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CHAPTER ONE


LATER ON, NO ONE would remember who was actually the first one to eat the bug, but a lot of them tried to take credit for it.


Brother Karl Sagacious said that he remembered it clearly. He had been hiking around the hills north of San Francisco while on sabbatical from his professor’s job at UCLA where he taught a history course titled “Egyptians, Phoenicians, Romans, Greeks, and other Black Folk,” and as he was pitching his tent one night to sleep, a brilliant light appeared in the sky.


And then a thin voice came and it said, “All your science is false. But I will show you the true way.”


It was a woman’s voice, Brother Karl Sagacious later recalled.


He remembered he had been blinded by the light, but impelled by some force he could not understand, he staggered sightlessly from his tent and pushed his way through the forest, until the voice commanded him:


“Kneel and eat. This is your truth.”


Still unseeing, he obeyed. His hands found tiny nuggets of food which he popped into his mouth. They were delicious. They tasted like miniature lobster tails. He could not stop eating and when he did, he finally fell asleep where he knelt.


He woke with the morning sun and found himself in the middle of a field of weeds. The weeds were covered with brown, soft-shelled bugs. Was that what he had eaten?


He looked closely. The bugs were not moving. They were asleep. Or dead. His stomach rumbled at the thought that he might have chosen to eat dead insects for supper.


But then he remembered the voice.


“This is your truth,” She had said.


Slowly, with trembling fingers, he reached out and plucked one of the bugs from the weed. He examined it carefully. It even looked benign. It had a round head, but no pincers, and its legs were but little hairlike stubble on the side of its inch-long body. And it was dead.


He gulped once, swallowed, and then popped the bug into his mouth and bit into it.


It tasted exactly like lobster tail. It was wonderful. Nirvana.


He stayed in that spot for breakfast, and then when he was full, he returned to civilization to spread the word.


At least that was how he remembered it.


Brother Theodore Soars-With-Eagles remembered it quite a different way.


No modern man, he insisted, had been the one to discover the bug. It had been part of the collected wisdom of the Native Americans who had ruled these lands before the white man came to despoil it with his cities and schools and churches and toilets and homes.


And he, Brother Theodore Soars-With-Eagles-as the spiritual and physical heir to those noble Red Men-had known since childhood of the magical properties of the thunderbug, so named because they invariably lifted their tiny heads quizzically whenever it thundered-and had been eating nothing but them since he was little more than a papoose on the Chinchilla Indian reservation in Sedona, Arizona.


Some reporters found out later that Brother Theodore Soars-With-Eagles had never so much as seen an Indian reservation in Arizona. Instead, he had been raised in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, as Theodore Magarac, the son of an immigrant Latvian steelworker. He had spent fifteen of his forty years in jail for petty theft.


His last known scam had been perpetrated in the wake of the U.S. Postal Service’s pick-an-Elvis-any-Elvis campaign. Theodore thought that if they’re going to put a junkie on a stamp, they ought to put a fag on too, so he started a 900 number to lure people into paying for the privilege of voting on whether Liberace or Rock Hudson should have his gummy backside licked by the Postal Service’s patrons.


The scam collapsed when the Postmaster General called the number, got an answering machine and no callback, and subsequently discovered a $49.99 telemarketing charge on his office phone bill. He got steamed and sicced the Inspector General and the FCC onto Theodore. Magarac did a year in Folsom.


However, the reporters decided that running a story on Theodore Magarac’s pedigree would add nothing to the public’s necessary store of knowledge on the subject. And since the new bug was obviously going to be such a boon to mankind, it would not do to confuse the discussion with a lot of extraneous nonissues, and so the story was never published.


They were saving it for when the story peaked.


But while the history of the bug’s discovery might have been in doubt, what was certain was that somehow Brother Theodore Soars-With-Eagles and Brother Karl Sagacious had come together and created an organization called PAPA-People Against Protein Assassins-and it was their stated goal to make the bug the new staple of the world’s diet.


“The world no longer needs chicken farms or cattle ranches or hogs raised for meat. With the discovery of the Miracle Food, we have ended forever the specter of hunger and starvation on our planet,” read one of their press releases.


Even in California, where people will sign up to do almost anything, it was a tough sell convincing people to eat bugs. But as time went on, more and more came aboard.


Soon PAPA was taking over the entire membership of the state’s hundreds of New Age groups. Crystal-strokers, cosmos-guiders, rain-foresters, Harmonic Convergers, Pyramidologists-all decided that the Miracle Food was the way of the future. They joined by the hundreds and the movement slowly crossed the Rockies and came into America’s heartland.


It could no longer be ignored.


The Miracle Food was tested and examined in scores of laboratories, and the preliminary reports were almost as glowing as Brothers Karl and Theodore made them out to be.


The bug was a little-known insect named Ingraticus Avalonicus. It was able to live in all climes but in the past had been slow to reproduce and therefore had not ever been previously found in large numbers.


The entire body of the insect was edible, high in protein, carbohydrates, and essential amino acids, but without fat and with the added property of apparently lowering the blood cholesterol of someone who ate it. People could eat them like popcorn and actually lose weight.


The bug’s habits were also peculiar. It did not sting and there were no known allergies exacerbated by it. It did not eat valuable crops. Instead, the lowly and insignificant Ingraticus fed only on common weeds that grew everywhere, and it would simply light on a weed and eat until it died.


A panel from Consumers News magazine made a test of the Miracle Food, both raw and cooked, and reported that the thunderbug tasted better than pizza.


In every state in the union, PAPA groups sprang up. The United Nations called for action. Official Washington decided the lowly thunderbug was now worth its consideration and it ordered redone, at a hundred times the original cost, all the tests that had been done privately. But first a new laboratory had to be built at a cost of six hundred million dollars in the Arkansas district of the Speaker of the House. With cost overruns, the lab ultimately cost four billion dollars, but eventually it got around to studying the thunderbug.


“Is the Millennium Here?” the New York Times wondered in a front-page editorial. “Has mankind really found the answer to worldwide starvation?”


Back in California, in the wooded clearing where the original one hundred members of the very first PAPA group still lived, there were rumblings of internal problems.


Brother Theodore was unhappy because Brother Karl Sagacious had been on television too much of late, depriving him of equal-opportunity face time.


And Brother Karl had been heard to complain that he thought Brother Theodore was raising too much money for “research” that never seemed to get done.


It got so bad that the two stopped talking to each other.


And then came the Great Schism.


One day, Brother Karl came out into the clearing to address the faithful.


“You will remember that I was the first to eat the Miracle Food. And I ate it raw. And now, it seems that many of you are under the misapprehension that the sacred bug must be cooked first. This is heresy. From this moment on, the dietary rules are set by me. And not anyone else.”


Brother Theodore entered the clearing an hour later to address the same faithful.


“My people,” he said, meaning his imaginary Chinchilla forebears and not the Latvian steelworkers, “have been eating the thunderbug for centuries. It must be cooked. We let it die on the vine and then cook it. It is the only correct way.”


Brother Karl was back a few minutes later. “The Miracle Food is better eaten fresh. Cooked dead food is no better than beef stew.”


In the morning, the hundred earliest disciples had split into two camps.


Brother Theodore called his people The Harvesters. They waited until the insects had died on the weed of overeating and they cooked them in a clear broth like chick-peas.


Brother Karl said that hereafter there would be only one approved way to eat Ingraticus Avalonicus. “Pick up the bug, snap off its head, and pop it into your mouth. Fresh and good. The way She wants it.”


Brother Theodore dismissed Sagacious’s followers as heretics, calling them “Snappers.”


Sagacious gleefully picked up on the name. He had T-shirts made for his Snappers, in six designer colors and silkscreened with a legend rendered in what he claimed was genuine Phoenician calligraphy:


SNAP OFF THEY HEADS AND EAT THEM RAW


He proclaimed Brother Theodore and his Harvesters to be hopelessly New World and therefore counterprogressive.


Theodore told his followers that the Snappers were practicing the kind of cruelty to living things that all thinking people must protest. He had his own T-shirts made up for the Harvesters. They read:


ALL IN GOD’S GOOD TIME


The calligraphy, he claimed, was fourteenth-century Mohican. They sold like hotcakes at $29.99.


The next day, Brother Karl’s followers moved out of the communal clearing into the next clearing. Both groups continued to share the slit trench latrine, and one evening Brother Karl and Brother Theodore met there, quite by accident, when both came to squat.


“Karl, you’re screwing things up,” Brother Theodore said.


“I am following the way that She set out for me.”


“Forget her,” Theodore snapped, “whoever the hell she is. We’ve got a good thing going here and if we start fighting about it, we won’t have anything left.”


“I’m not interested in ‘a good thing,’” Karl said. “I am interested in truth.”


“All right, all right. You want truth. Try this: How is it that somehow it’s wrong to kill a freaking chicken, but you can snap the heads off the thunderbug and swallow it down warm?”


“Because that is what She told me to do.”


“That’s your answer? She told you to do it? What kind of an answer is that?”


“A truthful answer,” replied Brother Karl Sagacious.


“You know what’s wrong with you?” Theodore snapped. “You’re a nut. You never should have left the campus. They like nuts at UCLA. That’s why it’s called macadamia.”


“The word is academia,” said Karl, “and yours are the remarks of a desperate man.”


“Look. Can’t we get together on this and stop bickering? Let everybody eat the way they want. No skin off anybody’s ass.”


“You’re a charlatan, Theodore.”


Brother Theodore Soars-With-Eagles growled, pulled up his pants, and left, wondering what he was going to do about Brother Karl Sagacious.


He did not intend to let this one get away from him. He had been on the wire all his life, scratching to make a wrinkled dollar. Con games had put him in jail. Anointing himself as a Chinchilla Indian had gotten him room and board and a little good press for a few years, until his thick black hair began thinning and falling out. Male pattern baldness, a specialist had told him.


“Well, fix it,” he had insisted. “I can’t be no freaking Chinchilla Indian without hair. You ever see a bald spot on a Mohawk? Or a Dakota Sioux with a receding hairline? Everybody knows the noble Red Man had the follicles of a grizzly bear. That’s why my Chinchilla ancestors were so heavy into scalping. Hair was their totem. They ate hair, thus insuring abundant buffalo and no unsightly dandruff on their noble Chinchilla shoulders.”


“Sorry, friend. Your hair’s going.”


Shortly after that, the Indian movement went up in smoke signals when most of its members went to jail for murder, and Brother Theodore drifted West where he lived on the fringes of assorted loony movements until one night, in a restaurant booth, he heard another man-who turned out to be Karl Sagacious-talking about the wonderful bug food he had discovered.


“Tastes just like lobster,” the man kept repeating.


Theodore decided that there might be some way to turn a buck from it, and after the people had left, he went into the north California hills the man had been speaking of and, trying hard not to vomit, ate a couple of dozen bugs until he found one that tasted like lobster.


He went immediately to the press, concocting his story about the ancient Chinchilla thunderbug-eating tradition as he talked, and created PAPA right on the spot. A few weeks later, Sagacious-who never quite understood that the discovery had been stolen from him-showed up, and the two men agreed on a partnership to lead the new organization, People Against Protein Assassins.


And it had worked well enough until now … until this damn stubborn display by Sagacious.


Something was going to have to be done about him, Brother Theodore thought as he was falling asleep that night.


By morning, something had been done.


“Wake up, wake up, Brother Theodore,” a young woman called, rushing into his tepee.


“What’s the matter? What is it?”


“He’s dead.”


“Who’s dead?”


“Brother Karl is dead.”


“Oh, no. How sad. Oh, what a loss is ours,” Theodore moaned and turned and buried his face in his pillow so the woman could not see him smile.


“And that’s not all.”


“What’s not all?”


“Others are dying too,” she said. “They’re dropping like flies.”


“Oh, what a pity,” Brother Theodore said. And this time he meant it.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and his favorite movie was still Gunga Din.


He thought about it as he was sitting in the Harvard University auditorium, waiting for the start of the film tribute to Hardy Bricker, Hollywood’s newest wonderchild.


He had liked Sam Jaffe in Gunga Din. But Cary Grant and Douglas Fairbanks and Victor McLaglen were good too. What other movies did he like?


He saw Fantasia once and really liked the dancing hippopotamuses. And Casablanca was okay except he never liked that fat guy who was in it. But Citizen Kane was about a sled, for crying out loud, and he had seen three minutes of Batman once, but the picture was so dark it looked like it had been filmed in a cave. He hadn’t seen much else, not even in the various apartments he had lived in all his life, because while he had a VCR, it was always being used by Chiun, his trainer, to watch old soap operas.


It wasn’t as if he hated movies. He didn’t hate them. He didn’t care enough about them to hate them. He just didn’t think about them at all.


But he was willing to make an exception for Hardy Bricker.


Hardy Bricker had made five films and was now being called the hottest director in Hollywood history. “The thinking man’s director,” some critic said on television and Remo thought that might be true if the thinking man involved never thought about anything but bullshit.


Bricker’s first film had been called Frag. It showed how American soldiers committed atrocities in Vietnam, pushed to perform them by an evil military-industrial complex intent upon enslaving the world. Remo had been in Vietnam for a while and he knew that the soldiers there were no better or no worse than any America had sent anywhere else. They just wanted to stay alive.


To call them criminals was in itself criminal. But it had rung just the right note for Hollywood. That city, run by people so dumb that they thought conspiracies explained everything, had found in Hardy Bricker an eloquent new spokesman. They bombarded him with picture offers. He took only the ones that paid him the most money.


Frag was followed by Dependent. Day, showing how America was an evil racist country that turned its back on the noble soldiers who had fought in Vietnam-the same noble soldiers who were murderers in Frag.


And then he did a movie called Horn, about some jazz musician who killed himself with a drug overdose brought on by his worrying about America turning into an evil racist country.


Then his movie Jocko told the story of a rising young politician who was killed by an evil racist secret power structure of the United States, in a conspiracy involving 22,167 people. It won Bricker his third Academy Award.


And tonight was to be the preview of Bricker’s latest epic: Crap, which proved that all organized religion in the United States was the tool of an evil racist secret power structure trying to promote fascism in America. To be followed by remarks from Hardy Bricker himself, for those who needed even pictures explained to them.


Does anybody believe this bullshit? Remo wondered, then looked around at the bearded, hairy Harvard underclassmen who had packed the auditorium, and he nodded sadly to himself. These zanies would swallow anything.


Remo could tell that it was eight o’clock, and right on time the house lights dimmed and the elegant title Crap appeared on the screen, the individual letters apparently made by arranging dog turds on a white background.


Then the camera pulled away and the white background turned out to be a priest’s cassock. The priest had it pulled up around his waist. He was sexually molesting a preteen girl. In the first five minutes of the film, the same priest sexually assaulted three more children. Then he shaved, put on expensive aftershave lotion, and went to lunch with an evangelist at an expensive New York City restaurant, where they talked about following the secret orders of their military-industrial masters. Before lunch was finished, both clergymen had ducked into the hatcheck room to ravage two waitresses.


When they finished and came out of the hatcheck room, they sprinkled Holy Water on the restaurant and blessed it as a Place for God’s Work. Then they argued with management about the luncheon bill, refused to pay it, and went outside to their waiting block-long limousines, in each of which three street hookers had been gathered up to make sure the ride back to their churches wasn’t too boring.


Remo rubbed his eyes in stupefaction at what he was seeing. The sound was scratchy. The film looked to be out of focus. The dialogue, what little there was beyond sexual grunting, seemed to have been written by an imbecilic fourth-grader.


And all around him, students were cheering, laughing, and applauding.


“Tell them, Hardy. You tell them, man,” a black man next to Remo stood up to shout. He punched a clenched fist into the air.


“Sit down and shut up,” Remo said.


“I … beg … your … fucking … pardon,” the man said coldly. He was older than most of the others in the auditorium, so his dumbness couldn’t be written off as the ignorance of youth. He wore a goatee, tortoise-shell glasses that might have been swiped from Hedda Hopper’s cold corpse, and a black baseball cap with the Roman numeral ten on it.


Remo recognized the man then. He was a famous film director who after running ten million dollars over budget trying to film the life of a burglar-turned-pimp-turned-martyred-civil-rights-leader, cried racism after the film company refused to kick through the shortfall. When other black film personalities ponied up, he publicly demanded that black people all over the country skip work and school and breakfast to see his movie about black responsibility, or risk being branded as Uncle Toms themselves.


Harvard University immediately hired him to teach a humanities course called “Black Values.”


Remo reached out and touched the back of the man’s left knee. The leg collapsed and the man slumped back into his seat.


“Hey-!” he started.


“One more word out of you,” Remo warned, “and I’ll do the same thing to your head that I did to your leg. Shut up.”


The man did. He whipped off his cap and started chewing on the bill.


Remo could put in only five more minutes of watching Crap before he stood and slipped quietly out of the row and walked around to the back of the theater. Although it was dark, he was able to adjust his eyes so that he saw as clearly as if it were high noon. There was a flight of steps at the side of the small stage and a door behind them.


Remo walked down quietly and let himself backstage through the door.


There were a half-dozen students running around, apparently busying themselves with errands of some sort, but Remo saw no sign of Hardy Bricker.


He walked down a long hall. While he made no effort to eavesdrop, any sound from inside the rooms would register on his sensitive ears. He stopped outside the last door. Inside he could hear sighing and heavy breathing.


The two guards could hear the breathing too. They were Harvard University campus police and they were paid not to remember things they heard or saw, and, occasionally, smelled.


“Hey, get away from that door!” the first guard shouted. “You know who’s in there?”


“Another Bolshevik,” Remo said.


“Hardy Bricker, that’s who,” the second guard said.


“Well, la-di-da,” said Remo.


They were a Mutt and Jeff pair, one tall and reedy as a flagpole with the blue flag twisted around it, and the other short and squat like a squash ball stuffed into a shapeless blue sack.


They had been standing in their dark blue uniforms at the far end of the corridor, before the fire door and under the darkened EXIT sign, their hands clasped behind them, at parade rest.


Except now their hands were swinging at their sides and they were moving in on Remo with all the purpose of high school corridor monitors and, to Remo Williams, the first white Master of Sinanju, about the same threat level. Which was to say, none.


Remo lifted his hands to show that he had no weapon and wasn’t a threat. He didn’t look like a threat. He didn’t look like much of anything-merely a man of slightly more than average height, very average weight, wearing a white T-shirt and tan chinos that fit tightly enough to suggest he carried no weapons, concealed or otherwise.


While the police were sizing him up with their eyes, satisfying themselves that this lean-bodied intruder was unarmed, Remo reached out with the deadliest weapons on his person-if not the universe-and got his fingers around the police throats. The thin-necked one was easy. The thick-necked one needed an extra two seconds of squeezing before his nervous system shorted too.


Still holding them by their necks, Remo carried the pair over to the fire door and dropped them there. Then he reached up to wave one hand over the EXIT sign. It winked on.


“Take a penny, give a penny,” Remo told himself.


The sounds were still coming from behind the closed door. He took the knob, twisted it with deceptive slowness, and slipped in.


Hardy Bricker was standing in front of a mirror, making faces at himself. He had a puffy, spoiled face, the face of somebody with too much money and a private school background. So the way he snarled and frowned at the mirror was funny. It was as if he were trying to put on his tough face for the speech he was scheduled to give to the Harvard undergrads.


Remo stepped into the light so the mirror caught his reflection.


Hardy Bricker caught the reflection too. His face froze with his upper lip curled a la Elvis Presley and his lower lip pushed out in a hemorrhoidal pout.


He pulled both lips into line and turned.


He began, “Who-?”


“-Me,” Remo shot back.


“Leave!” said Hardy Bricker, testing his tough voice.


“No,” said Remo.


“Don’t make me call the guards.”


“Don’t think you have the lungs to wake them,” Remo said casually.


“They dead?”


“Asleep, and so will you be if you don’t listen to me.”


“Listen to what?”


“I’ve got this idea for a movie,” Remo said.


Bricker groaned. “Everybody’s got an idea for a movie,” he moaned. “What’s yours? Little green men in a spaceship who captured you one night in Iowa? Or a tender love story about a sixteen-year-old and an eighty-year-old checkout clerk at the local Acme? Or maybe a ghost story about a guy who comes back to save his sweetheart’s life from killers? I’ve heard them all. What’s yours?”


“Naaaah, nothing like that. I’ve got this story about a big government conspiracy. To wipe out whole races of people. To promote fascism. Racism. The whole military-industrial conspiracy-stuff like that.”


Hardy Bricker’s soft features quirked into attentiveness. “Conspiracy?”


“A conspiracy with fifteen thousand people in on the secret,” Remo said.


The tension went out of Hardy Bricker’s overfed body. “That sounds like something more up my alley,” he said, sitting down suddenly. He waved Remo to a chair.


“Alley’s the right word,” Remo mumbled, adding in an audible voice, “I thought you might like it.” He took the other chair. Remo leaned over and whispered conspiratorially, “You know how your movies are always about government conspiracies?”


Hardy Bricker learned forward too. He looked Remo in the eye. “Yeah?” he said, his tone equally conspiratorial.


“Well, I’ve got the biggest one.” Remo pretended to look to see that the door was closed and then that there were no strange faces or shotgun microphones at the only window. “There’s a secret government agency, see, and it hires contract killers and they go around knocking off everybody who pisses them off.”


“Sounds about right. Who are the killers?”


“Well, one of them is this misunderstood American guy. He grew up in an orphanage in Newark and used to be a cop until they conned him into working for the Feds.”


“And he’s a racist, right?”


“No, no,” Remo said. “He loves everybody. He’s really kind of sweet. Thoughtful. Gentle, even.”


“Screw all that sweet and gentle. I want some racists. That’s what I make movies about. Racist evil Americans. Who’s the other guy?”


“You’d like him. He is a racist. He hates everybody.”


“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere,” Bricker said, his puffy face relaxing like a sponge absorbing water.


“Okay,” said Remo. “He’s about a hundred years old, see? Although he’ll only own up to eighty. And he’s from this small village and his family have been supporting the village by being professional assassins for a couple of thousand years. See, he gets into it because this secret agency hired him to train the young American and make him into a great assassin too.”


“Right. Got it. Where’s the village? Upstate New York?”


“No, actually it’s called Sinanju. That’s in North Korea.”


Hardy Bricker’s interested expression soured. “You mean this eighty-year-old great assassin is some dinky North Korean?”


“Right,” said Remo.


“That’s ridiculous! I don’t want a Korean racist. I want an American racist. Somebody put you up to this, didn’t they? One of the major studios, right? They’re trying to con me with this cock-and-bull story about two secret assassins. All right fella, tell me. Who are you?”


“I came on my own,” Remo said truthfully.


“Good. Then leave on your own. Interview ended. Good-bye.”


Hardy Bricker started to rise, but a hand he couldn’t see coming pushed him back down into his chair. The hand stayed there. It was firm. It wasn’t clutching or pinching or squeezing, but a numbness filled Hardy Bricker’s soft shoulder like Novocaine invading a healthy tooth.


Hardy Bricker noticed then that the hand was attached to its forearm by a very thick wrist. He looked at the man’s face again, as if seeing it for the first time. It was a strong face, dominated by deepset dark brown eyes and very pronounced cheekbones. The man’s hair was as dark as his eyes and his mouth was a thin twist that suggested cruelty.


“Not until I finish pitching my story,” the thickwristed man said casually. “So these two work for this secret government agency called CURE, and their job is to kill America’s enemies.”


“And they get away with it?”


“Of course,” the man said, as if it was no big deal.


“Well, that’s the part I like. But as for the rest of it, sorry, pal, it just won’t fly.”


The man said, “I haven’t told you the best part.”


“What’s that?”


“You know how you always say that there’s a secret government that really runs America and goes around killing people?”


“Yes.”


“You were right.”


“I knew that.”


“No, you were really right. In fact, it’s bigger than you dreamed.” The thick-wristed man made his voice conspiratorial again. “The President is in on it.”


“Which President? Give me names.”


“All of them.”


“Since when?”


“Since CURE started. Back in the 1960’s.”


“You don’t look old enough to go back that far.”


“Macrosymbiotic diet,” said the other. “Keeps me young. Besides, I didn’t come in until later.”


Hardy Bricker was trying to process the information coming into his barely wrinkled brain. Every President since the sixties. Mostly they were Republicans. Hardy was pretty sure about this, because in his forty-odd years of life only twice had he ever voted for a winner.


“Your story has a tinge of truth to it,” he allowed.


“I thought you’d think so.”


“But tell me this-if every President for the last four decades has known, how come none of them have talked-or shut you down?”


“They haven’t talked because they can’t.”


“You kill them? Is that it?”


The thick-wristed man looked insulted. “No, no. We just erase their memories after they leave office, so that they think they remember everything about their term in office, but they don’t.”


“That must be an incredible machine that does it,” Hardy Bricker said.


The guy blew on his wriggling fingers and said, “It is.”


Hardy Bricker started to scoff but then remembered how numb his shoulder had gotten after the skinny guy had touched it.


“That part doesn’t sound so plausible,” he said.


“Sure it is. All over the human body are nerve centers. Sensitive nerve centers. It’s just a matter of putting negative pressure on those nerve centers while reminding the subject of what he shouldn’t remember.”


“Reminding him of what he shouldn’t remember? That sounds awfully Zen.”


“The Zen guys overheard something they shouldn’t have and that’s how they got where they are today-which is to say playing with themselves.”


“You’re losing me.”


“It’s like this. I just the other day had a nice chat with the last President.”


“Oh, him.”


“Yeah, that one. I reminded him that he was supposed to forget all about us when he left office, and he let me pressure the nerve that sort of blocks the bad thoughts.”


“This nerve-is it in the shoulder?”


“On some people.”


“What kind?”


“Ones without a working brain.” Hardy Bricker blinked his watery eyes rapidly, and Remo could tell by his expression that last part hadn’t quite sunk in.


“If this is true, why are you telling me?” Bricker wanted to know.


“Because I got to thinking if we make every President we work for forget that there is a secret government agency that really runs America, even though we know they’ll keep their mouths shut, we really shouldn’t leave a blabbermouth like you out.”


“Out of what?” said Hardy Bricker as the hand he couldn’t see move came back to his shoulder and squeezed so hard he thought he heard his rotator cup pop.


The pop seemed to pop his eardrums too. And out went his brain.


Hardy Bricker lost consciousness so he didn’t feel himself being thrown over a lean shoulder that was as hard as petrified bone or feel the coolness of the evening as he was carried out into Harvard Yard and across Massachusetts Avenue to a park where he was set down with his back to a bus port.


Remo scrounged up a discarded paper coffee cup, splashed out the last congealing brown liquid, and placed it in Hardy Bricker’s limp fist. Digging some loose change out of his pocket, he shook it in his palm until a thick subway token showed its brassy face. He picked it out along with a shiny quarter and poured the rest into the flimsy cup.


Then he touched the exact center of the man’s forehead, right where the caste mark would be if Hardy Bricker were a Hindu untouchable and not an American unmentionable.


Hardy Bricker’s eyes flew upon. He looked around. He did not see Remo, because Remo had slipped behind him and was doubling around so that he could casually pass Hardy Bricker.


Hardy Bricker was still seated on the sidewalk when Remo pretended to come up to him. Remo stopped, dug into his pocket for his last quarter and dropped it into the paper cup, where it rattled the rest of Remo’s change.


It rattled Hardy Bricker too. He peered into the cup, and then looked up at Remo’s face with big uncomprehending eyes.


“I-I don’t understand ….”


“Understand what?”


Bricker looked around. He seemed in a daze. “Understand anything. What am I doing here?”


“Well, that depends on who you are.”


“Who I am?”


“Yeah, who you are. You know, what your name is, where you live, where you work.”


“I-I don’t think I know.”


“I guess that makes you one of the growing legion of homeless, jobless, penniless unfortunates who fill our streets, public parks, and subways, the cruel victims of a heartless military-industrial conspiracy,” Remo said. “Any of it coming back now?”


“Yes, I think I’ve heard those words before.”


“Well, there you go,” said Remo happily.


Hardy Bricker looked behind him. There was a park, sure enough. “I don’t see any others like me.”


“Then you’re in luck. First one in has squatter’s rights.”


Hardy Bricker looked down. He was squatting, sure enough. It was beginning to make sense to his dull, foggy brain.


“What do I do?” he asked, watching the cars and buses zip by.


“You could say thank you.”


“For what?”


“For the quarter I dropped into your cup. It was my last quarter too.”


“Oh. Thank you.” Confusion crept back into his face. “What do I do now?”


“It helps if you shake the cup every little while,” Remo suggested.


Hardy Bricker gave it a shot. The cup shook, the change jingled and instantly a woman stepped up and dropped a Susan B. Anthony dollar into the cup. She walked on.


Hardy Bricker looked up. A slow smile crept over his puffy features.


“Thank you,” he told Remo gratefully.


“Glad to help the dispossessed of the earth.”


And Remo walked off, whistling. He did not walk far-only to the closest subway stop, where he took the Red Line through Boston to the city of Quincy, where he now lived.


He wasn’t a big fan of the subway. But he had driven in Boston traffic enough by now to understand he had a better chance of survival if he went over Niagara Falls in a Dixie cup.




CHAPTER THREE


FROM THE NORTH QUINCY stop, it was a short walk to the place Remo Williams called home.


The sight of it made Remo long for the days when he lived out of a suitcase. Remo had always envisioned that one day he would live in a nice house with a white picket fence-not in a baroque monstrosity of sandstone and cement.


It had once been a church. It still looked like a church. Or more like a church than anything else. Depending on which compass direction you were approaching it from, it resembled, variously, a Swiss chalet, a Tudor castle, or the condominium from hell.


Right now, it looked like a Gothic warehouse because of all the delivery trucks parked around it. There was a UPS truck, a Federal Express van, another from Purolator Courier, and numerous other package delivery service vehicles.


“What’s Chiun up to now?” Remo muttered, quickening his pace.


He caught up with the UPS driver as he was dropping off a plain cardboard box.


“This for a Chiun?”


The man looked at his clip. “The invoice says M.O.S. Chiun.”


“I’ll take it.”


“If you sign for it, it’s yours. My responsibility stops at the front steps.”


Remo signed “Remo Freud” and took the box. He had to put it down in order to climb the steps. The steps were piled with boxes of all types. He was clearing a path as the other drivers came out of their trucks, their arms laden with boxes of all shapes.
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