Why don’t we talk about when 
you were arrested—what was it, 1990?” 

“Yeah, November 2, 1990. My son, Robert, fingered me. I 
hired an L.A. Jewish lawyer, Jimmy Blatt, to defend me. It took him 
almost a year before we cut a deal.” 
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“A year? What’d you do during all that time?” 
“Besides sitting in my cell and doing lots of reading, whenever 

Jimmy and I got together, we either discussed my case—or I told 
him something more about my background. Said he wanted to know 
the man who was sitting across from him now, and who’d be sitting 
next to him in court when he defended my life.” 

“So, what did you tell him?” 
“Everything, Doc. I told him everything.” 

 


