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Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.

Smart fella, that Lord Acton, but I think—not that anybody asked—the key word in that phrase is “tends.”

It doesn’t have to.

That’s why Superman is such a universally beloved character.

He has the power of a god, but he’s not a dick about it.

I was lying on my threadbare couch, wolfing down one slice of pizza after another, and washing it all down with one can of Male Ale beer, after another.

The Jack LaLanne Diet, it wasn’t.

I was watching a new episode The Six Million Dollar Man, The Seven Million Dollar Man, written by Peter Allen Fields and guest-starring Monte Markham, a great actor who appeared on just about every television show there was during the 1970s.

Monte played Barney Miller, who later became Barney Hiller.  If you’re of my generation, then you likely know why.

After a car racing accident, Hiller is fitted with bionic limbs, like the show’s main character, Steve Austin, played by the rugged and charismatic Lee Majors; and becomes a super-agent for OSI, Office of Scientific Investigation, run by the perpetually concerned Oscar Goldman, played by Richard Anderson.

Next to Star Trek, this was my all-time favorite tv show.  

Barney loses his mind on his first mission.  He’s intoxicated by his new powers and the evil that’s already within him is galvanized.

Steve is able to defeat Barney before the last commercial break.  Dr. Rudy Welles, played by Allen Oppenheimer, deactivates Barney’s bionics, everybody’s happy and the credits roll.

I hope that all the boys at home watching this get the show’s moral.  I think it’s a good one.

Yes, power tends to corrupt, but it doesn’t have to, if the man who has it is good, just and righteous, like yours truly.

I’m pretty sure that’s a minority opinion.

My phone rang.

“Lee Hacklyn, a man barely alive.”

“Lee!  Buddy!  Guess who?”

“Burton Cummings?”

“Hah!  It’s your old buddy, Hal!  From Kennedy!”

Hal Burns.  Like acid.  I considered hanging up.

“Hi, Hal.”

“It’s great to hear your voice again, man!  I think about you all the time!”

You think about me when you want something from me, I wanted to say, but didn’t.
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“Lee!  Hey, man!  We should grab a beer, some time and catch up.”

“What do you want, Hal?”

“What do I want?  Ha, ha!  Well, since you asked, and you did, just know, if you’ll recall, I was wondering if you might like to come over to the house for a bit.  You remember where I live, right?  Mom and Dad?  They’ve passed on and they left it to me.  Hey!  Remember Cherry Cross?  You were always so sweet on her.  Hell, who wasn’t?  Well, I married her and we have a daughter, Rebecca, she’s one.”

“Congratulations, Hal.  Thanks for inviting me to the wedding.”

“Oh, we married in Vegas, Lee.  Had to.  Her Dad thinks I’m a low-down skunk.  Anyway, I’m moving up in the world.  Just made Assistant Manager at Vic’s Videos in Queens.  You should stop by and get a membership, I’ll give you a sweet discount.  Our x-rated section, I mean, “sex-tion,” can’t be beat, both puns intended.”

“I never cared much for porn, Hal.  There’s no love in it.”

“Yeah, you always were a square.”

“I’m hanging up.”

“No, don’t!  I mean, please!  Um, Lee?  I’m looking at two men, right now.  They look like they just stepped off the set of the Godfather.  One guy’s got a .357 Magnum pointed at Cherry and the other guys got brass knuckles and he’s standing next to Rebecca’s crib.  I did a dumb thing, Lee.”

“Not for the first time, nor the last, Hal,” was my reply, as I slid into my socks.

“I borrowed from a loan shark.”

“How much?”

“Five hundred.  Now he wants a grand or he’s gonna....gonna...he’s gonna kill my family.”

“Tell those goombahs I’m on my way.  Tell them I’m bringing them their money.  You didn’t tell them who I am, did you?”

“No, I’m not that stupid, Lee.”

“You were never stupid, Hal.  Just desperate.  And helpless.”

I checked my Browning clip.  Good to go.

“Guys like you dig yourselves into holes and you expect guys like me to dig you out of them.  Never mind.  If something happens to your wife and daughter, Hal, it’s on you.  I’ll blame you for it and you’ll regret calling me.”

I slammed my phone down and put my jacket on.

Pole.

I should get a pole.

One that I can slide down to the get to the underground parkade.

Like Bruce Wayne.
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“Yes?”

“Good evening, ma’am.  My name’s Harvey Kindheart.  I was just on my way home from serving soup and bread to this city’s less fortunate, when I spied with my little your beautiful American flag, fluttering in the wind.  Say!  That perfume you’re wearing smells just wonderful.  Where can I get some for my wife?”

“I’m afraid I’m quite busy right now.”

“A hard-working, patriotic American like yourself, I don’t doubt it for a second.”

“Hey!  Jabberjaw!  The woman of the house just told you she was busy!  Get lost!”

I peeked past Cherry’s shoulder.  She was my age, twenty-five, but looked much older.  A burning Blue Buzzard was between her fore and middle fingers.  Her breath stank of wine. 

What price we pay for our vices.

I saw Hal, wearing that same ball cap from high school, the one with the Peace logo, sitting on an ottoman, his teeth were chattering and tears were streaming down his gaunt face.

A man whose face was mugshot-perfect was holding a .357 Magnum and pressing it against Hal’s graying temple.

Grey at twenty-five.

Holy Moley!

The anti-Dirty Harry’s colleague, his fists adorned with brass knuckles, was standing next to a crib.

Men like this were children once.

What dreams did they sacrifice for a life of cruel villainy?

My vacuum cleaner was next to me.

“But, sir!  This will only take a moment of your time!  This is the latest breakthrough in vacuum cleaner technology, the Hacklyn-Hypersuck 2000, fresh off the line.”

Actually, it was a Hoover, fresh out of my bedroom closet.

Brass Knuckles grabbed Cherry by her ponytail and gave it a hard yank.

There was a small hook on my Hoover for the cord. 

On the hook, so to speak, was the trigger guard of my Ain’t-it-Great .38 Special.

I grabbed it and gave Brass Knuckles a new genital aperture.

The anti-Dirty Harry pointed what my mother would’ve called his “manhood extension” at me, but I was faster.

I was always faster.

Two bullets later and I saw a black mist rise from his body and meld into the floor below, far, far below, where fire burns eternal.

Maybe I drink too much.

Cherry ran into my arms and kissed my cheek.

Gross.

“Oh, Lee!  You asked me out Senior Year and I laughed in your face!  And then I married that loser!  What a fool I am!”

She marched up to Hal, slapped his face, picked up her half-empty glass, I feared her life was always be half-empty, downed it, then crashed on a gossip tabloid-strewn couch and passed out.

Hal wept into his hands and said, “Lee?  What am I gonna do?”

“You’re going to tell the cops why these guys were here.  They’ll arrest your, um, “Private Banker,” and you’re going to testify against him.”

“Fuck that.  I’m taking Cherry and Rebecca to Mexico.”

“Suit yourself.  You’re welcome, Hal.”

Before calling 911, I picked up a crying baby Rebecca, she put her little arms around me and I held her.

Somebody had to.
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