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A few background notes:

This novel is largely set in the summer of 1971. What was happening that year?

Ronald Reagan ruled California as a strict law-and-order Governor. His targets included student protesters at Berkeley, agricultural workers unionizing in the vineyard and farm fields, and bikers like the Hells Angels. 

President Richard Nixon, finishing his first term, was obsessively plotting covert military operations with the help of his national security advisor Henry Kissinger. 

FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, already 36 years in office, was crusading against the American left, especially the Black Panthers, and the anti-war Weathermen. Hoover’s preferred weapon was a “dirty tricks” branch known as COINTELPRO. 

Future Unabomber Ted Kaczynski resigned his professorship at the University of California Berkeley to live as a hermit. Charismatic preacher and future mass suicide fanatic Jim Jones was spreading his ministry around the world from his Peoples Temple in California’s Redwood Valley.

The country was deeply divided over the never-ending Vietnam War but maintained a middle-road conservative worldview, as shown by the continued popularity of right-wing celebrities like actor John Wayne and comedian Bob Hope. A wholesome troupe of young singers called Up with People! sang hopeful songs of peace and freedom while being underwritten by corporations deeply invested in continuing the war. 

On the left, the early hope of the anti-war movement had turned sour after so many years of continued fighting in Vietnam. The largely peaceful SDS (Students for a Democratic Society) had morphed into the Weathermen, best known for their terrorist bombing campaigns and a dynamite accident in Greenwich Village that killed many of its members. 

The darkly pessimistic mood of the left was best expressed by a proliferation of underground comic books celebrating revolution and anarchism, with titles like Robert Crumb’s Zap Comix, Fritz the Cat, Mr. Natural and Young Lust, among many others. Timberline is my fictional addition to that list.
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The Adventures of Timberline

Issue #5, “The Director”

Busted Head Press, 1968

Price: 35 cents

The opening page of the underground comic book Timberline, Issue #5 (The Director) shows FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover seated at a massive executive’s desk in his oak-paneled office. His walls are decorated with the taxidermized heads of John Kennedy, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, and Che Guevara.

Hoover’s desk groans under the weight of stacks of files, spools tape recordings, a machine gun, handcuffs, Billy clubs, John Dillinger’s penis in a jar of formaldehyde, bottles of gin and rye whiskey, reels of 8 mm surveillance film, spools of wiretapped audio tapes, and Clyde Barrow’s skull. A bare foot wearing a toe tag testifies to the presence of a corpse stuffed among the Director’s paperwork. 

Hoover wears the grizzled, dyspeptic look of a mastiff that has just swallowed a live porcupine in one gulp. He sweats profusely around his balding pate and from the folds of his double chins while he composes his thoughts in an old-fashioned ledger. His internal monologue is spelled out in an array of thought bubbles.

“What groups present an existential threat to the United States?” he asks himself.

His first idea appears in a separate bubble: “Existentialists.” Other suspected enemies follow: “Anabaptists. Semiologists. Vegetarians. Abortionists. Astrologers.”

In the next panel, a door opens from the Director’s waiting room. A frail, aged man with a swarthy complexion and a full white mustache stands in the doorway, wearing a janitor’s uniform. “Clean your office, Mr. Hoover?”

Hoover glances up from his work, surprised, but then smiles at the old man as if in gratitude for the interruption. “Yes, come in. Are you new here?”

The janitor shuffles in. “No, Mr. Hoover. I’ve been cleaning your office for the past 12 years.”

“Oh. And your name is . . . ?”

“Dion, Mr. Hoover. You know me.”

“Dion, let me ask you a very important question. Who do you think poses the gravest threat to our American way of life? What group? I mean, besides the Communists, the anarchists, the Mafia, Jane Fonda, college professors, The New York Times, students, labor unions, Quakers, the NAACP, the SDS, the Panthers, the civil liberty nutcases, opponents of capital punishment, pacifists . . . .”

Dion ponders the question while dumping a tray of cigar ashes into his wheeled trash can. “In my neighborhood, I seem to run into more homosexuals every year.”

“HOMOSEXUALS!” Hoover thunders. 

On the page, the word is set in a grotesque 50-point font, occupying almost the entire panel. The word crowds Dion and Hoover himself into the corners of the frame.

“Yes, Mr. Hoover.”

“PEDERASTS!”

“That’s right, Mr. Hoover.”

“SODOMITES!”

“Yes, Mr. Hoover.”

“QUEERS!”

“Yes. They have a bar on just down the street from my apartment house.”

“A bar? A bar just for queers?”

“Yes, sir. Oh, Mr. Hoover, you wouldn’t believe the goings-on in that place.”

“By God!” Hoover thunders. “This will not stand.”

“If you could find a way. . . .” Dion begins.

“To stamp them out? Yes. Certainly. I’ll launch a full-scale investigation. But tell me, now: How do you know the men at this bar are queers? How can you tell that they’re not just ordinary, normal men?”

An expression of mingled horror and shame crosses Dion’s care-ravaged old face. “Please don’t ask me to tell you that, Mr. Hoover. I don’t want to say it.”

Hoover is stunned. “Don’t want to say it? Don’t want to? It’s your duty to say.”

“Please, Mr. Hoover.”

“Listen to me: I am the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. You cannot refuse my demand for information about these queers. So speak, man! Tell me what they do!”

Dion cringes before the Director in an agony of embarrassment. “I don’t want to say it out loud, sir. May I whisper it instead?”

The next panel shows Dion’s dark lips and full white mustache poised to the side of Hoover’s pasty, cauliflower-shaped ear.

“They wear dresses.” 

The next five panels feature close-ups of Hoover’s eyes, each one a distinct reaction to the news he’s just received. 

Panel 1: Confusion, bewilderment. 

Panel 2: Dawning realization. 

Panel 3: Surprise. 

Panel 4: Shock. 

Panel 5: Rage.

And in that final panel, another speech bubble, Hoover’s voice. “Women’s dresses?”

“Yes, Mr. Hoover.” Dion now kneels beside Hoover’s chair, head bowed like a penitent. “Women’s dresses. They must not be allowed to do this anymore.”

“That’s the most depraved thing I’ve ever heard. It’s a crime against nature. It’s a crime against the law. It’s a crime against God himself! And by heaven, they shall be punished!”

In the next frame, Hoover gathers Dion into his massive, meaty arms, as in a lover’s embrace. “Thank you, Dion,” he says. “I realize you’re just a poor Mexican immigrant . . . .”

“I’m from Greece,” Dion corrects him, but is ignored.

“But in bringing these queers to my attention, you have performed a great service to your adopted country. Before I assign my agents to this case, though, I need to see these queers for myself, to prepare my men emotionally and morally for the kind of depraved behavior they will encounter. So I have a final request to make.”

Hoover’s voice drops to a whisper as he draws the old man into an even deeper embrace. “Will you . . . will you take me to this queer bar, so I can see?”

The perspective changes in the next frame, showing Dion’s tear-filling eyes as he gazes upward toward the Director and whispers, “Yes. I will take you.”

The next frame shows Hoover and Dion walking down the squalid sidewalk of a residential neighborhood of Washington. It’s a cold day. Hoover wears a double-breasted wool overcoat and a Fedora. Dion is still in his thin cotton janitor’s uniform. But somehow he looks younger. His mustache appears darker, his face less lined, his posture straighter. 

The sidewalk is crowded with overflowing garbage pails, stray cats, urchins, hookers, and used syringes. A bum publicly urinates on a lamp post. The two give him a wide berth to avoid being splashed on.

“America is the land of opportunity,” Hoover brags. “I’m sure you live a much finer life here than you did in Mexico.”

“Greece,” Dion tries to correct him again.

“In America, a lowly immigrant like yourself can become anything he wishes. A dish washer. A parking lot attendant. Even a janitor, like yourself.”

“In Greece, I was an orthopedic surgeon. We're almost there," Dion says, as they pass under an advertisement painted on the side of a brick building:

BIG BUCK SALOON - 200 FEET

“Almost there?" Hoover stops in his tracks.  “Great Scott! A thought just struck me. I can’t go in there looking like this.” He gestures toward his fine coat, jaunty hat, and highly polished wingtip shoes. “I’ll stick out like a sore thumb. I need a disguise, to look like a poor man.”

“My apartment is nearby. Perhaps you could use some of my clothes.”

“You can’t have anything that will fit me,” Hoover says as they turn their steps back toward Dion’s place. The artwork emphasizes the difference in height and girth between the two. Yet Dion looks even younger and taller in this panel. As well as in the next. . . .

Dion opens the door to his apartment. His mustache is dark now, as well as his hair. Dark and curly, with a sheen to it. He seems to have recaptured at least a decade of his youth.

It is a sparsely furnished apartment with a kitchen and a bedroom. A bare light bulb hangs over the kitchen table, and dirty dishes fill the rust-stained sink. A rat watches them enter from a bare cupboard. In the bedroom, a straight back wooden chair with one broken leg sits beside an iron bed frame. The mattress is battered, threadbare, sunken. But across from the bed stands an expensive brass clothes rack laden with dozens of outfits. Hoover chooses a sports coat from a hanger but can scarcely get one arm into it. 

“Just as I thought. Too small. You and I aren’t the same size at all.”

“My wife is larger than me. Perhaps something of hers would fit.”

“Your wife’s clothes?”

“Something like a winter coat, simply to cover your suit. Try this one,” he urges, passing Hoover a coat.

Hoover tries it on. “It fits. But it’s yellow. I can’t wear a yellow coat.”

“It’s very attractive on you,” Dion replies. “It goes well with your coloring.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Take a look in the mirror. See for yourself.”

“Not bad,” Hoover admits as he admires himself in an ornate full-length mirror that has suddenly appeared in the room. “But maybe a little too much yellow? The coat needs something to set it off.”

Dion considers their options on the clothes rack. “Try this scarf. Tuck it into the collar and under the lapels. Just like that,” he says, adjusting the garment. “The turquoise makes a lovely accent.”

“Not too feminine?” Hoover asks.

“Very manly.”

Hoover studies his reflection, frowns. “But now the shoes don’t match.” His fleshy mouth scowls with impatience. He surveys the rows of the wife’s shoes lined before the clothes rack. “Those,” he says pointing. But when Dion fetches the wrong pair, he explodes in a rage. “NOT the pumps! The heels!”

Dion obeys. His appearance has changed yet again. His hair has turned jet black. Curls cascade over his fair brow and down his neck. The mustache is gone. He wears the face of a man in the earliest flower of adulthood. 

“If we’re adding height,” Dion says, “may I suggest a pair of pendant earrings to enhance the effect? My wife has some lovely pieces to choose from.” Dion leads Hoover to a vanity that wasn’t in the room a moment ago.

The next several panels shift to Hoover’s perspective, as he beholds himself in the vanity’s tri-fold mirror. The yellow winter coat is gone, replaced with a flame-red Madame Grès sleeveless evening gown of pleated silk. Hoover’s fat hairy shoulders bulge grotesquely against the delicate fabric. A tangle of gray chest hair sticks out above the buttoned collar. His neck wattles droop to his bosom.

Hoover regards himself with satisfaction as Dion adds a pair of pear-shaped ruby earrings to the ensemble, and then proceeds to apply lipstick, mascara, eye shadow, and just a hint of blush to the cheeks. The transformation is almost complete.

“But something’s missing,” Hoover says, studying himself carefully. “I can’t quite put my finger on it. Something . . . I know – the hair!”

“The hair. How silly of me not to have thought of the hair. Fortunately, I have quite a few wig styles to choose from. Brunette? Blonde? Redhead? What is your pleasure?”

“Blonde. I’ve always wanted to be a blonde. Do you have something that will make me look like Veronica Lake?”

“I have just the thing.” Dion places a flowing platinum blonde wig on the old man’s head. Its tresses cascade over Hoover’s pale, flaccid arms, and curl about his withered chest under the pleated red silk.

“Magnificent!” Dion proclaims.

“Magnificent!” Hoover echoes in an awed whisper. “By god, I’m beautiful!”

Dion’s face joins Hoover’s in the reflection as he kneels beside the Director before the vanity. But it is no longer Dion’s face. It’s not a human face at all, but that of a gray wolf.

“I believe,” Dion says, “that you’re ready for the ball.”

In the next panel, Hoover and Dion are back on the street. The urchins, stray cats, addicts, bums and dealers are still there, but in this scene they all sprout large questions marks (???) and exclamation points (!!!!) above their heads as they behold the Director strolling past them.

Hoover seems oblivious to the consternation he’s creating. “I feel so free!” he says to Dion – who is now drawn as a vague outline of a male figure. The only part of him that’s in focus is his wolf face.

“You’re doing very well in those heels,” Dion comments. “I was afraid you’d trip.”

“I used to wear my mother’s shoes when I was a boy. I loved playing dress-up when she was away. Her shoes. Her half-slips. Her stockings. Crinolines. Nylons. Garter belts. Stays. Corsets. Bras. Frilly nightgowns. Girdles. But her shoes especially. Yes, it’s all coming back to me. Walking in heels. Your body remembers, sort of like riding a bicycle.”

As Hoover says this, he passes by a row of Harley Davidsons lining the parking lot of The Big Buck. But being completely absorbed by the way the toes of his shoes flip out under the hem of his silk skirt, he fails to notice them.

“What you’re about to see will shock you.” Dion now seems to tower over Hoover, a full six feet tall. “You’ll never be the same after you pass through this door. Do you have courage?”

“I have courage!”

“Then step through to the other side, my brother.”

The next panel opens on an interior view of the bar. Hoover stands in the open doorway in his high heels, evening gown and platinum wig. 

The room is filled with bikers. All of them big men. All of them hairy men – hairy faces, hairy chests, hairy nostrils, hairy armpits, hairy arms and hands and knuckles. Cigars. Tattoos. Bandanas. Switchblades. Brass knuckles. Confederate flags. Chains. Chewing tobacco. Beer mugs. Spittoons. Posters of nude women. Flies. Gnats. Plaster casts on broken arms and broken legs. Scars. Swastikas. Missing limbs. Missing eyes. Leather vests. Leather hats. Mirrored sunglasses. Missing teeth. Missing ears.

And in the next panel, a forest of ???? and !!!! bloom above each head as everyone in the room falls silent and turn to gape at the new arrival.

“Where are the queers?” Hoover says. “I’ve come to see the queers.”

The bikers merely stare back at him, open-mouthed.

“Come, come! I haven’t got all day. Bring me your queers!”

“We got no queers around here . . . and I don’t believe they like being called that,” one beer-bellied, bare-chested biker answers.

“Homosexual’s a more polite term,” a second comments.

“And better educated,” a third adds.

“This isn’t exactly their natural habitat,” the first remarks. “If you’re looking for homosexuals, you should probably go to a homosexual bar.”

“But this IS a queer bar,” Hoover protests.

“There goes that mouth again,” the second biker cautions.

“I have it on very good authority that this is a queer bar. My friend here told me so.”

“What friend?” the leather vested biker asks.

Dion is no more than a transparent shape against the wall now. A poster of a topless girl straddling an XR 750 shows right through him. The cartoonist makes it apparent that while the bikers cannot see him, Hoover still does.

“This man right here. He’s my employee and a loyal citizen. He may just be a filthy immigrant, but he’s a credit to his people, a credit to Mexicans everywhere.”

“I'm Greek,” Dion reminds him.

“There’s nobody there. You tripping, grandpa? Did somebody give you too much phenobarbital and set you loose from the old folks home?”

“This cat looks familiar to me,” the first biker says. He turns to an elaborately tattooed hulk beside him. “Snake, take that wig off him.”

Hoover tries to escape, but men seize him by both arms as Snake steps forward to remove the Veronica Lake wig.

His predicament suddenly dawning upon him, Hoover begins to sweat profusely. His earlier expression of a mastiff who’s swallowed a whole porcupine has changed to that of the same mastiff who now realizes he’s going to have to crap that porcupine out. Snake snatches the wig away.

“Well, bless my soul,” the vested biker says. “It’s J. Edgar Hoover!”

The bikers crowd around, curious. 

“Now why would the FBI come snooping around our humble establishment?”

Hoover tries to smile. “Just looking for queers. My friend here said this was the place to come.”

“What friend?”

“He’s right there.”

“No. You’re alone, old man.”

Hoover’s panicked face jerks back and forth between Dion and the bikers. “Listen, men, this is obviously some kind of misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding? No, I understand perfectly. I know exactly what you’re here for.”

“You do?”

“Certainly. You want to infiltrate our group. You and your FBI infiltrated the Outlaws in Chicago. You infiltrated the Highwaymen in Detroit. And the Mongols out in California. And the Banditos in Texas. And now you show up at our doorstep, dressed like some prehistoric hooker and claim to be looking for homosexuals. But it’s really just another infiltration. In-fil-tra-tion,” he repeats, slowly and ominously.

“In-fil-tra-tion!” the bikers chant in unison, forming a tight circle around him.

“No! I’m not infiltrating! Honest!” Hoover cries in despair. “Tell them!” he pleads to Dion. “Tell them! Help me, you fool!”

“I’m only here for you, Mr. Hoover,” Dion replies. “They can’t see me. They can’t hear me.”

“And what do we do to infiltrators, boys?” the biker leader asks his men.

The next panel depicts a full-page panorama of the bikers – dozens of them, holding lead pipes, baseball bats, bullwhips, cudgels, hockey sticks, cattle prods, chainsaws, straight razors, table lamps, pool cues, power drills, hammers, flagstaffs, broken bottles, peppercorn grinders, feather dusters, mops, brooms, trowels, flyswatters, cinder blocks, hammers, gavels, golf clubs and drain plungers. 

One enormous speech bubble rises above the heads of this crowd, an answer to their leader’s question about the proper disposal of infiltrators: “Whip the shit out of ‘em!”

Hoover cowers on the floor before them. His final words are directed to Dion, now nothing more than a translucent wolf's head hovering above the scene. Hoover has finally grasped that his guide has betrayed him.

“Who are you?” he demands “What is your name?”

“I am the dream that men like you wake from with a scream,” Dion replies. “I am the avenger of all human spirits crushed by the mighty, the wealthy and the proud. The people may lack power to destroy men like you, but I am the one who leads you to destroy yourselves.”

“A name! Give me a name!”

“I’ve been called Anansi. I’ve been called Bakcheus. I’ve been called Paradoxos, Loki, and Coyote. You, however, know me as Timberline.”

“Timberline? Bullshit! You don’t exist. My agents told me you don’t exist.”

“That’s what I told them to tell you,” the wolf's head – Timberline – replies. “And who knows? Maybe it’s the truth.”

“You mean you don’t exist?”

Timberline suddenly appears in the room, fully embodied. Tall, slender, hirsute, looking like an impossible amalgam of Che Guevera, Adonis, Jesus, and a youthful Rasputin. He is beautiful, strong, transcendent, something beyond human.

“Don’t exist?” he exclaims. “Of course I exist, you stupid piece of shit!” He turns to the bikers, now visible to them as well. “Sic him, boys,” he commands.

The next panel shows Hoover back in his office, back at his desk. Nothing much has changed in the scene except the Director himself, now wrapped in casts and plasters, head to toe, from the beating he suffered in The Big Buck. The only parts of his body exposed to view are the bare fingers of his right hand, clutching a fountain pen that he uses to write in his journal.

The last panel provides a close-up of the page he is at work on. In a surprisingly elegant cursive, Hoover has written the question: “Who poses the greatest existential threat to the United States of America?”

And below this question, in the same hand, the answer is written out, again and again and again:

“Timberline! Timberline!! TIMBERLINE!!!”
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Rosedale, Mississippi, 1957

Summer came early to the Mississippi delta. In Rosedale, a great cloud of grasshoppers crossed the river, swarming out of Texas or Oklahoma or Arkansas – nobody knew where, exactly –  and descended on the town the last week of April. Inside of a day, the birds followed. Enormous flocks of jays, catbirds, crows, cardinals. Eager for a feast.

The grasshoppers arrived in waves, breaking across the levee, the roofs of the town, the cottonfields and the Black shanties. The birds swept the sky in vortexes, circling counterclockwise. Always counterclockwise.

That Friday morning, the bugs and the birds had settled so thickly in the Rosedale elementary school playground that the principal, Mrs. Pack, briefly considered cancelling morning recess.

But the schoolhouse was already stifling, and her students – mostly barefooted farm children – didn’t seem the least bit afraid. They were used to anything nature had to offer. Poor whites, all. Except for two. Most moneyed families of Bolivar county sent their sons and daughters to a private Presbyterian school in Clarksdale.  They even hired a driver with a bus who made the round trip each weekday morning and afternoon. 

Henry Ragsdale, in the 5th grade, could have gone to Clarksdale with them, except that his father was Bolivar County sheriff who cultivated a public image as a man of the people. No private education for his son. Henry took after his father in his barrel chest and love of bullying. There wasn’t a child in the school who wasn’t afraid of him. Or a teacher. Even his best friends – three squint-eyed, tallow-haired cousins from a family of backwoods bootleggers – treated Henry with cautious deference, ever wary of his explosive temper and surly disposition. 

Phin Beauclerk, in the 3rd grade, was tall for his age and lean as a birch branch. His people, the Beauclerks, if not the richest family in town were certainly the oldest, the most aristocratic, dating back to the old plantation barons of the 1820s. Phin – short for Phineas – had transferred to the public school only recently, after Christmas holidays. Rumor said that he’d been politely expelled from the private school in Clarksdale over some unspecified violation of rules which the Presbyterians refused to divulge or discuss. He arrived in Miss Nunner’s class under a cloud of suspicion, but after weeks of careful observation, no one could find fault with him. An intelligent boy with good manners and a quiet way about him. 

His mother, a Tennessee girl who only a few residents of Rosedale could remember ever having met, had passed away when Phin was just a toddler. His father had remarried. The new Mrs. Beauclerk was known for her stern ways with children, animals and servants. Phin’s trouble at the other school, whatever it had been, had likely been brought on by family tensions. It wasn’t a happy home. There were also rumors about the mother’s family, consisting of a grandmother and a pair of uncles who had sued for custody of the boy. They’d been seen a few times in town. People said they were odd. Olive-skinned, black-haired, black-eyed people. Not quite Americans. Something foreign about them.

Henry had taken an instant dislike to Phin. Their inevitable showdown had happened on a March afternoon, just as school was letting out. Old Fred, the janitor, witnessed it. A gang of older boys had already gathered as Phin stepped out of the front entrance. Standing a good head taller than his challenger and with oddly long arms, Phin managed to evade Henry’s swings and lunges for several minutes and was steadily wearing the older boy down until two of the tallow-haired cousins grabbed him from behind and held him still while Henry delivered blow after blow to his belly. “It was a strange sight,” old Fred reported later. “Once them boys grabbed him, it was like the skinny one just give up. Didn’t even struggle. Just stood there and took it until the sheriff’s boy got tired of hitting him.”

Phin never delivered a single blow. He never raised a fist. Or cried out. He simply endured the indignities inflicted on him by a lesser being with stoic indifference. Henry Ragsdale was furious. By not even bothering to fight back, Phin had humiliated him. 

Anyone waiting for a rematch was disappointed. The boys ignored each other in the schoolyard whenever their paths crossed. But Henry’s bullying grew worse. He went after some unlucky boy or other almost every day. These attacks always happened when Phin was in the yard at the same time. Henry, Mrs. Pack sensed, was testing Phin, goading him into some kind of reaction. Phin simply watched, impassive . . . until that April recess as the grasshoppers and the birds eddied in waves around the swing set and the monkey bars and the seesaws of the playground. 

That morning, Henry hit a girl.

She was a 2nd-grader named Virginia. Her father bottled milk for the local dairy, and her mother cashiered at the Piggly Wiggly market. She was a little thing, wan, dressed in a green jumper. Henry slapped her face and knocked her over. A dense cloud of grasshoppers flew up as she landed with a dull thud on the ground. Mrs. Pack, standing on the schoolhouse steps, noticed the grasshoppers first and then the fallen girl.  She also saw Phin begin walking toward the scene.

The girl wailed as she fell, but she’d already stopped by the time Mrs. Pack had raced across the yard, to find Phin face to face with Henry, surrounded by a crowd of their schoolmates. The girl was on her feet now, the red imprint of Henry’s big hand splayed across her cheek. Nobody was paying attention to her, though. All eyes were on the two boys, Phin standing straddle-legged with his fists clenched at his sides and Henry . . . doing something strange. What was he up to?

Mrs. Pack came to a stop beside them, too breathless from her sprint across the yard to speak. Phin stood absolutely still, eyes fixed on his opponent. Henry was performing some kind of footstep, high stepping in place and swinging his arms about. 

Dancing. Henry was dancing. But his eyes and the set of his mouth looked panicky.

Phin spoke a single word: “Faster.” 

Henry danced faster.

Mrs. Pack’s hand flew to cover her mouth in surprise. She wanted to say something. She tried to say something.

“Take your clothes off,” Phin commanded. “Keep dancing. Take ‘em off.”

There wasn’t much for Henry to remove. Because of the hot day. A pair of moccasins, a t-shirt, his britches. He kicked off the shoes without missing a step and pulled the t-shirt up over his head. When he tugged it away from his face, Mrs. Pack and all the children could see that he’d started crying. His eyes were red, and snot dribbled off his upper lip. He unhooked his belt.

Mrs. Pack finally found her voice. “Children! Inside! Go inside! This minute!”

No one heard. No one moved. Henry pulled his belt through the loops of his pants, dropped it on the ground. He unfastened the button above his fly, then unzipped. He was crying harder. Blubbering. 

His britches dropped to his ankles. He kicked them away, into the grass, launching another swarm of grasshoppers that momentarily blocked him from view. Mrs. Pack prayed for underpants. Henry wasn’t wearing any. There he was, dancing, his sad little boy parts flopping with every step he took. He looked at her, terror in his eyes. Then the worst happened, as his bowels let loose.

The children ran at last, across the yard and into the building. Henry collapsed on the lawn. Old Fred fetched a tarp to cover him. 

School ended early. It was Friday. On Monday, Henry was enrolled in the Presbyterian school. Phin was gone, never to be seen again in Rosedale. It was years until people stopped talking about him, though.

A strange boy. He was with his mother’s people now. 
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St. Paul, Minnesota, 1968

Excerpts from the FBI files of Special Agent Carlin Wenceslaus

Acquired through Freedom of Information Act

__________________________________

~ Field notes: 14 May 1968

It’s like they say: “Help keep America beautiful. Shoot a hippie.”

I arrived on the Macalester College campus, 2:00 p.m. on a Tuesday. Nobody in classes, nobody in the library, nobody working. Hippies tossing Frisbees, banging on drums, playing guitars and harmonicas. A few .357 rounds would have done wonders to improve the human landscape.

A surly girl in the student affairs office gave me the off-campus address of the student I'd come to question, Phineas Beauclerk. His place turned out to be a derelict Victorian house occupied by a dozen foul-smelling male students. A commune.

I found Beauclerk alone in a squalid garret room, bent over a book of poetry by someone named Ferlinghetti. Probably a Jew. Beauclerk was sitting on a frayed plastic lawn chair at a rusted Samsonite card table. A rumpled sleeping bag lay unrolled in the corner.

I identified myself as FBI. “I've come to question you about the events of April 4. The night of the riot,” I told him. We knew that Beauclerk had played an instrumental role in that night's violence, but witness reports were unclear regarding the extent of his participation. 

The Bureau had judged it as a matter for local police.  Until the press clippings started to arrive. 

“It wasn't much of a riot, man,” he replied. “The St. Paul cops have already questioned me. At length. But sure, whatever you want to know. First, though, can I offer you a cold Coke-Cola? The boys always keep some on hand down in the kitchen. For guests.”

That’s exactly how he pronounced it – “Coke-Cola” instead of “Coca-Cola.” The suspect spoke with such a thick southern accent that it was difficult to understand him at times.

I declined the invitation. “About that night.”

“As I recall, it wasn’t so much of a riot as a bunch of kids blowing off steam. They’d just heard about the assassination, you know.” 

"Give me your personal recollection of the events."  

“Well, April 4 was the first night of our play. Theatre students stage one independent production every year. We were in the final act when someone backstage heard that Dr. King had been shot dead in Memphis. The director decided to cut the production short, out of respect, and to make an announcement. I was playing the lead role, so it kind of fell to me to break the news.”

“And that play was?”

“Tamburlaine the Great. By Christopher Marlowe.”

“Tamburlaine. You’re sure about that? Not Timberline?” 

That’s when I brought out the folder of news clippings, all of them from leftist papers. Philadelphia Free Press. NOLA Express. The Old Mole out of Cambridge. East Village Other. Atlanta’s Great Speckled Bird. Berkeley Barb. Philadelphia’s Distant Drummer, Dock of the Bay out of San Francisco, Boston’s Avatar, and the Spokane Natural. All telling the same story, about a mysterious wolf-man named Timberline who’d driven the citizens of St. Paul wild that night just by speaking to them.

Beauclerk glanced through them and then gave me a puzzled look. “That’s not what happened. I was there, man. That’s not what happened at all.”

“You were wearing a wolf costume that night for the play.”

“I was wearing a caftan spattered with stage blood, and a wolf mask . . . which I took off as soon as we halted the production.”

“Witnesses say you delivered an incendiary speech.”

“What do they say I said?”

“Their memories are spotty,” I told him. “The people we've interviewed have a clear recall of everything up to the moment when the play was stopped. But nothing else.”

He gave the matter some thought. “Look, there's a simple explanation. Have you seen Tamburlaine? It's one of the most violent plays ever performed. That night we had an auditorium packed with students who'd already been watching an hour and a half of insanity and bloodshed. Then we had to bring the play to a dead halt and announce the real-world murder of a good man. A saint. People couldn't take it all in. They exploded, and they carried their rage into the streets.”

“The Bureau is fully aware of the Students for a Democratic Society cell in Minneapolis. We have it under surveillance.” 

He shrugged. “Sounds like you're doing your job. Those guys are crazy.”

“Do you deny being a member of SDS?”

“Yes. Like I just said, those guys are crazy.”

“Do you deny holding political views that are sympathetic to their cause?”

“No. I'm in complete sympathy with their goals. Stop the war, throw the racists out of power, play hard rock instead of Muzak on elevators, that sort of thing. But not their methods. Bombs, firearms. That's staggeringly stupid.”

“You claim to be non-violent?”

“I claim to be non-stupid. Look – the state owns a franchise on violence. Going up against you guys would be suicide. You've got the army. You've got the bases, and the police, and the National Guard. You've got Lockheed, Remington, Colt, Honeywell, Boeing, Smith & Wesson, Northrup. I'm not saying that you – not you personally, sir, but the FBI and the CIA and the Defense Department and the Joint Chiefs and the White House – I'm not saying you're not a pack of evil bastards. I'm just saying I don't intend to go to war against you.”

“Was that the sort of speech you gave the night of the play? Is that what made the audience rush out of the theater and destroy property?”

He sighed. “It was only a little riot. Nobody got hurt. Insurance paid for all the damages, and the local cops actually made a couple dozen righteous busts. Everybody had a good time. I don't exactly recall what I said on stage that night. Apparently nobody else does either. I just know that I didn't turn into a wolf. I'm pretty certain on that point.”

I wrote a few notes for myself and glanced up, expecting him to say more. He just gave me a dumb moon-bat expression. 

“Sure I can't get you a Coke, man?” he asked. “Maybe it would help you chill.”

“You expect me to chill?”

“It's a beautiful day. We could sit on the front porch, exchange points of view. I've never had a chance to rap with an actual FBI agent before.”

“My job," I told him, "isn't to chill. My job is to protect our American way of life from all enemies, foreign and domestic. The domestic part includes little thugs like you. I took an oath. I have a duty – a word your generation doesn't seem to understand. Duty, loyalty, courage, honor. Those terms aren't even in your vocabulary. Your tongue would twist itself into a knot if you even tried to speak them.”

He didn’t like hearing my frank opinion about him and his kind, but he covered up pretty well. “So I guess that's a 'no' on the Coke?”

“You're not going to be chilling if the day comes when Soviet tanks start rumbling into St. Paul. One difference between the FBI and the Russians is that we have laws protecting vermin like you. The Reds have no such compunctions. They despise dissidents. The day they take over is the day you get sent to a labor camp. I’d send you there myself, except for the Constitution.”

“Wow. I'd better hope they don't arrive until I've had a chance to buy a Red flag and practice a kazoo solo for the 'Internationale.'”

That's where I ended the interview. For the kid's own safety. I was tired of him. 

__________________________________

~ Field notes: 4 June 1968

In late May, Chicago agents discovered an underground comic book being sold at a bookstore near the Loyola campus. It depicted a wolf-man named Timberline using his voice to cloud the minds of National Guard troops at the October 1967 anti-war circus outside the Pentagon, creating hallucinations designed to spread panic among the ranks. More copies soon turned up in other states.

I returned to the ramshackle commune and found the subject in the same garret, probably still wearing the same underwear. His hair was longer, and he'd started to grow a beard that made him resemble a Ukrainian beet farmer.

"Agent Wenceslaus." He actually smiled at me like we were old friends. "You’re back. How about that Coke-Cola?"

I showed him the Styrofoam cup I’d brought with me. “Coffee. It’s what grown men drink. You might try it sometime.”

I opened my briefcase, and handed him the comic without another word. He thumbed through it in a hurry. Not exactly a challenging read. 

“Where did this come from?”

“They're for sale in head shops in college towns all the way from Harvard to Boulder. You're famous, boy.”

“This isn't me,” he said. “It doesn’t even look like me.”

“I’ll admit the artist gave you a better physique. Better hair. Better face. Still, you.”

“I beg to differ. This is about some guy named Timberline who can shape-shift into a wolf and drive people crazy with the power of his voice. I can't do either of those things. I don't know anybody who can. So, this Timberline – who's somehow manages not only to turn into a wolf but also become invisible – found a way into the ranks of the National Guard while they were facing down 100,000 anti-war protesters, and hypnotized them into believing that the Pentagon had turned orange and levitated 20 feet off the ground?”

I didn't reply, just let him enjoy his little laugh, until it eventually died. “What? Are you saying that actually happened?”

“We can place you in Washington that day.”

“You can't. I wasn't there.”

“The Minnehaha Avenue Unitarian Church sent a busload of activists. You were on it.”

“I signed up for the trip. But I didn't go. Everybody was expected to chip in $5.00 for gas. When the day came, I didn't have it.”

“I don't suppose you can provide an alibi.”

“You really expect me to prove that I didn't drive to Washington, become an invisible wolf, and run through the front lines frightening the National Guard?”

“Nobody's accusing you of that. Not a single soldier hallucinated the Pentagon turning orange. None of that actually happened. How could it? It's just a comic book. No, you're being investigated for illegally intercepting and contaminating Department of Defense food procurements, and other possible violations of
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