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Parents Who Have Lost A Child In A Car Accident Talk To Others About The Unthinkable
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Sherry Chapman steps to the front of the crowded auditorium at Rockville High School to relive her son's gruesome death. Again.

"Ryan was on a stainless-steel table," she says. "His face was a ghastly, pasty, whitish-gray color. His beautiful complexion was gone."

Ryan has been dead for more than seven years. Chapman keeps talking about the unthinkable — a child's sudden death in a car accident. Her only son. She keeps talking.

"His face was so swollen. I was afraid to touch his face. I was cradling his head. I remember hearing a drip, drip, drip. My tears were dropping on his face."

On this day, hundreds of Rockville students sit stone-silent listening to every word, as if it all happened last night. Ryan was killed on Dec. 7, 2002, when the car he was a passenger in crashed in Hebron. 

Chapman is part of a remarkable, vibrant group that no one wants to join — parents and family who have lost a teenager in a car accident. It started with Chapman and two other mothers in 2004 who felt they had to act to deal with their grief to make something positive out of something horrible.

There are now nearly two dozen members of Mourning Parents Act. During prom season, they share their stories week after week, bringing deceased children back to life for a few moments before they die again.

Success is measured gradually — a boy who starts wearing a seat belt, a girl who decides not to get into the car with the drunken boy, a parent who asks another question about where his daughter is going and how she is getting home.

Ryan would be out of college now. Perhaps, like his old friends that she hears from, with a wife and a career. Chapman shares more details.

"They kept telling me more than I could bear to hear. His vital organs were so damaged that not one of them could be transplanted."

David Roy, sitting in front of Chapman with his wife and two sons, rises to talk about a young girl police found lying on the ground, thrown from a Subaru that crashed going 140 mph. "That was my daughter Alyssa."

Four teenagers died in Bristol on Aug. 23, 2007, in an accident that helped push the state legislature to enact stricter licensing for teens. Roy's arm is tattooed with his daughter's name. 

"I'm on two medications at night. One gets me to sleep and the other puts me in a coma. I have another medication that I take that keeps me functioning during the day."

"What happened that night? I'll tell you what. Choices. Life is all about choices. We used to be a family of five. As a result of poor choices, we are now a family of four."

Roy plays a video: the 911 call, 11:28 p.m., 140 mph. His teenage son cries in front of him. Roy tells me that joining Chapman's group was "something I had to do. I could either be consumed by it or turn it into something positive."

Car crashes are the No. 1 killer of teenagers in America, about 6,000 deaths a year. More than three dozen teens have died in Connecticut since Alyssa Roy's crash.

It begins with a late-night phone call and a race to the hospital.

"They told us he was in the operating room. We grew hopeful," Chapman tells the Rockville students. "We went up to the fifth floor. We waited and we waited. I remember pacing. With every step, I said, 'Please, God,'" Chapman continues, recalling the moment when an emergency room doctor approached her.

"He said, 'I'm sorry.' ... Then I just collapsed."

Chapman and two others formed Mourning Parents because there was nothing like it. "We never ask someone to present unless they have expressed some interest," she tells me. "We don't preach. We just share. We hear time and time again we are unlike any group that they have ever seen."

Over the next few weeks, Chapman and other Mourning Parents will repeat their stories at high schools throughout the state, hoping their message sinks in, somewhere. 

She finishes her talk and tells the students about her life now, her son's old friends and what remains.

"Over time, these kids, they go on to college. They get married. They have children," she concludes. "It becomes very lonely."
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