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From grief to hope

Camp helps kids deal with loss of loved one
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In the grassy hills outside Livermore, little Briana Camp is cementing her memories.

Sitting at a picnic table with a bottle of Elmer's glue in hand, Briana is holding a photo of a woman 
with a gray cat on her shoulder. "This is my mom," she says softly. "This is my cat, Kelly."

Behind her smile is the heavy weight of grief. Briana is 11 years old and her mother, Lori, is gone 
forever. She is creating a "memory box," which she is decorating with her mom's picture and puffy 
pink hearts and words of love. It will hold mementoes of their life together.

The Roseville girl has never talked much about her mother's death from breast cancer. But on this 
weekend, she is sharing her feelings with counselors and other kids at a place called Camp Hope.

Briana and more than 40 other children, ages 6 to 16, are here because each of them has recently 
lost a parent or a sibling or someone else dear to them. Each has been robbed of a part of 
childhood. Each is sadder than someone so young should ever have to be.

The camp is designed to help kids confront and cope with their losses while learning how to have 
fun again.

Under the supervision of a small army of volunteer counselors and medical specialists, they talk 
about their deepest fears and their fondest memories. They write and play and sob and laugh. They 
take the first steps toward healing.

Lynn Hebert of Roseville founded the camp after watching her two young boys, Tanner and Jackson,
struggle with the death of their father, Dan, in 2000.

Jackson, who was almost 2 when his dad died of leukemia, "kept asking why daddy wasn't coming 
home," she recalls. Tanner, who was 4, "felt like he was the only little boy who didn't have a 
daddy," Hebert says.

"You can't fix those feelings in a weekend," she says. "But camp is a starting point. It's a great 
beginning."

Camp Hope, one of only a handful of grief camps nationally geared exclusively to children, is held 
two weekends a year at Camp Arroyo, 138 acres of parkland outside Livermore. The camp is open 
to all children who have suffered a significant loss in their lives.

The nonprofit camp is supported by donations and free to all youngsters who attend. The 
qualifications for admission have to do with the child's age, whom the child lost and the impact of 
the loss on the child.

Many of Camp Hope's counselors are graduates of the program, and all of the adult participants 
have endured the death of someone close to them.

"It reinforces to the kids that they are not alone, that we're all here for the same reason," says 
Leslie Wilson, a San Diego psychologist who helped Hebert launch the camp.



When they first arrive on a Friday afternoon, most campers are shy and quiet, fearful of being away 
from home and reluctant to give themselves over to strangers.

Counselors separate them by age group, and tailor programs to their maturity levels and personal 
experiences.

On Saturday morning, their eyes wide and wary, campers sit outside on the patio and talk for the 
first time about why they are here. Some of them speak barely above a whisper. Some cannot utter
more than a few words before they dissolve into tears.

"My dad died of cancer, and I was in the room when he died," says Aaron Stoien, who lives in 
Livermore. Aaron is 11 but has the soulful eyes of an older boy. Adjusting his red Angels baseball 
cap, he musters a grin. "I hope to make a lot of friends here," he says.

When 10-year-old Elliott Bullard of Tracy gets his turn, he giggles as he recalls a morning when his 
mother "caught the stove on fire" as she prepared pancakes for the family. The next day Elliott's 
mom, along with an aunt, was murdered. "Our three dogs died, too," Elliott says.

Dana Pawlak, who is 10 and lives in San Ramon, reminisces about her dad, who lived for golf and 
his family. "Once he was at a golf tournament, and a gopher popped out of the hole and he hit the 
gopher in the head," she says. Mark Pawlak wasted away from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, also 
known as Lou Gehrig's disease.

Other memories come tumbling out. Aaron misses watching "Cops" with his dad. Ashleigh 
remembers the tart smell of her grandfather's breath, "from the salt and vinegar chips" that he liked
to eat. Amy wishes she could "just talk" one more time to her mom, "my best friend," she says.

Finally the group is silent, and the children move inside to bang on some drums.

Organizers structure the camp in short bursts of activity, which is similar to the way most 
youngsters grieve, says Wilson.

"They move in and out of it quickly," she says. "They can't sustain the long, intense emotions. So 
we alternate activities that help them talk about their emotions with regular camp things," from 
swimming to making jewelry to singing around the campfire. A certified therapy dog, a yellow 
Labrador named McKee, is always available to accept hugs and absorb tears.

Katie Bryant of Carmichael is happy to be here. After her father died suddenly from unknown causes
in 2005, six days before her 13th birthday, she thought about coming to camp. "But I just wasn't 
ready then," she says. "This year, I was ready to come to a place where people can cry together 
about something that happened to them and not look stupid. And just relax."

Attached to a harness, Katie is a picture of elation as she soars high above the grasslands on a "zip 
wire." But she turns pensive once her feet are back on the ground. "I miss my dad a lot," she says. 
"There are days when everything seems to be going right and I feel good, but then I realize that, 
no, everything is not right."

At camp, Katie and the others can use music, writing and art to tell the world how they feel. By 
early Saturday afternoon, the walls of the campground's "art hut" are covered with masks decorated
with paint and feathers, buttons and bows. Each camper has created two faces, one reflecting how 
they look to the outside world, and one showing how they feel inside.

Dana Pawlak's "outside" mask is festooned with bright yellow feathers, showing her "happy, wild" 
personality, she says. The eyes of her "inside" mask are circled in blue, and glitter tears rain down 
from them.

In the grass outside the hut, "memory boxes" are laid out in the sun. "POPPA," one of the boxes is 
labeled in bright letters. Aaron Stoein has glued his photo and one of his dad inside his box, and the
words "Lived Honorably" on the outside. Footballs, baseballs and basketballs decorate some of the 
other boxes. Dana's features her father's name and the bright green grass of a golf course.

Later, Dana and the other children gather around a fire pit and ask a volunteer doctor, pediatrician 
Arlene Fischhoff, the questions they have been afraid to ask anyone else.



A delicately built girl named Isabel whose father committed suicide asks why someone would kill 
himself. How does cancer travel through the body? Aaron asks. Matthew wants to know if 
depression is a disease.

Dana wonders whether other members of her family will die from ALS, like her dad. The doctor tells 
her it is possible, but not likely. Giant tears start to roll down Dana's face, and she collapses into the 
arms of a counselor.

Later, after they eat barbecued chicken and the sun starts to set behind the hills, the weary 
campers calm down. They are sitting in a circle inside the cafeteria, and each of them is holding an 
unlit candle.

"All of us have had a very important person die in our lives," Wilson tells the group. "Tonight, we 
are going to honor that person."

One by one, the candles are lit.

"This is for my grandpa, who was very, very smart and blew apart everyone in our family in 
Scrabble and Monopoly."

"I'm lighting this candle for my little sister. She passed away when she was only 2 years old, but I 
had a lot of fun with her in those two years."

"My dad. He liked the animals, and he liked the nature."

"My brother John, the strongest guy I've ever met."

"My sister. I miss her voice. You could hear it from blocks away."

When the circle is complete, Wilson asks the campers to blow out their candles. No one wants to at 
first, but soon 46 lights become 30, and then 18, and then 7. Then, total darkness, and a silence 
interrupted only by sobs.

"Our loved ones are gone," Wilson says before everyone heads back to their cabins. "But we have 
memories. The memories will always be with us."
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