Cancer survivor shows ailing children that dreams can come true

She arrived at camp a timid 8-year-old robbed of her hair by chemotherapy. She feared taking off her wig. Kids at school had teased her about her bald head.

But within her first day at Camp Fiesta, she shed the wig and didn't wear it for the rest of her stay. Her fellow campers had told her she didn't need it. She was pretty without it.

Seventeen years later, Tanya Grimaldi is back at the Fort Lauderdale camp for children with cancer like she has been every year since that first. Once a scared girl given a 50-50 chance to survive leukemia, the camp counselor stood before her campers Sunday night to offer them a glimpse of what she hopes the future will bring them.

In a rambunctious mock wedding ceremony, Grimaldi, 25, and her husband-to-be, Tom Fresneda, exchanged vows summer-camp style. She promised to wash his clothes after camp. He promised to carry her bags when they go to Orlando today. They made their promises before campers serving as bridesmaids and groomsmen and a camp counselor serving as a pastor.

"I want them to see I've come a long way and I too am a cancer survivor, so I understand what they are going through," Grimaldi said. "Camp gives them an opportunity to get away from chemotherapy, the poking, the needles and getting sick all the time."

This year marks the 20th anniversary of Camp Fiesta held at Hugh Taylor Birch State Park at Sunrise Boulevard and A1A. The camp for about 55 children between the ages of 8 and 18 is the summer home of the Children's Cancer Caring Center, the children's oncology unit at the Cleveland Clinic in Weston.

It's free for the children and the counselors are all volunteers, many of them former campers like Grimaldi, said camp director Aley Sheer. The nine-day camp relies solely on donations.

Camp Fiesta features three nights in Orlando with day trips to Universal Studios, Universal's Islands of Adventure and Disney's Magic Kingdom. The campers go on outings to such places as Gameworks at Sawgrass Mills, take trips to the beach and enjoy arts and crafts.

"These kids have been through trauma and we're trying to make up for that, we're trying to add some positive outcomes for them," Sheer said. "They have a job and every camper knows their job they have to have fun."

Grimaldi, of West Palm Beach, spent more than three years going through chemotherapy before her cancer went into remission. The camp offered her a place where she could be around children who understood the ordeal she was going through, she said.

Her best friend -- the maid of honor at her planned March wedding -- had been one of the little girls who told her so long ago she didn't need a wig to be beautiful. Ariane Kallhardt is now a camp counselor too.

"It's a family here," Grimaldi said. "It doesn't matter what you look like."

So to share the joy of getting married with the campers, she and her husband decided to have the ceremony in the camp's dining hall. Campers serving as bridesmaids wore leis and grass skirts. They were escorted down the aisle by groomsmen wearing leis and straw hats. Campers blew bubbles and hummed the wedding march.

Since the couple started dating four years ago, Fresneda has become a volunteer at the camp. Both employees of the Palm Beach County Sheriff's Office use their vacation time to be there every year.

Before Sunday's faux ceremony, Sheer remembered what it was like when Grimaldi first came to camp.

"She was a little girl with no hair and frightened to death," Sheer said. "You meet her now, she's just beautiful, vivacious and intelligent. She's a real loving, caring human being. Tom's a lucky guy and so is she."

