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“… The alarms, the assassinations, the political reversals and the extremist crisis have been so overwhelming that even last week’s Czechoslovakian tragedy may seem like only one more episode by Christmas. The common reaction is ‘What a year!’, followed quickly by ‘What next?’ Was there ever a year that could match this one for a sense that ‘things fall apart, the center cannot hold.’?…”


— Time editorial, 30 August 1968


“… All I know is I ends up singin’ the blues. I sings me some blues that night ain’t never been sung before, and while I’m singin’ them blues I makes up my mind that I ain’t nobody but myself and ain’t nothin’ I can do but let whatever is gonna happen, happen…”


— Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man









CHAPTER 1


OTHA


“ … The heavy-caliber bullet smashed through King’s neck, exploded against his lower right jaw, severing his spinal cord and slamming him away from the rail with hands drawn tautly toward his head. ‘Oh Lord!’ moaned one of his lieutenants as he saw the blood flowing … ”


—Time, 12 April 1968
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I’m not really sure that the worst thing that happened at camp last summer was when Douglas Blum formed a lynch mob to murder Bobby Mori.


When I look back, I’m surprised they didn’t pick Otha.


But they were probably afraid of Otha.


I sure was.


Here’s what I wrote in my Camp Nantoka journal the day they unloaded the eleven-year-old boys assigned to my cabin (No. 3) in Smith Village, Camp Nantoka.


CAMP NANTOKA JOURNAL, Franklin Roosevelt Cribbs, 15 June 1968 … The kids came off the buses today looking sort of like combat troops dropped into an LZ in Quang Tri. Us counselors were assigned to separate girls from boys. Harder than I expected. The boys were generally sullen and scruffy. Looked like they were ready to make war on anything that moved. Which meant me.


Once we got boys herded away from girls, I manned my sign: “Smith Village, Cabin 3.” Counselors all yelling at campers to go to their signs. Most kids just standing in the big open camp commons in front of the dining hall, staring at us, not going anyplace. Why weren’t they cooperating? Isn’t summer camp supposed to be fun? Aren’t you supposed to go wherever the big brave counselors tell you to go? What was wrong with these kids? Was this some sort of Chicago “attitude” thing?


Anyway, they stared. Milled around. Eventually, with enough waving and hollering from us, they shuffled toward their assigned cabin groups. After maybe 20 minutes, Gerry and I had 12 or 13 kids sulking and muttering beneath our Cabin 3 sign.


That’s when we noticed this one camper. Seemed to have no interest in joining any group. Not that he was lackadaisical or anything like that. He was the opposite, like he was electrified. But he didn’t seem to understand where he was or what was going on all around him. He was one of the black kids, dark and stocky with this big, open face—like a pickaninny on a cereal box. At first glance, you wanted to go up and hug him. A second later, you thought about running away from him in blind panic. He’d been fending off various counselors’ efforts to nudge him toward a cabin group. Kept wrenching his arm from their grip, putting up his fists, swinging wildly at them and bouncing around on the balls of his feet like a boxer on a hotplate. He would bellow angrily at the surrounding grownups—if that’s what I was! I’m only 18—but then laughed and dodged and sparred around them, turning the scene into a game of tag. Half the time, he was singing what came to be known around Camp Nantoka as his theme song:


“Nuts,” it went, “hot nuts! You get ’em from the peanut man.


Hey hey hey! Nuts, hot nuts, You get ’em any time you can … ”


The song seemed to have a lot of verses. He knew them all. I later found out from Mike Sanchez (Smith Village Cabin 1) that the kid had been regularly left by his mother, for babysitting purposes, in a dive on the South Side where a group called—right—the Hot Nuts had regular gigs.


Gerry and I watched counselors chase this kid around the bus several times, ’til he ducked underneath and lay there, out of reach, singing his song at the top of his lungs,




“I got nuts for sale. Sellin’ one for five, two for ten.


If you buy ’em once, you’ll buy ’em again.


Hey hey hey! Nuts, hot nuts! You get ’em from the peanut man … ”





On and on. As the counselors started begging this kid to come out, Gerry said to me, “I hope we don’t get that kid. He looks like hell on wheels.”


Well, the kid suddenly gives in, crawls out, smiles this great big lovable smile and slugs a counselor on the arm. Hard. But friendly. Of course, the kid has no idea of his cabin assignment. So the counselor, who’s a girl, starts digging in his pockets. The kid immediately starts digging in the crotch of her shorts. And she jumps back screaming.


“Jesus Christ,” I said.


But the brave girl counselor—Judy’s her name—manages to pull a slip of paper from the kid’s pocket. She kind of slides away from the kid, keeping an eye on him—and he’s all innocent and happy-go-lucky. She reads the paper: “Otha Hicks. Smith Village Cabin 3.”


The joke’s on me.
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Otha was the sixteenth, and last, kid to gather under my sign. Despite his previous antics, he was cooperative as we marched the kids from the camp center to Smith Village. His social side emerged. He cavorted among the other boys, whacking them on the arm, playing the clown, talking suddenly into their faces. None of the kids seemed bothered.


Then, another kid distracted me from the Otha Show. He was tiny, trailing behind the our group, weeping and sobbing into his hands, calling out for “Mama.”


Oh, shit.


I found his name on my clipboard. Jesus Montoya, age eleven, but he looked to be about seven and a half. I asked Gerry, my partner in Smith Village Cabin 3, to shepherd the rest of our campers while I fell back. I crouched down to talk to Jesus. He sank to his knees, sobbing wretchedly.


“Hey, you’re Jesus. Right?”


No answer. Just tears.


“Please, no. Jesus. You can’t, I mean, hey, listen, look, hey, this is camp, man. Summer camp.”


Louder sobbing. “Mama! Mama-a-a-a!”


“Jesus, c’mon, hey—”


“Mama!”


I tried to take Jesus gently by the shoulders. He jerked away from me, crumpling to the dirt and jacking up the volume of his bawling.


“Shit,” I said.


“Excuse me.” A voice, deep and adult, above me, behind me.


I turned, looked up. I’d seen this guy yesterday, in our one whole day of Camp Nantoka orientation. He was one of the Work Campers.


Work Campers?


Camp Nantoka is a complicated operation. It’s run by the largest social service organization in Chicago, which enlisted the federal Job Corps program to recruit crews straight out of Cook County Jail. These guys, the Work Camp, built the whole place out of a chunk of scrubby, wiry, swampy woods in Wisconsin. They’re still building. The camp is pretty huge. Someone told me there are at least 600 kids here, plus dozens of counselors (but not enough, if you ask me), a faculty of professors, stage directors, musicians and artists, and a bunch of cooks and food-service staff. And the Work Campers—whose motive for working out here in the mosquito-infested Wisconsin woods, building and fixing and clearing and keeping the grounds, is to stay clean (drug-free, I mean) and learn trades. There are about thirty Work Campers living full-time at Camp Nantoka, all year ’round. This is their home. Their “counselors” are a crew of hardfaced, no-bullshit guys who are kind of a cross between big brother and parole officer. All these people, the Work Campers and their Charles Bronson counselors, look as though they’d been raised by wolves.


Anyway, here was this Work Camper looming over me like a brick wall about to fall. From my angle, he looked to be around eight feet tall and almost as wide.


“Oh,” I said glibly.


“Maybe I can help?” said the Work Camper.


“Huh?” I said, eloquently.


“With the little boy. He’s probably used to Spanish at home.”


“Oh, right,” I said.


The Work Camper, whose name I later learned was Daniel, knelt in front of the little boy, lifted him back to his tiny feet and started to talk, softly.“Como se llama, niño,” and all that. Jesus stopped crying. He listened, his big wet eyes gazing raptly at Daniel’s scarred brown face. I stood to the side, feeling lame, monolingual and useless. Daniel felt my presence and turned to me. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring him along,” he said.


In other words, get lost.


Which I did. I caught up to Gerry and helped him wrangle our fifteen other boys into Smith Village. We were involved in the bruising ordeal of assigning bunks, when Daniel shows up, holding Jesus’ hand. The little boy is smiling shyly at me as Daniel explains to him that I’m his special grownup friend as long as he’s at camp, and Jesus says, “Hi,” in this tiny voice, and I thought, holy shit, what happened? And why doesn’t Daniel have my job?


Daniel said, “He was okay on the bus, with his sister, Rosita. He was looking forward to camp. But then there was all that confusion when they unloaded the bus. Jesus got split up from Rosita, and he thought he was left here all alone. No family. He’s never been away from his mother.”


“Oh, right,” I said.


“So, I explain to Jesus that Rosita’s on the other side of the camp and he’ll see her every day, every meal, whenever he wants.”


“So, he’s okay?”


“Yeah, it’s cool.”


“Thanks.”


“Hey, de nada, man. But listen,” said Daniel. “Jesus is my little amigo now, sabe? Anything happens to him. Any of these little gringos hassle Jesus, man, I’m lookin’ for you.”


I leaned back to look up at Daniel, who was eight feet tall again. There were at least four scars on his face and neck. He stared bullets at me.


“Hey, man,” I said. “Look, I’m gonna try. I mean, I’m not gonna … … I mean…”


Daniel had me. Big grin. A hand on my shoulder. “Yo, hey, ain’ no big thing, blanco. You’ll do fine. That little Jesus, he’s tougher than he looks. But if he gets scared, needs me to come by, you put out the word, no?”


I smiled and watched Daniel go. I felt inadequate.


I would have probably called on Daniel eventually, just to let him know that Jesus had made a friend, Bobby Mori, who helped him adjust to camp. But less than two weeks later, the grapevine reported that Daniel had scored some primo smack and OD’ed in his bunk.


The news about Daniel put me into a kind of haze for half a day. I’m just a white kid from Madison. I wasn’t ready for this kind of urban horror. I already had a hard enough time adjusting to the fact that my sidekick Gerry was pretty much living on mescaline.


Otha, like every other camper, had been plucked from the million or so school districts in and around Chi, because he had talent. Nantoka is the biggest and most intensive “art and music camp” in just about the whole country, except for maybe Interlochen in Michigan, which is private, selective and expensive. All the Camp Nantoka kids come here for free. Some are faculty brats from Evanston and Hyde Park. Others are Afro-Americans and Puerto Ricans from the meanest streets on the South and West Sides. One of my fellow Smith Village counselors, Cliff McCoy, was an alumnus of the Blackstone Rangers, which—if you didn’t know—is the most feared gang in all of Chicagoland. Most of the Work Campers were formerly—or currently—foot soldiers in the Rangers, Vice Lords, Disciples, Latin Kings, other gangs. I never got to know all the gangs. I didn’t even know Chicago that well. This was East Troy, Wisconsin, for God’s sake.


Anyway, counselors were discouraged from talking about gangs, drugs, knives, armed robbery and that sort of stuff, especially among the Work Campers, who were fighting against all odds—and the occasional smuggling in of a shipment of primo smack—to pull their lives out of the crapper.


Anyway, halfway through the Smith Village Cabin 3 War of Bunk Assignments, Gerry whispers to me that he’s dying for a cigarette.


“A cigarette?” I said.


“Shh,” said Gerry. “We’re not supposed to smoke in front of the kids.”


“I know that, Ger.”


“So, I’m gonna go up to the dining hall. Be back in a while.”


“Back in a while?”


But he was already out the door. Back home in Madison, at Thorstein Veblen High, where I had graduated barely a week before without distinction but with an Honorable Mention from the folks at the National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test, all my friends had been nonsmokers. On the other hand, my mom, my dad up in Tomah (Mom and Dad split up when I was eight), my dad’s parents, most of my uncles and aunts, they all smoke. But no one in my experience had ever suffered a nicotine fit and walked out, leaving me in the lurch and possibly in danger for my life. I looked around at my mob of sixteen prepubescent savages, all of them inflamed by bunk combat. I kept an especially keen eye on Otha.


But the kids didn’t attack. Yet. Otha, to whom I’d prudently assigned the lower berth closest to my quarters, sat on his naked mattress.


I kept them at bay by launching a roll call.


Each of my kids had a one-page profile, which didn’t tell me much. But it clued me to the kid’s geography, whether he was inner-city or suburban, and what he was going to be doing most of the day. Nantoka isn’t your softball, swimming, canoeing, hiking, lanyard-braiding kind of camp. These kids would be spending their days in class, or in an art studio, or at music lessons and rehearsals. Each kid’s profile identified his “talent” and laid out a personal schedule, starting at 9 a.m. after breakfast.


For instance, the top sheet on my clipboard, Rondell McGhee, who came from this nasty neighborhood called Woodlawn, was a sculptor, according to his profile. This sent him up the hill to the art cabin, where all the really crazy faculty members taught. They all wore bandannas, ponytails and beards—even the women.


My two Japanese kids, Jimmy Omachi and Bobby Mori, both played the violin—really well, I soon found out. Every morning, they took their bows and fiddles down in the valley below the dining hall, where the music teachers reigned. But Jimmy and Bobby also got duty in the theater tents, because we were (by we, I mean the collective creative consciousness of Camp Nantoka) simultaneously staging two musical comedies and a commedia dell’arte (whatever that is).


In all, I had two artists, including Otha, six musicians, four Thespians, including Jack Jefferson (“J.J.”) whose main thing was dance, and four boys who fell into the category of “general.” The worst of the “generals” was Douglas Blum. (But more on the adorable Blum later.) My ethnic mix was seven white kids (Matthew Mayall, Robert Potts, Peter Koerner, Walter Picciandra, David Geremia, Ronny Butterfield and Blum), six Afro-Americans (Andre Sykes, Elvin Douglass, Devonne “Devo” Hopkins, J.J., Rondell and Otha), two Japanese (Jimmy and Bobby) and little Jesus.


After roll call, my next chore was getting them all to make their beds. Something about Otha told me that he had never seen a made bed in his life, much less actually tucked in a sheet and fashioned a hospital corner. So I chose Otha’s bunk for bed-making instructions.


“So, how many of you make your own beds at home?”


The two Japanese kids’ hands went up.


“Okay, then, Jimmy, Bobby, you can skip this class. Go ahead and make your beds ahead of everybody else.”


A distinctly suburban voice from an unseen speaker muttered, “Fuckin’ Japs.” A general snigger followed. Jimmy Omachi and Bobby Mori quietly peeled away to make their beds. I wanted to say something about ethnic name-calling but I didn’t know what. So I pretended I hadn’t heard.


Courageous.


After that, despite the moronic simplicity of a summer-camp bunk bed with two sheets and a wool blanket, the bed-making session took more than an hour. It would have been longer but Gerry finally returned. He took charge of one bunkroom, I took the other. We shouted, we cajoled, we instructed and corrected. We ended up pretty much making every bed ourselves, except for Jimmy and Bobby. Their beds looked as though both kids had done a stretch in the Japanese Imperial Kamikaze Corps.


Finally, I grabbed my clipboard again and said, “Okay, men, today you’re pretty much free to get out there, play ball, go swimming, take a hike, make friends, whatever you feel like doing. But tomorrow, we all get to work.”


Otha, in a voice ten years older than his age, bellowed, “Work? I d’in come here t’fuckin’ work, ma-an.”


“Well, maybe ‘work’ was a poor choice of words,” I said. “This is an art and music camp. You’ll all be going to different parts of camp to make your art or play your music—with the best teachers you’ve ever had.”


“Teachers?” said Douglas Blum, in the same tone that had referred to Jimmy and Bobby as Japs. “Shit, this is like fuckin’ school. I wanna go home, asshole.”


Douglas Blum thus established himself as the Voice of Dissent in Smith Village Cabin 3.


Unfortunately, despite roll call, I hadn’t yet attached Blum’s name to his face and his inimitable personality. So I asked which one he was.


“Fuck you,” he replied. There he was.


“Okay, kids,” I said bravely. “I’m going to ask that we all try to avoid using foul language.”


“What fuckin’ foul language?” sneered Douglas Blum.


After the hilarity had subsided, I said, “Listen, Blum.”


But then I just shook my head. Blum was showing off. The longer I confronted him, the more profane he would get. And the more applause he’d receive from the other kids. As long as we were both performing in front of them, he was going to beat me. The kids were on his side, no one on mine. None of the forces that had presumably kept Blum under some sort of control back home in Glencoe had followed him to Camp Nantoka. I was on my own and already two strikes down.
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For hours after that, I couldn’t get my mind off Blum. He scared me. I had no power over him. If Blum wanted to say “Fuck you” to everything I asked, to everything at Camp Nantoka, he would win. What’s worse, he might take the whole cabin with him. Or the whole camp. If he joined forces with this crazy kid Otha, they could run roughshod over me and Gerry both, leaving us mortally wounded while they ripped through the whole camp, gathering followers, enlisting the Work Campers and destroying everything in their path, like locusts.


That night, however, Blum seemed like the least of my problems, because Otha got a knife.


It was hardly a knife, really.


I guess the whole episode started with Otha’s book—a spiral-bound sketchpad. A total mess at first glance, it turned out to be Otha’s whole life packed between two dog-eared pasteboard covers. After I had browbeaten the kids into unpacking their bags and stowing their stuff in footlockers, Otha produced the book from the wretched duffel bag that held his pathetic collection of clothing.


While I was wondering how Otha would get through eight weeks at summer camp with one pair of pants, two wilted t-shirts, five socks and three pair of underpants, he was examining his book for travel damage. I asked if I could see it. He clutched it to his chest and glared at me menacingly.


Eleven years old and Otha had this eerie power to simply freeze you in place. Everything about that murderous stare was overdone. It was like a cartoon titled “Angry Black Kid.” But that’s what made it so forceful. You couldn’t help but stare back into Otha’s panther eyes, fascinated, intimidated but also on the verge of laughter. And you couldn’t help but think, my God, if this was a grown-up man looking at me like that, I’d piss my pants in terror.


So, I said, “Okay, Otha. You keep it to yourself. But your art teacher might want to look at it.”


“Teachers are okay,” said Otha. “Teachers and friends. But not you, muhfuck.”


“I’m not your friend?” I said, stupidly sticking my neck out.


“Shee-it,” said Otha.


The cabin, again, exploded with laughter.


Hey, as long as I was entertaining the brats.


A few hours later, as I was trying to organize my campers for the march to the dining hall for supper, I saw Otha brandishing a jackknife, thrusting it at other kids and doing a sort of Russian saber dance, spinning on one foot, slashing at the air.


“Christ,” I said.


I moved in on him carefully, sort of surrounding him ’til his dance space was compromised.


“Otha,” I said. “Where’d you get that?”


“Get what?” He said, assuming a defensive pose that I would get to know only too well in the next month or so. He spread his legs, planted a fist on each hip, stuck out his little pot belly and glowered at me. He also smirked, which was the most rankling of all. It completely shattered any air of authority I might have been able to project.


“The knife, Otha.”


“What knife?”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Otha. You have a knife right there in your hand.”


“Oh, yeah? So?”


I sighed. I was eighteen. I was still a kid myself. A hundred times, I’d been the kid on Otha’s side of this idiotic dialog, standing my juvenile ground against adult tyranny. I’d been playing this game since—when? Kindergarten? In my experience the grownup position rarely prevailed.


“I’m just wondering where you got the knife,” I said, as coolly as I could.


“Di’n’t steal it.”


“I never said you did, Otha. I just asked where you got it.”


“Traded.”


“Oh, really?” I thought what in God’s name did this kid, who came to Camp Nantoka with the puniest collection of possessions I’d ever seen, have to trade?


“What did you trade for it?”


“A drawing.”


“A drawing?”


“Yeah, I tol’ this white boy I’ll draw ya if y’gimme your knife.”


Despite the problem of taking the knife away from Otha, I was getting interested in his story.


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yeah.”


“And the kid went for the deal?” I asked.


“Well, on’y if he liked the drawing,” said Otha. There was condescension in his tone.


“And he liked it?”


“Shee-it, man. I got the knife, d’in’t I?”


“Okay, well, good. But you can’t keep it.”


“Whaddya mean?”


“Knives aren’t allowed, Otha.” Recklessly, I held out my hand. “Give it over.”


Instantaneously, Otha was transformed. “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” he roared.


Somewhere once, I read the phrase, “raw, peeled nerve.” It came back to me at that moment. Otha was one eighty-pound, throbbing, peeled, nuclear nerve about to burst. The knife was in front of him, pointing at my heart, squeezed so tight in his fist that an acetylene torch couldn’t budge it. I looked into his pinhole pupils and felt, for the first time in my life, the Grim Reaper’s hand on my throat.


I thought, oh dear God, killed by an eleven-year-old on the first day at summer camp. This doesn’t even have the dignity of Piggy’s demise in Lord of the Flies.


“Hey, whoa, Otha! It’s just the rules. No knives allowed, man. Nobody—”


“It’s MINE! You can’t take it. I’ll kill ya, muhfuck! Kill yo’ ass!”


I believed him. Nonetheless, moronically, I reached out.


Otha was a street kid. On the streets (as was later explained to me by Cliff McCoy), no gesture is ever regarded as conciliatory. Every move is an attack.


So, of course, Otha slashed me right across the palm of my hand.


I staggered back, clutching my wound, bleeding. A sort of gleeful gasp came from the other kids, who probably figured that this was going to be a more entertaining summer than they’d read about in the brochure.


Otha was closing in. For the kill?


Who knows? Luckily, Gerry emerged from our two-bunk counselors’ quarters, saw what was going on, and took a firm grip on Otha, from behind. He was careful to stay away from the wildly slashing blade ’til he could pin Otha’s arms to his sides.


Unfortunately, Gerry—a spindly, cerebral type—wasn’t as strong as an enraged Otha. Hurriedly, I grabbed a kid’s t-shirt from the floor, wrapped my bloody hand, and joined Gerry in subduing Otha. Holding him was like, I guess, trying to uncoil a boa constrictor toked on speed. Otha writhed and twisted with bottomless tenacity, roaring as he struggled, kicking both of us viciously.


“It’s mine, it’s mine, it’s mine, you muhfuckers, it’s MINE!”


This might have continued for hours. Otha had reserves of maniac energy that would have tired out Superman. But Gerry, to whom I’ll be forever indebted, started responding to Otha, in a voice so low it was almost a whisper. “It’s yours, Otha. It is yours. It is. It’s your knife, Otha. It’s yours, it’s yours, it’s yours.”


On and on, ’til, amidst his roaring fury, Otha heard. And he relaxed just a little, still tense, still twisting, still slippery as an eelskin. He stopped shouting.


“It IS mine. It’s mine! MINE!”


“Yeah, Otha, it’s yours. Your knife. Isn’t anybody else’s,” said Gerry. “Every sixteen days.”


“What th’ FUCK?” I felt a fresh charge of Otha’s rage course through my fingers.


“Hey, it’s yours, Otha,” said Gerry, hurriedly. “But look around, man. Sixteen kids and you’ve got the only knife. You know what that means?”


Otha didn’t answer. He was stumped. Gerry had his arms pinned. I was holding his legs to prevent Otha kicking my brains out. The knife was lying beside us.


“Look, man, this cabin is like a family, Otha. In a family, you gotta share.”


“Fuck you,” said Otha, starting to twist.


“It’s true,” I said. “If you don’t share, they kick you out.”


“So,” said Gerry. “The solution is that every kid gets the knife for one day.”


“BullSHIT,” said Otha.


“Or,” said Gerry.


Otha relaxed again. Nobody spoke. Fifteen kids surrounded us, rapt with suspense.


Finally, small voice, Otha: “Or what?”


“Well, it’s your knife. Just yours. You don’t want to share? Okay. No sharing. But,” said Gerry.


Another pause. I had no idea what Gerry was getting at. I just hoped to Christ this trick was going to work. My cut hand was throbbing. I was straining every muscle to keep Otha from busting free and puncturing two counselors and fifteen eleven-year-olds to death.


“B’t what?” Otha finally said.


“We have to keep it safe.”


Otha’s eyes twirled dangerously.


“Safe?”


“Yes, Otha, in our room. ’Til camp is over.”


“ ’Til camp is OVER?”


“Yeah, a few weeks. Otherwise,” said Gerry.


Gerry was good at this. Leaving a sentence dangling.


“Otherwise what?”


“They’ll take it.”


“Who?” Otha demanded.


“The camp bosses. Mayor Daley’s goons. They don’t allow knives. They’ll take it. They’ll kick you out.”


Otha let this sink in.


“Thing is, Otha, we want you to have it. You earned it. You traded. It’s yours,” I said.


“You do? It is?”


“Oh, sure, Otha,” said Gerry.


“Shit,” said Otha, appropriately skeptical.


“Honest,” I said. “The bosses won’t know. You won’t have to share. You can take it home when camp is over. We’ll keep it safe.”


“You will?”


“Yeah, I’ll put it away right now,” said Gerry. And suddenly, he let Otha go, snatched the knife up off the floor and zipped into our room.


Otha was completely inert, every ounce of ferocity gone like a puff of smoke. I saw these sudden mood swings another hundred times that summer but never got used to them, never figured out how to anticipate them. From all of Otha’s detonations, I gained only a vague grasp of how to cool him down.


As I slid back on the floor, the bloody t-shirt came loose from my hand. I held it up. “Whose shirt is this?” I said.


Walter Picciandra—who was listed on my clipboard as a “general”—said, “Oh, that’s mine.”


I started to apologize for bloodying his shirt when Otha lunged at me. “Hey, man! Wha’ happen’ t’your hand? Shit, man!”


I almost laughed. “Well, Otha, you stabbed me.”


He gaped in amazement. Here was another transformation.


He suddenly had the small, vulnerable face of an infant. He was a little baby looking into his mother’s eyes and asking why she’s crying. I had never felt as much compassion as I saw in Otha’s gaze at that moment.


He reached for my hand, his eyes filling with tears. “Oh man oh man oh man. Oh shit, man.”


He looked into my eyes, freezing me all over again.


“I did?” he begged. “Me?”


“Yes, Otha, But it’s not that ba—”


He wrapped me in his arms, weeping onto my shoulder, saying nothing. The hug lasted forever. I only got out of Otha’s grip by saying, “Hey, come on, gang. We’re gonna be late for supper.”
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Before I headed for Camp Nantoka, I had dropped in on one of my teachers, Mrs. Porche. I asked her what I had to do to keep ten or twelve kids under control. She basically told me I had to instill fear from the first moment, make the kids think I’m a vicious bastard with a hair-trigger. “Issue a lot of rules. Never smile. Put them to work on something, anything. Tell them exactly, in detail, what you expect from them every day.”


“That’ll work?” I asked.


“No idea,” said Mrs. Porche. These kids are going to be eleven?”


“Yes,” I said.


“I wouldn’t teach eleven-year-olds if you threatened me with a firing squad. They’re impossible. Why do you think I teach high school?”


Per Mrs. Porche’s advice, on the first day I announced bedtimes and lights-out, silence after lights-out, and wakeup time and bed-making, bed checks, room-cleaning and foot locker rules. Gerry looked at me a little like I’d turned into a drill sergeant, but didn’t object. He seemed mildly impressed that the kids went along with my ridiculously rigid program.


They marched to supper in good order, ate without incident, sat through some “welcome to Camp Nantoka” speechifying from the camp director, “Uncle Phil” Knutson, and came back peacefully to Smith Village.


I even got them to bed that night with a minimum of pandemonium and Otha serenading everyone with “Hot Nuts.”




… They tell me your nuts is mighty fine,


But I bet your nuts ain’t hard as mine!


Yeah, nuts! Hot nuts!


Ya get ’em from the peanut man…


And so on.





So then, there was the next morning, when I had to get everyone up, send them to the latrine, get them back to the cabin and march them off to the Jane Addams Memorial Dining Hall before 8 a.m.—because they all had to report to their first class by 9. Chaos reigned, especially when I yelled that everyone had to have their bed made and all their shit stowed in five minutes.


“Five minutes, gentlemen!”


“Fuck you,” said Blum.


At about 3 minutes to 8, Gerry and I simply flushed them from the cabin, and shoved them up the path, double-timing (while Blum complained) all the way to breakfast.


With some relief, Gerry and I staggered back to the cabin at 9:15. I had to report to the softball field in case any kids, without classes, showed up there. Gerry was due at the lake. But we had a few minutes to rest.


Which we didn’t. The kids’ quarters were a little messy. In the first room, right of the screen door that served as the cabin’s only entrance, several beds were badly made, a few items of clothing had gone unstowed. But Gerry said, “Not bad, kid. Even Blum’s bed’s not so bad.”


Gerry, who’d finished a year of college in Beloit, tended to call me “kid.”


I took note of the unkempt beds, left everything as it was, and we checked the other room.


“Oh, Christ,” said Gerry.


Otha’s bed looked like the site of a life-or-death battle between a warthog and a silverback gorilla. The bedclothes were twisted, tangled and heaped on a nude mattress, pillow on the floor. Otha’s sparse wardrobe lay randomly around, mostly on the floor. One small pile was topped by a pair of filthy underpants.


“That little shit,” I said.


“I don’t think he quite gets it,” said Gerry.


I clenched my jaw. “He will,” I said.


“Well …” Skepticism twisted Gerry’s nicotine-yellowed lips into an unsightly smirk.


But I was determined to establish my turf and teach this unruly moznik a lesson. I was fired by the spirit of Mrs. Porche. So I gathered up Otha’s every rag and shoelace, formed them into a ball and carried them out of the cabin. I plopped them onto the middle of the dirt path that led to our entry, topping it off with Otha’s appalling underpants.


“Do you have any idea…” Gerry began. But I cut him off with a Porcheian glare. He shrugged philosophically and headed for the lake, detouring (I learned later) to one of the drama cabins for a tab or two of mescaline.


“Lifeguarding,” Gerry told me once, days afterward, “takes on a thousand colors when you’re stoned.”


While our campers were occupied all day with classes, rehearsals, individual lessons and group projects (I mean, honest to God, the theater department was staging LeRoi Jones’ play, Dutchman, interpolating it with instrumental and vocal interpretations of Jones’ poems), the cabin counselors got sent to various recreational venues just in case a few kids had time to spare. Not many did. I never saw one kid visit the softball field. I don’t know what I would’ve done if one showed up. We had bats and balls but no gloves. I suppose I could’ve sent the kid out to shag flies barehanded.


The lake was a better assignment. Idle kids gravitate to the water. When I rotated to lifeguard duty, I stayed busy and had more fun. But that was later.


That first full day, I staked out a deserted softball field, reading Günter Grass ’til lunchtime. Gerry, looking mellow, arrived at the Jane Addams Memorial Dining Hall about halfway through the scheduled feeding. When Blum started throwing food, I took away his dessert (green Jell-O). He said, “Thanks. I hate that shit.”


I caught a break in the afternoon, with volleyball duty near the dining hall. No kids came, of course, and I ducked inside when a summer shower raced through camp.


Peace and quiet made me complacent. When the kids were set free that afternoon at 4, I’d totally forgotten about Otha’s now-soaked pile of belongings on the path. He got to it before Gerry and me. The cabin was still out of sight when I heard it, a howl that would have stood a lion’s mane on end.


“There it is,” said Gerry, spitting out his cigarette and breaking into a skeletal sprint.


Otha’s sky-rending scream was followed by a reverberating monolog of garbled obscenities, uttered loud enough to reach Daley Village, a hundred yards away. Gerry and I were running, but by the time we got to our cabin, Otha had thrown every item of his minuscule estate as far as they could fly, into bushes, onto the packed-dirt Smith Village square, one torn undershirt onto the cabin roof. He was raging and snarling through the shrubs around the cabin, ripping out plants and pounding his possessions with the root balls. When he spotted me, he stopped mid-tantrum. Our eyes met. Suddenly, his eyes gushed with tears, accompanied by a spasm of racking sobs, interspersed with the sort of roar one hears in the passage of a high-speed locomotive.


I stood transfixed. Otha began to babble, sobbing, cursing, begging incomprehensibly. He held up his scraps of clothing, a sock, a grubby plaid thing that I guessed to be a shirt. His only intelligible words were “why?” and “hate,” meaning he either hated me or I hated him. Or both.


“Otha, I’m just trying to keep the cabin clean,” I said, totally drowned out.


A moment later, the eye of the storm arrived. Otha went silent. His tears ceased to flow. His brow scrunched and clouded his eyes. His lips went tight across his teeth and he hunched his shoulders.


“Oh, shit,” said Gerry.


Otha, before I could even imagine his next move, charged. He hit me like a cartoon monster, burying his head in my stomach and knocking me onto my back. Before I could react, he was kneeling on top of me, pounding my chest and growling like something let loose from a cage. This really hurt. Otha could hit like a middleweight.


All I could do was try to fend him off, covering my body with my arms, which were bruised to the bone for the next two weeks. Roaring and pounding, Otha whaled away. As I struggled to escape a rage far beyond Otha’s age, I caught glimpses of my other campers. They were looking on noncommittally, as though this was a daily assault and battery wherever they came from. Gerry was clearly anxious for me, hopping on both feet, uttering meek pleas for Otha to calm down. Gerry’s arms were extended, as though he intended to grab Otha and subdue him, but his attitude was that of a mechanic waiting for the engine to stop before sticking a hand into the radiator fan.


I’d made progress squirming out of Otha’s onslaught when reinforcements arrived. The other counselors in Smith Village included Cliff McCoy, Mike Sanchez and the village chief, Eric Dudley. Unfazed by the fury of a fellow Negro, Cliff took a grip on Otha and lifted him bodily away from me. Otha writhed and constricted in his hands, but Cliff—pretty big and very strong—held tight.


In a moment, Otha was weeping like a baby in Cliff’s embrace, whimpering about how I threw all his stuff in the dirt and left it in the rain.


Which was accurate.


Cliff looked at me. “What were you doin’, man?” To my relief, his tone was more curious than accusatory. But the implication was clear. A grown-up man (which I guess I am) who tries to “discipline” an eleven-year-old half his size, by ruining the only clothes he has, is going to look like a prick no matter what his motive.


While Gerry and the other kids gathered Otha’s stuff, I had a brief consultation with Eric Dudley. Eric’s a senior at Kenyon College, which is one of the many above-average but academically undistinguished small colleges in the Midwest. Kenyon always has a good football team. Unlike Gerry, who has flowing red hair down to his shoulders, and Mike Sanchez, a Puerto Rican with gang tattoos and a diamond-chip earring, Eric is a throwback to the blond, clean-cut Kingston Trio half of the 1960s. He’s a model of responsibility and moderation. He said, “What the hell were you doing?”


I explained, clumsily, the rules I was trying to establish and Otha’s flagrant, willful flouting thereof.


“Right,” said Eric. “Has it occurred to you, yet, maybe, that the kid is not quite normal?”


“Well, yeah, I…”


“Look, it’s early. I’m not going to say anything to Uncle Phil, okay? But Jesus.”


“Yeah, okay,” I said. ‘I’ll, um, you know…”


“If you need help,” said Eric.


I slouched back toward Cabin 3. The other kids were helping Otha stow his stuff and make his bed. Gerry was watching. He sort of teetered in the nonexistent breeze. I would get used to this. So would the kids. They sensed Gerry’s frailties and watched out for him.


It wasn’t long ’til I had to march the kids to supper. I flopped onto my bunk and closed my eyes. Flies buzzed all around me.
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Otha never really mastered the concepts of bed-making or putting things away. This proved irrelevant because he was the most popular kid in Cabin 3. I couldn’t quite figure that out, or stop it. I would have joined the fan club if I hadn’t been the only responsible party among the eighteen of us. As it was, like everyone else, I fell in love with Otha. I also feared him and feared for him.


The morning after the clothes tantrum, I took Otha aside and apologized for not respecting his possessions. He just laughed in my face with the bass-baritone guffaw that was his calling card. He hugged me, climbed into my arms and let me carry him piggyback halfway to breakfast.


A few days later, when the camp routine had settled in, I was at the dining hall after hours, where there were always cookies and coffee. I found Cliff by himself and sat down gingerly beside him.


“You’re gonna ask me about Otha?” he said.


I was about to respond. Cliff said, “Because I’m the village spade?”


I had expected something like this from Cliff. In 1968, it’s impossible to talk to almost any black person—not that I’d had a lot of experience—without having the race gauntlet presented in some form or another. At least Cliff hadn’t slapped me cross the face with it. Actually, he’d said it with a smile.


“Hey,” I said, “There’s five other black kids in my cabin. So far, I don’t seem to need any help with them. But Otha, damn. I mean, look, I’ve never come across anything like him.”


Cliff just nodded. He was a taciturn person. I would have preferred a black advisor more like Sidney Poitier or Sammy Davis, Jr., but Cliff was the available Negro.


“I mean,” I pressed on, “is there anything I can do?”


Cliff was sipping bad coffee from a paper cup. The steam that wafted from its surface had an ambience of whiskey. Familiar to me. My dad’s a bartender.


Cliff cocked his head. “You could shoot him,” he said.


“Don’t tempt me,” I said.


“That’s how he gonna end up.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well…” Cliff drew that word out for a while. Then he said, “I know a little about Otha,” said Cliff. “He lives in one of those shithole buildings on 39th Street South. You know that neighborhood?”


“Not really. I’ve only been to Chica—”


“It’s hell on earth. It’s the darkest of dark ghettos, man,” said Cliff. “You ever read Kenneth Clark?”


“No.”


“Well, you should. His book is called Dark Ghetto. It’s the straight shit. Clark don’t weep for the downtrodden jigaboo. He just lays out all the evil shit Otha’s up against, from the day his mama spit him out and reached for a needle.”


Cliff had me buffaloed and cornered, and he knew it. “I’ll read it.”


“Won’t help Otha,” said Cliff. “He could be dead before you finish the fuckin’ foreword.”


“But,” I began.


“He doesn’t go to school, y’know.”


“He doesn’t?”


“No. He stopped goin’ and the school didn’t care. They couldn’t handle him. Staff at the Boys Club on 40th took over. He goes there most days. That’s how he ended up here. The Boys Club people figured out he could draw.”


“Yeah, his drawings, they’re, um, powerful.”


“Uh huh,” said Cliff, thoughtfully. “That’s one word for ’em.”


“What about his parents?” I asked, expecting the worst.


“Don’t think he ever saw his father. But that’s no big deal in that neighborhood. His mama picks him up sometimes at the Boys Club.”


“Sometimes?”


“Sometimes not. He’s on his own a lot. The block knows him. Watches out. There’s a bar that—well, shit, they adopted Otha. He’s the ghetto version of Shirley Temple.”


Cliff sipped. I pondered.


“All right. So, you’re saying he has no structure in his life, no family.”


“He’ll find a family,” said Cliff. “We all do.”


He let that simmer for a while. “The kind of family Otha finds will get him killed before he’s 16.”


I thanked Cliff and went back to Cabin 3, moving fast through the clouds of mosquitoes that followed anything warm-blooded after dark at Camp Nantoka.
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Knowing that Otha was from 39th Street was a clue. As I encountered Work Campers, I asked where they were from in the city, in hopes of finding someone from Otha’s block. I had no luck. Chicago’s a big town.


I thought if I could figure out Otha, I might gain a little bit of control. One day, after classes, he came over to me and offered to show me his book. This was a breakthrough. I sat him on my bunk and settled beside him. Gerry was present that day (he wasn’t always), so I asked him to keep an eye on the other fifteen kids.


Otha’s sketchbook had gotten thicker since the beginning of camp. The art faculty—like the Boys Club on 40th and the Hot Nuts—had adopted Otha and tapped his creative juices. I, on the other hand, tended to light his fuse. Otha opened the book.


He’d been drawing, I guess, still lifes from nature. The top drawing was a leaf, in black ink, finely detailed, somehow swollen with vitality. The arresting feature of the image was the hand—the clenched fist—that gripped the leaf by its stem. This hand, veins exposed, held the leaf prisoner, ready to bring a matching hand down upon it and crush it into a wad of green pulp. The leaf was a portrait of inarticulate suspense and impending violence. On the next page was Otha’s simple rendering of a bare branch from a dead tree, held by a hand that turned it into a cocked revolver.


Otha was surrounded by scenery, but he drew no landscapes. All his drawings were details—close-ups of the objects all around him at Camp Nantoka. When he drew a rock, it was a crouched monster, poised to attack. When he saw a tree, it was not a whole spreading oak, but a cruel face lurking in the twists and ridges of its bark. He drew a fork in the dining hall, gripped in that merciless hand, that seemed on the verge of plunging into someone’s eye.


Otha’s portraits were riveting. He seemed to see, in the faces of children, their eventual fate as adults. He gave them lines and creases which—although inevitable—had not yet appeared around their eyes and on their downy cheeks. Every face he drew was a picture of Dorian Gray. It offered more truth than anyone wanted to see. Yet the kids he drew loved his portraits. They traded for them, paid for them. Seeing themselves depicted with Otha’s heartless prescience was like, I guess, sneaking into a horror movie their parents had forbidden them. It was a window into a dark side that each child has but adults tend not to see. Otha’s portrait of Douglas Blum which he drew a while later, foresaw the cruelty around his puffy grownup eyes but also a hint of the despair that haunts someone who has given up on ever being loved.


After seeing Otha’s portrait of Blum, I still hated the kid. But I hated him a little less.


For most artists, I think, their art is a refuge, an emotional oasis away from the confusion and distraction of the cruel world. But Otha’s art was the cruel world. He drew as though his pen was a knife and the paper was the heart of his enemy. The lines were etched with the blood of a reality that he had to kill before it killed him. Of course, he didn’t know any of this. He didn’t think about the meaning of an image. He just drew, constantly and compulsively, turning everything around him into a microcosm of the violent chaos that defined his existence and probably—if Cliff was right—sealed his bleak destiny.


“These are great,” I said to Otha.


He didn’t react to that. Words had almost no effect on him. I figured out, by summer’s end, that Otha only understood approval and disapproval in physical terms. If he was bad, he expected to be beaten. If he was good, you hugged him.


“Tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t you draw all the kids in the cabin. They’d like that. We’ll put them up on the walls, so people from all over camp can come over and see them.”


Otha stared at me for a moment, his mind churning away. And then he was off, looking for his first victim. A half-hour later, I was tacking up a portrait of Matt Mayall. Matt was one of my Thespians. He was a good singer, a little effeminate, with a role in the Camp Nantoka production of Kiss Me, Kate. But Otha’s portrait foreshadowed a future Matt whose life on the stage, strutting and fretting, had deteriorated in the end into a sporadic handful of character roles in little theaters and a string of local commercials for car dealers and mattress stores.


After a week, the walls of Smith Village Cabin 3 were papered with similar haunting portraits—three or four of each kid, plus me and Gerry. Mine made me look like an alcoholic poet who wrote rhymes for greeting cards.


Of course, Otha’s artistic quiescence didn’t last.


It happened at lunch.


In the Jane Addams Memorial Dining Hall, each cabin had a table, the kids all lined along the sides, counselors on each end. The kids would queue up on the chow line, collecting their daily bread from a crew of Work Campers and kitchen ladies from the surrounding towns, and take a seat at their designated table.


One day, about three weeks into camp, when meals had developed into a routine and trouble was unexpected, I noticed that Otha was just staring at his plate, which contained that day a slab of breaded meat, some greasy potatoes and a serving of overcooked string beans. I sensed trouble when he picked up his plastic fork and snapped it in two.


“What’s the trouble, Otha?” I shouted. Shouting was the only form of communication when the dining hall was full.


Otha ignored me. He glared at his victuals.


“You should eat,” I shouted.


“Fuck,” said Otha.


I shook my head.


“I hate this shit,” said Otha.


He looked up at me, eyes damp and dark, lower lip outthrust.


I shrugged. I pretty much hated this shit, too. But it was the only food we had. I was about to say something sympathetic when Blum, sitting across from Otha, broke in.


“Yeah!” he snarled. “Fuck this shit.”


I slumped in my seat. Another precinct heard from. I feared a lunch-table revolution. I caught Gerry’s eye, on the opposite end. He nodded and we both started to get up.


“You shut up,” Otha said suddenly to Blum.


Blum, not to be outdone in belligerence, replied to Otha. “Fuck you, nigger.”


Oh, good, I thought. But Otha was moving faster than I could think. He had grabbed his food, lunged across the table and smashed his plate on Blum’s head before Gerry and I could even stand up.


Otha’s momentum carried him and Blum backward, off the bench. Blum landed on his back, covered with potatoes, beans and Otha—who began pounding him into the floor.


Blum was helpless against Otha’s volcanic rage, covering his face and screaming with fear. He had reason to be scared. Otha would kill Blum if we didn’t stop him.


Gerry got to Otha first. He grabbed his shirt but couldn’t hold on. While Otha ripped himself free of Gerry’s grip, Blum was able to crawl away and get on his feet. He ran toward the exit, terrified and whimpering, through a throng of useless kids who seemed incapable of movement. As I chased Otha, who was chasing Blum, through bystanders resolutely standing by, I thought about that girl, Kitty Genovese, who’d been murdered in New York, crying out for help while her neighbors hid behind their curtains and listened to her die.


“Son of a bitch,” I muttered.


Otha caught Blum just outside the dining hall and began to hammer away, cursing and making noises like a wolverine snacking on an elk. I was about to intervene when a large figure pushed me aside. An instant later, this large figure, a muscular man with blue-black skin, wearing a kitchen uniform, seized Otha by the neck and lifted him, almost effortlessly, from atop Blum.


Otha flailed. Blum’s savior held Otha off the ground, waiting for him to stop moving. Blum, bruised, bleeding from the nose, crept backward, got to his feet and hid behind Gerry.


The black goliath finally released Otha’s neck, setting him down but keeping a hold on Otha’s arm. Otha battled the man’s grip, swinging his arms and hitting the man’s thighs and hips. I’d been hit by Otha and I knew how it felt. But this guy was unaffected. I couldn’t quite see his face.


A voice behind me said, “Holy shit, man. That’s Meeks.”


I looked around, at Cathy Schieve, one of the girls’ counselors. “Thestis Meeks,” she said. “Work Camper.”


“Oh,” I said.


Otha was raging on. “You fucker. You let me go, you fuckin’ pussy. Fuck you, muhfuck.”


Etcetera.


Thestis Meeks, apparently weary of the struggle, finally did let him go. Otha, still seething and twitching with fury, bounced on his feet and roared upward at the Work Camper. “I’ll kill you, muhfuck! Kill you! Kill! YOU!”


And he ran off.


Aw, hell, I thought. Another Otha search.


As the crowd broke up, I tried to elicit more information from Cathy about Thestis Meeks, who had melted back into the dining hall. But all she knew was his name and that he was one of the main badasses among the Work Campers.


It wasn’t ’til that night after lights out, over coffee and cookies at the dining hall, that Cliff filled me in.


“Most of these cats, they’re here on a drug arrest, maybe a liquor store holdup, gang activity, shit like that, man,” said Cliff. “But Thestis Meeks?”


Cliff sucked in his breath.


“Yeah?” I said.


“Well, Thestis is here ‘cause he choked his mother half to death, cracked her spine and put her in a wheelchair for the rest of her life, all because one morning she left his eggs cold on the kitchen table and went to work. What happened then, y’see, was Thestis, he sits beside his cold eggs and then he waits. Twelve hours the sumbitch waits there ’til the old lady comes back in from cleanin’ penthouses up on the Gold Coast. She comes in, he shoves that plate of cold eggs in her face and grabs her by the throat, just like he did with little Otha, and shoves her hard enough into the kitchen sink that he twists her backbone clean out of its sockets, and she’s crippled forever.”


Cliff let that image settle into my brain, then added, “I figure Meeks seein’ Otha shove his food into that other kid’s face must’ve brought back memories of breakfast with his mama.”


“Nostalgic,” I said.


Cliff smiled at that.


“Jesus, why isn’t he in prison?” I asked.


“The old lady covered for him. Said she fell.”


“So, he got off.”


“Not quite. They knew he did it,” said Cliff. “So, he gets a reduced charge, does a little Cook County time, ends up here.”


“And he saves Douglas Blum,” I said.


Cliff smiled. “Means if you want the evil little fucker dead, you’re gonna have to kill him yourself.”


When I got back to the cabin that day, I found Blum on his bunk, surrounded by the shreds of Otha’s portraits. They had all been ripped from the walls and torn up.


“Goddammit, Blum,” I started.


“Hey, I didn’t do it,” said Blum whinily.


“Say what?”


“He did it, man,” whined Blum. “Otha.”


“Otha?”


Blum just dabbed at his battered nose. And I knew he was telling the truth. Only Otha—who had created those prophetic images—could have destroyed them so mindlessly.


Otha later told me that Thestis Meeks was an uncle, of sorts—perhaps by blood, perhaps only by rumor. The relationship was never clear. But I was learning that on the streets of the dark ghetto, they rarely are.


Blum and Otha settled into a truce by that evening. My truce with Otha didn’t develop ’til the whole thing happened between Suzan and me, which shouldn’t have happened.


I admit that.


But it did. Suzan happened. And for some reason, Otha turned us into his Camp Nantoka mother and father—a job for which neither of us, especially Suzan, who was barely older than Otha, was qualified.


7


The Battle of Smith Village started innocently.


I wanted a second pillow on my bunk. So I went to the administrative office, next to the dining hall, and asked for one—and one for Gerry, too. Phil Knutson’s secretary, Charmaine, gave me a funny look, like I was Oliver Twist asking for second serving of mush, but said, “Okay, I’ll see what I can do,” which I took to mean, “Sure, kid. When hell freezes over.”


But four and a half weeks later, there was a whole box of pillows, and another one full of cheap white cotton pillowcases sitting open next to Charmaine’s desk. Other counselors had gotten there first, but there were still a half-dozen pillows. As Gerry and I picked out two, and a couple of pillowcases, Charmaine had the look of the cat who ate the canary.


“Thanks,” I said.


“Hey,” said Charmaine. “Miracles happen.”


Somewhere along the way to the village, Gerry and I got into a discussion about the election, coming up in November. This being the middle of the summer, and Bobby Kennedy dead, nobody knew if the Democratic candidate would be Gene McCarthy, who had shamed LBJ out of the race, or Hubert Humphrey, who’d been a great liberal crusader ’til LBJ amputated his principles and hung Viet Nam around his neck. By this time, it was pretty clear that the Republicans were going to nominate Tricky Dick, the creepiest presidential candidate since Warren G. Harding. Neither of us could vote, but Gerry said that if he could, he’d vote for George Wallace.


And I said, “Jesus Christ, Gerry! Wallace? He’s a segregationist maniac! He’s the goddamn Klan. He’s—” I ended up blithering.


Gerry waited ’til I was finished. Then he began one of his convoluted explanations about the total failure of the quasi-fascist American system of capitalist oligarchy and its inevitable deterioration into class war, race war and blood flowing through the gutters of Beaver Cleaver’s hometown.


By this time, I’d heard the speech before. It always rolled around to the point where Gerry insisted that it’s better to hasten the collapse of American civilization than to endorse—by voting for either a Democrat or Republican—a sham democracy whose only purpose is to enrich the corrupt graftmongers in a political system whose two parties were mutually indistinguishable. A protest vote for George Wallace, the hate-spewing bigot from Alabama, would be a more eloquent statement, according to Gerry, than a thousand heartfelt eulogies for Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King.


“You know,” I said to Gerry as we got to our village, “you really are an asshole.”


“Oh yeah?” said Gerry, who then whacked me with his pillow. I retaliated, after which we exchanged a series of harmless blows. Just as tired of the game, suddenly, from behind, I got hit by a third pillow. I turned around. There was one of our “general” campers, Devonne Hopkins, brandishing his weapon.


So I hit him.


Devo laughed and charged us, swinging his pillow. We both nailed him hard enough to send him sprawling onto the hard-packed dirt of the Smith Village square. If I’d been flattened like that—at Devo’s age—I’d be either crying or really pissed off. But Devo seemed almost giddy with the joy of battle. He was on his feet and attacking again when reinforcements arrived, in the form of three more Cabin 3 kids, Jack “J.J.” Jefferson (dance and theater), Elvin Douglass (music and piano) and David Geremia (music and guitar). All three were wielding pillows like medieval maces.


Within ten minutes, three cabins full of kids were waging in the Battle of Smith Village. Just as Gerry and I were about to be overwhelmed by at least 40 bloodthirsty eleven-year-olds, the other Smith Village counselors—Cliff, Mike Sanchez, Allen Skerret and even the normally prim Eric Dudley—had reinforced us. We formed a defensive circle in the center of the village square. As we swung our pillows over and over, the feathers packed into a tight ball until each was as hard as a fist in a boxing glove. When I scored a direct hit on a charging kid, it was like beaning him with a fastball. He stopped in his tracks and dropped like a stone.


In the beginning, the battle was just horseplay, a slumper-party pillow fight. But as the forces grew and the pillows turned into bludgeons, as Otha and Blum arrived to escalate the fury of the kids, I looked around and realized that something else was happening here, Mister Jones.


It came to me that I enjoyed hitting these little boys, as hard as I could swing my club. I was purging from my jangled nerves a month of screaming defiance and food fights, reluctant reveilles and bedtime combat, frustration and fatigue, mosquitoes and flies, the violent enigma of Otha and the bourgeois sociopathy of Blum. The little pests came at me in masochistic waves and I bashed them across the chops, watched them fly and skid on their asses. And then I laughed out loud as they rose woozy from the dirt, wiped the snot off their faces and roared back into the fray.


I could see the same pleasure on the faces of Gerry, Cliff and Mike Sanchez, Allen Skerret and Eric Dudley, as they bashed and pounded these little boys on whom, otherwise, we couldn’t lay a finger.


I could see, with a sort of astonishment, that the boys were having their own catharsis, coming at us again and again, flying head-over-heels with every direct hit. They kept crashing to the ground and laughing and charging again. Otha was like a human helicopter, swinging his hardpacked pillow over his head in circles as he plunged toward the cluster of counselors, absorbing three blows at once, staggering backward in the midst of a maniac guffaw, then piling back into the war, unharmed, undeterred, indefatigable.


Once, I found myself separated from the counselors’ phalanx, facing Otha. He was momentarily alone, unreinforced by other kids, his eyes fixed on me like a mongoose contemplating a cobra. His let loose the bellow that I had come to know so well and charged, his pillow whirling, his guard down. As he left his feet to knock me down, I swung upward, catching him on the chin, snapping his head backward and spinning him 180 degrees. He landed on his back twenty feet away. The feel of nailing Otha with a violence that was almost homicidal filled me with a pleasure entirely new to me. While this illicit joy coursed through my body and tingled my nuts, Otha lay motionless on the packed dirt of Smith Village square, possibly with a spinal injury that would disable him for the rest of his days. In that moment, my mind began to struggle with exhilaration, remorse and a mounting fear. But no single feeling won out. A chaos of emotion overwhelmed me, tightening my diaphragm to the point where I stopped trying to breathe.


As I gazed at Otha, sprawled and inert, I somehow knew he was just fine. I sensed that he’d been visited upon me as a penance for a life lived, up to that day, unexamined and hopelessly innocent. I was fated to live with Otha for the full duration of the summer, mediating his tantrums, absorbing his explosions of crushing love as he roared like an adolescent jungle cat and sang the thousand verses of “Nuts, Hot Nuts.” Besides, I’d learned that fighting Otha was like pounding a tractor tire with a sledgehammer.


His mouth opened. He sucked in air so hard that I could hear him above the scuffling and shouting all around me. Then, having gathered his wind, Otha let loose with that baritone laugh that I’ve never been able to figure out—whether the kid was momentarily happy or permanently out of his mind. I might have pondered the mystery a little longer, but this was war. Suddenly, two kids pounced on me, almost knocking me on my ass.


The Battle of Smith Village roared for more than an hour. After a while, spectators, mostly from the girls’ side of camp and a few Work Campers, gathered cautiously on the fringe of the square. I saw them only peripherally, because when you’re outnumbered eight-to-one, even by dwarfs, you don’t dare stop and wave to the bleachers. Our spectators kept a discreet distance, lest they find themselves sucked in unarmed and bashed to the ground by a merciless army of combat-maddened mozniks.


I noticed Suzan in the crowd, her face aglow with fear and fascination. In that glimpse, I sensed that she understood the scene perhaps better than anyone else. It was that power of perception—her ability to see and accept the inchoate hungers that haunt the human heart—that had made me love her intellect, even more than her perfect body, against my better judgment.


When Otha saw her, he rushed to her, hugged her (plunging his face between her breasts and lingering there) and tried to drag her into the battle. She laughed, kissed him and pushed him back toward the pillow fight to end all pillow fights.


Little by little, our attackers thinned. Some got hurt and crawled off to nurse their wounds. Others just got arm-weary and headed to their bunks either to recuperate or to bask in the drowsy aftermath of mortal combat. All the kids emerged from the conflict with bumps, a mosaic of bruises, scraped knees and elbows, scratched faces and bloody noses—injuries that all disappeared within a day or two.


The battle wound down to Cliff and me (Gerry was sitting on a log, smoking an unfiltered Camel) still trying to wear out Otha, Blum and three or four other kids whose pride—or rage—would have kept them slugging it out all night. At the end, night was actually falling and the mosquitoes were rising in clouds that were visible, like swarms of living smoke, against the glow of the village lights. It was bugs, more than victory, defeat or fatigue that ended the struggle.


Four of us, Gerry and me, Blum and Otha, arms around each other, stumbled down the path to Cabin 3, strangely sated by a violence that had simmered in our souls longer and more deeply than we’d ever perceived.


Otha hadn’t been tamed. He certainly hadn’t pitched his last fit. But between the Battle of Smith Village and his love for Suzan, he and I began to forge a fragile, sporadic truce that got us through the rest of the summer of ’68.


But if Cliff was right, no truce or summer respite was enough to get Otha, alive, past his 16th birthday. About that, I’ll never know.
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