There’s Help For Those Grieving Loss Of Child 

Groups Give Parents Shoulder To Cry On 
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THONOTOASSA - Richard Lynch cut into his dinner of chicken-fried steak. He hadn't planned to spend the evening eating alone. 

His daughters were supposed to make dinner with him. Instead, Desiree, 17, was late coming home from hanging out with friends, and Fallon, 14, sulked in her bedroom with a friend after a spat with her dad, he said. 

They're all angry, hurt and confused, Lynch said. They've had a rough year. 

His 17-year-old son, Chad, was shot to death last year, and his marriage is about to end after 18 years. 

Chad died July 14, 2005, after he was shot in the chest by a robber in an east Tampa apartment building's parking lot. Detectives have few leads and have made no arrests. 

On a recent evening, after 47-year-old Lynch put his dinner plate in the kitchen sink, he sat on the sofa, raised his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed his wet eyes with a thumb and index finger. 

He wept as he talked about coping with Chad's death while raising his daughters, managing a small construction business and preparing for a divorce that he really doesn't want. 

"I have no choice," he said. "I have to do it." 

Problems he's had with his wife, Paula, existed before their son's death but have been magnified by their grief, he said. They don't communicate. They argue. They don't pull together. They push apart. 

The Lynches' struggle isn't uncommon. Nearly a fifth of U.S. parents have experienced the death of a child, including miscarriages, according to a national study commissioned by The Compassionate Friends, a counseling and support organization for families. 

These parents grapple with managing their own grief and helping their other children deal with the loss, said Sheryle Baker, executive director of the LIFE Center of the Suncoast Inc., a counseling service in Tampa that specializes in helping those in mourning. 

Some lose a sense of purpose. 

"We have no quick fixes," Baker said. "We just have the template of this building and the thousands who have gone through it and do find reasons to go on living." 

For couples already drifting apart, the death of a child can widen the rift. 

"If your relationship isn't valid to begin with, you're bringing that baggage into your grief," said Kathleen Simone, a member of the Tampa Bay area chapter of Bereaved Parents of the U.S.A. 

Trying Times 

Lynch looked up from the sofa where he'd been reviewing some papers when his youngest daughter quickly passed through the living room into the kitchen. He called out to her and asked her to sit by him and talk. 

Fallon refused, held her gaze away from his face and returned to her room. 

"She's mad," Lynch said after his youngest closed the bedroom door. "She sassed at dad earlier, and I shut off her cell phone. What else can I do? I'm a single parent, and I've still got to lay down the law." 

Desiree arrived home shortly afterward with a friend and walked straight to her bedroom after offering her father a brief hello. 

Every photograph hanging in the hallway of the family's Thonotosassa home tells a story. 

The parents with their son and two daughters, together from infancy through their teens, during holidays and vacations and posing for formal portraits. 

Though 13 months have passed since his death, Chad's presence can be felt everywhere in the home. Photos of the tan, athletic teen hang on every wall and rest on every table. 

A stone box contains his ashes in what Lynch calls one of his "shrines" to Chad. Lynch stepped outside and stood next to an angel yard ornament he illuminated with electric lights on the anniversary of Chad's death and on his birthday Nov. 24. 

While he talked about the angel and a decal he put on his Harley-Davidson motorcycle to commemorate his son's death, his daughters and their friends walked out of the house and got into Desiree's car. She announced they were off to see a friend and would be back soon. 

Lynch walked back inside and closed the door. 

He credits the staff and other parents at the LIFE Center with helping him manage his grief. But he said therapy can't save his marriage now. 

Lynch's wife, Paula, left the family and moved in with her mother in New Tampa in January, she said. 

Her grief, she said, overwhelmed her and exacerbated an already unstable marriage. 

"It's been hard," Paula Lynch said of her son's death. "It's torn our family apart. I still have interrupted sleep. The reality of it still hasn't hit." 

She said she plans to contest the divorce, saying her husband is a good man and a good father. 

"I love Richard very much," she said. "The last thing I wanted to happen was our family falling apart. Chad was the one who brought us all together, actually. I don't think that because he's gone that should be the end of our family." 

Sharing Grief 

Three years ago, Charlie and Susan Houdelette's 18-year-old daughter, Andrea, was driving to Boca Raton when her Jeep Cherokee slid across wet pavement and crashed into a tree on Interstate 75. The Tampa couple has been visiting the LIFE Center ever since Andrea died in the crash. 

"All of a sudden, you feel like you're not part of the world anymore," Susan Houdelette said. "It's hard to remember things, to complete a task, to go into a grocery store - anything." 

The center is funded through grants and donations. Since 1981, grieving survivors have been referred to the center by local victim assistance and advocacy agencies, police, prosecutors and schools. 

Joining the group sessions was a mixed blessing, Houdelette said. 

"It's like being a member of a special club that you don't want to belong to," she said. "But thank God it's there." 

Tracy Richert of Tampa said she found the LIFE Center through an Internet search three months after her son, Nicholas Slonin, 24, was shot to death in Palm Springs in January 2005. 

The center became her rock after her daughter, Kristin Slonin, 23, died of an accidental prescription pill overdose months later in Miami. 

"I'm surprised, honestly, that I didn't lose my sanity," Richert said. "Losing two kids in eight months is unbelievable." 

Losing a child doesn't always end a marriage. 

A random sample of 290 men and 304 women were surveyed in 1999 by Compassionate Friends. They were contacted by phone and asked about their children's deaths, the support they received afterword and the status of their marriages. 

The study was an attempt to confirm or refute a commonly held belief that parents who lose a child are more likely to divorce than parents of intact families. 

They study showed that's not true. Researchers determined 72 percent of parents who were married at the time of the child's death were still with the same spouse several years later. Of those no longer married, 16 percent said their marriages ended when their spouse died, and 12 percent got divorced. 

Even among those who divorced, only one in four said the child's death contributed to the end of the marriage. 

Couples who had strong marriages before their child died tend to stay together, LIFE Center counselor Sara Fackelman said. 

Some, though, feel guilty for tending to their relationship instead of constantly grieving. 

"Parents appreciate hearing it's OK, that they don't have to grieve 24-7," Fackelman said. "They will feel that love and that passion for each other again." 

Moving On 

After a couple of visits to the LIFE Center, the Lynch daughters decided they didn't feel comfortable there, their father said. 

"A friend of mine suggested that I make them go," Richard Lynch said. "I don't know when they're hurting. They don't show it. I've never 'made' anybody do anything before. It's hard." 

He and his wife both said they stopped going to counseling after several sessions but plan to go back. 

"It was really hard for us," she said. "The girls have never really talked about Chad, and it kind of broke my heart." 

Richard Lynch said he'll soon pack up his son's belongings and take them out of his bedroom. He also wants to do some remodeling around the house to change the mood. 

He can't go many places without someone asking about the investigation into Chad's death. The macabre conversations wear on him. 

"But when they stop asking is when it will be the worst." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

(CHART) GETTING HELP 

Grieving parents can turn to several local organizations for counseling and peer guidance. 

The LIFE Center of the Suncoast Inc. 

www.lifecenteroftampa.org 

6811 N. Central Ave., Tampa FL 33604 

(813) 237-3114 

The LIFE Center is a nonprofit organization dedicated to providing counseling for those suffering from the loss of a loved one, victims of traumatic crimes and those who have a serious illness. 

Bereaved Parents of the USA, Tampa Bay Chapter 

www.bpusatampabay.org 

P.O. Box 156, Gibsonton FL 33534 

(813) 653-1717 

Bereaved Parents provides a haven where families can meet and share their grief. Members attend monthly meetings in Tampa, Brandon and Plant City. The gatherings range in size from five to 30 people. Fathers can attend separate meetings in Plant City and Tampa. More than 600 people receive the chapter's monthly newsletter. 

The Compassionate Friends 

www.compassionatefriends.org 

(877) 969-0010 

The Compassionate Friends is a nonprofit organization offering friendship, understanding and hope to families grieving a child of any age. The organization has chapters in Lakeland, Naples and Brooksville. 

