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Dedicated to my special circle of friends

who were there for me as I worked

to get this book out there.

If you are one of them,

you know I am talking about you.
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Chapter One

2024

The bus was late. It is often a little bit late but this time it was very late. It came though and I climbed aboard. The scenery on the commute home from work was always the same. Soon I would be out of the Portland city limits and later I would be in my suburban home in Hillsboro. Early on the bus moved at a normal speed. Soon after my ride began however it slowed to almost a snail’s pace. It was because traffic was this slow. The nice thing about riding the bus is it eliminates the stress of driving myself. If the vehicle was in an accident, I would at least always have the comfort of knowing it was not my fault. But buses are subject to slow traffic too.

I suspected there was a snag somewhere in the traffic. I wondered what and where it was. After what seemed like an eternity, I saw the problem. It wasn’t a car accident as it usually is. This time it was something different. First, I noticed smoke on the highway ahead of us as I looked out the window. Later I saw the source of the smoke, a brush fire in the highway median. Forest fires are bad this year, even worse than they usually are at this time of the year. Firefighters from a fire truck on the other side of the highways extinguished the median fire. Cars (and buses such as this one) were having to merge into one lane at a point where a fire truck was in the other lanes. There was some comfort in knowing the source of the problem but knowing did not solve the problem. The bus I was on had to work through the traffic.

After another eternity the bus was clear of the fire engine. The transit bus was now moving at normal speed, but it would still be some time until I got home. On the way, I thought about the stories I had seen on the news about people who lost their homes to forest fires. Although the people living in the house usually got out safe, I felt deep sadness for them. They were probably losing cherished links to past memories such as photo albums, wedding albums, collected comic books, and the like. Old fashioned analog photographs stored in old fashioned photo albums could be preserved by scanning them or taking pictures of these pictures with a digital camera, but the process was time consuming and probably not undertaken by many people. Families could take these items with them along with their essentials, but they would have to have both the time to get them as well as space in their vehicles to take them. Many families probably did not have both.

When the bus arrived at my stop, I hopped off and walked one or two thousand feet to my house. I opened the door, disabled the security system, and turned on the television. I was anxious to see if the local news was talking about the brush fire I saw. They were talking about a fire, but it was a much bigger fire that was being televised on the local news. Not only were they talking about it, but the fire also seemed to dominate the news. They were even covering it during the minutes when the weather and sports were usually covered. It was a forest fire on the other side of the Columbia River in the state of Washington. It seemed like there had been a lot of forest fires. People in Oregon and the adjacent state of Washington take great care in preserving our natural world. This is something in which I take great pride. It seems however like that is not enough. One forest fire I had heard about a little more than a month ago burned an area the size of Connecticut not far from here.

 

That however was not what troubled me the most. What the TV reporter’s voice in the background reported here is what was hardest on me.

“Right now, the wildfire is threatening Camp Sunbeam. The camp which happens to be in session is being evacuated as a precaution.”

It made me feel a little bit better that the reporter was saying it was just a precaution, but I did not want there to be any chance that the camp was destroyed or even damaged. For me there was much more at stake than rustic buildings. There was even more at stake to me than the trees on the camp property. Memories of one week I spent one summer at that camp began flooding back to me.


Chapter Two

Saturday, June 29, 1985

It was a magical place. It was the kind of place where anything could happen. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a driver’s license. Everything was just a short walk away. For that week when I was away from my family, a group of boys slightly younger than me and two boys slightly older than all of us, all residing in the same cabin, was my family. There was something about the air at camp that made me feel stronger and more adventurous. That was always the first thing I noticed when I stepped out of my mother’s car each of the years I went to camp. This was my third consecutive year to go to camp in the summer. I was sixteen years old. The age range for campers at Camp Sunbeam is eight to fifteen. I was above the age limit but Benjamin Heimer, the director, was a good friend of my mother’s and he let me come anyway.

This was my first time at a coed camp session. The first two years, I went to boys’ camp. Now Camp Sunbeam only offered girls’ camp and coed camp. There just were not enough boys going to Camp Sunbeam to justify a boys-only session. Camp Sunbeam has historically had far more girls than boys attending. I think at one point it may have been exclusively a girls’ camp.

When I got out of my mother’s car, there were plenty of other campers being unloaded. I remembered vaguely that the campers were supposed to meet in the gymnasium at a certain time. I began making my way over there. Halfway there, I got the inevitable “Have you got everything?” from my mother. I looked at my suitcase and assured her that I did have everything I meant to bring even though I could not see inside the suitcase. “Remember, if you have any problem you can go to Benjamin Heimer.” She told me to have a good time and we hugged.

The time for goodbyes was over, and it was now time for hellos. I was first greeted by the mountain in the distance. It was the same mountain that I encountered upon arrival at camp the other two years I came. Despite its distance, the mountain rose impressively above everything else I could see. It had streaks and patches of snow along its peak and sub-peaks which were made of exposed stone.

I began walking towards the gym because I remembered from past years at camp that the campers gathered there upon arrival. I went inside the gym and there were campers everywhere and a few people who were old enough to be staff members or other camp workers. Slowly campers began taking seats on the floor some sitting Indian style. Finally, Benjamin Heimer got on the stage which is on the far side of the gym. “Welcome to Camp Sunbeam,” his voice was full of enthusiasm.

The man continued after a pause that lasted about half a minute. “Right here we will tell you which hut you are in, and we will go outside, and I will explain the rules. Then you will go in your cabins and your leaders (that is what they call counselors at Camp Sunbeam) will help you choose and sign up for activities. We will all pitch in to make sure you understand your schedule and how to find your way around the camp.”

“Right now, hut leaders will be announcing the names of those of you who have been assigned to their hut. Please come join him or her on the stage when your name is called. First, Barbara, one of the leaders in the Sioux hut, will be announcing who will be in that hut.” All of the huts are named after American Indian tribes. Barbara announced the name of a little girl, and she came running up to Barbara screaming with excitement as though she cared what hut she was sent to. The Sioux appeared to be the youngest of the girls’ huts. When the Sioux were all called a male counselor got the microphone and began calling boys to his hut. These boys were about the same age as the girls in the Sioux hut. As the hut leaders, one after another, called out the members of their huts, the campers got progressively older. Since I was undoubtedly in the oldest boys’ hut and they were calling the huts in a girl-boy format, I was sure that whatever hut I was assigned to would be last. If Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone was in bookstores back then and I had read it, I would have felt like I was in my first day at Hogwarts School and the sorting hat was choosing a “house” for each student.

Eventually all the girl campers had been selected by the girls’ huts, and all but a few boys were called into huts. At this point they could have simply decided that all remaining boys are assigned to the Shoshone hut since there were no other huts to be sorted into, but they continued the name calling ritual. I heard them call the names of the boys in the hut I would inevitably be in including my own name. “Tom Gleason,” I am not sure why my name was one of the last to be called or if there even was a reason. The hut I was called into was the Shoshone hut. I walked up to the stage to join the others. Like all the other huts, when our group was complete, we walked off the stage back to the main floor but this time we stayed close together as a group like all the other groups did.

We followed Director Heimer out of the gym and towards the area where the cabins were. One of the things he told us was this: “There is an invisible line which goes from the end of the bridge (I forgot to mention that there was a bridge across a river which separated the residential area from most of the rest of the camp) to that round building back there which is called the Rotunda. The boys have to stay on this side of the line and the girls have to stay on the other side of the line. It is very important that you follow this instruction. Your leaders will now lead you into your huts.” We followed the teen that called our names in the gym as he led us to our hut.

The cabin I was assigned to was completely built of faded brown wood. All of the windows were filled with screen, not glass. In fact, almost every building at camp was like that. Stairs at the front of the hut led to a pair of front doors which were also screened and were about one and a half meters from the ground. The hut had a low angle roof.

I went inside the cabin with the other boys while I was holding my suitcase which I had actually been carrying this whole time. I claimed a bed. We then all gathered into what passed for a living room inside the hut. There were actually two leaders in our hut. One introduced himself as Bob Miles and the other introduced himself as Adam Craig.

“It is great to have all of you here,” Bob began. “I love Camp Sunbeam. I love the air at Camp Sunbeam. This place has always been a great escape for me. I was here as a camper for many years. Now I would like for each of you to introduce yourselves telling us your name and then telling us something you like to do. Then tell us what all the others said was their name and what they like to do. There is only one rule. When telling us what you like to do, it can’t have anything to do with girls or women.”

“Why not?” the question came from one of the campers behind me.

Adam was the one to answer even though he was not the one to announce the rule. “Because it is a given that we all like women and I want to know what else you like,” was his answer.

I was chosen to go first. I did not know whether to feel flattered or embarrassed, so I cooperated. “My name is Tom and I like to read books.”

The second camper introduced himself as Juan and told us what he liked to do and also mentioned my name and said what I liked to do. The third camper introduced himself as Dan and his favorite activity which was playing an electric guitar and talked about the first two campers as instructed. Each camper in turn introduced himself and said what he liked to do while mentioning all the other campers who had told us about themselves. One camper whose name was Dwight told us he liked to listen to music. Another whose name was Taylor shared that he liked to play with cats (something I also happen to like to do). Another camper, Logan, said he liked to play baseball and yet another, Jacob, said he liked to fool around with girls. This drew giggles and a sharp rebuke from Adam and Bob, whom we would often call “Bobby”, as well as a few campers. It gave me the impression that the real reason for this rule was to prevent such giggles. The remaining campers were Mark, Joey, Ray, Paul, Hank, Pete, Brandon, and Ryan.

When we had all introduced ourselves, Bobby began speaking. “It is great to meet all of you. I have something very important and very special to share with all of you. I will talk about it tonight. Right now, let’s get ready for dinner. That is in thirty minutes.”

The campers used those thirty minutes to finish organizing around their beds, trying to get to know the campers in the beds next to them, or just sitting on their beds waiting. “Gather up, it’s dinner time,” both Adam and Bobby seemed to say in unison. We all left the hut and walked towards the dining hall which we loved to call the mess hall. Calling it that made us feel like we were in the military. When we got to the mess hall, we coalesced into a line. There were other groups of campers both ahead of us and behind us in line. It was several minutes until the line even began to move. I didn’t mind. I was at camp.

The possibilities seemed endless.

We went into the rustic building (actually all the buildings at Camp Sunbeam are rustic), picked up trays, picked up plates to put on those trays, and had food served to us onto our plates. Our hut went to two neighboring tables assigned to us. Drinks were delivered to us shortly after we sat down. When we were almost finished eating Mark put a spoon over his nose. I knew the drill. We were playing “pig.” “Pig” is a game in which one camper does something odd and all other campers at that table must imitate him. The last camper to do so is designated “pig.” That camper must clean up the table at the end of the meal and take all the plates back to the kitchen. Similar rounds were played for “assistant pig” and “floor cleaner.” I alertly followed the lead in the first two rounds but was caught off guard the third time, so I was assigned the floors. When everybody left the table Adam gave me a broom and dustpan and I cleaned up beneath the table. “Where shall I take the dustpan?” I reluctantly accepted my role.

“Follow me.”

I followed Adam to a trash can by the door we had come in through. I quickly dumped what little dust I had in the dustpan into that can. Adam took the broom and dustpan to the back of the mess hall for me. Shortly after we returned to our table in the dining area, one of the Aztecs called for our attention. The Aztecs were college aged boys who specialized in an activity and taught the campers how to do the activity. Their female counterparts were called Chippewas. This Aztec announced that our leaders would give us the opportunity to choose activities later that night but that at the meantime, we could enjoy playing whatever games we came up with in the gym.

We filed out of the mess hall and towards the gym. We picked up balls and began shooting baskets even with balls that were not basketballs. Some campers walked around the stage which was on the far side of the gym court. Some of the things we did resembled Calvinball, a game played in the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes by the namesake characters. This comic strip began running in The Oregonian my local newspaper a few months later and ran for ten years. Eventually the boys settled on playing dodgeball which we called “warball.” The girls coalesced on the other end of the gym and played basketball.

 

Shortly after we returned to our hut, our leaders asked us to sign up for activities. Adam got with me with a piece of paper on a clipboard and worked with me to pick out activities. My first task was to pick out an activity for Session One. A column just to the right of each session indicated what “period” the session took place in. The “periods” were numbered. It made me feel like I was picking classes for high school since it also had numbered periods. The next column told what days and times the period took place. Finally, there was a column with the activities available for that session. The activities had oval bubbles by them to fill out just like those achievement tests we took at school every year. I chose canoeing for Session One. I just wouldn’t feel like I was at camp if I didn’t take canoeing.

For Session Two, I chose “Arts and Craft.” Frankly, this seemed like it would be a boring activity and I don’t really remember why I chose it. Session Three: “Games.” Session Four: Archery. Two types of games were available for Session Five: tennis and “Gym Games”. I remember taking tennis the previous year. A boy behind me being guided to the activity by one of the Aztecs was for some reason forced to play tennis. This boy was constantly getting into trouble. He was complaining the whole way about having to play tennis. “Whoever invented tennis must have been gay.” This was the last straw. The Aztec then grabbed him almost by the ear and took him away to wherever campers go when they are in trouble. Obviously, I didn’t agree with that camper. I had chosen to take tennis. This year, however, I chose to find out what “Gym Games” meant. I wondered what games we would play. In retrospect maybe they called it “Gym Games” instead of just “Gym” to reassure campers that it would not be like gym class at school, and they would not have to do jumping jacks or anything like that.

Swimming was the only formally required activity at Camp Sunbeam, but we had flexibility as to when we could take it. I chose to do it in Session 6.

I eyed riflery for Session 7. This sport was restricted to campers at least 13 years old and required parental permission. This is the first year my mother gave me permission to take riflery.

Save the best for last. At least that was the opinion of Camp Sunbeam. For the eighth and final session I chose horseback riding. Everyone at Camp Sunbeam took horseback riding. I was handed the schedule I filled out. I was all set.

 

The interior of the cabin had a different feel at night. There was no light except the harsh cream light coming from the incandescent light bulbs in circular cages hanging from the ceiling.

Bobby gathered us at one end of the hut and spoke to us. “It is good to have all of you here.” Bobby continued. “I wanted to tell you something important about myself and Camp Sunbeam. This is a Christian camp. Camp Sunbeam is financed and operated by various Christian denominations. That’s a fancy way of saying that many different kinds of Christians give money to the camp and help run it. Both Christians and non-Christians are welcome here at Camp Sunbeam. Can anyone here tell me what a Christian is?”

Juan raised his hand to volunteer to answer the question. When Bob called on him, Juan answered, “A Christian is someone who believes that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.”

“Very good. A Christian also believes that God offers salvation to us through Jesus. Some people think that a Christian is someone who prays and reads the Bible. That’s not true. That is how the world sees a Christian. You may want to ask me what you must do to get into heaven. I don’t blame you. That is a very important question. The truth is that we can never do enough good deeds to get into heaven. While the price of sin may be too high for any of us to pay, Jesus paid that price for us. The offer of salvation and eternal life is there but we have to accept it.”

“Our mission at Camp Sunbeam is not to get you to become Christians. It is to tell you of what it means to be a Christian so that you can make an informed choice of whether or not Christianity is for you. Jesus means a lot to me. I invite all of you to use your time here to think about what, if anything, Jesus means to you.”

“Lights out is in,” Bobby then looked at his wristwatch, “about twenty minutes.” I sat on my cot thinking about all of what he had taught us. I had long wondered what I would experience when I died. I was ashamed of the way I acted when I was a younger child. Of course, I was younger back then and God would understand. At this point in my life, I had matured into a better person. Still, I wondered if it was enough. I had volunteered for charity work a few times and had given money to charity for starving people in Africa but was not sure I was good enough to go to heaven. I certainly didn’t want to go to the other place. Finally, I decided to walk into the small room where Bobby slept.

“Can I talk to you?” Bobby then led me out to the front steps of our cabin.

“I was just thinking about what you were saying,” I continued, “and I’m glad Jesus went through all that for me, but…”

Bobby gently interrupted. “I am going to ask you something and I want you to be totally honest with me. If you were to die tonight, what do you think would happen to you?”

“Well, I think I would go to heaven but I’m not sure.”

“What if I were to tell you that there is a way you can be sure?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can get assurance of eternal life in heaven. God offers salvation to you through Jesus. All you have to do is accept. Do you want to accept the salvation of Jesus?”

“Certainly.”

Bobby leaned into me and took my hand. He then said this prayer after instructing me to repeat after him. “Lord, I am sorry for my sins. I accept the salvation you offer me through your Son Jesus Christ. Please guide me as I follow the teachings of your Son. This I pray in His name. Amen.”

Then Bobby let go of my hand and began praying on his own. “Yes, please guide this new follower of your Son and assure Tom that there is eternal life for him. This I pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

After this I felt renewed.
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