
Chapter 1 – Ryan’s Early Years 
********** Ten Years Ago ********** 

It was a hell of a way to spend his sixteenth 
birthday.  Ryan Stone was alone and stuck in his 
room feeling like a lost lamb in a closed-in shed.  
He was dreading his father coming upstairs as his 
old man was on his second bottle of cheap bourbon 
and highly inebriated.   

Ryan had been grounded for something over 
which he had no control.  Since his older brother 
was not home, his father had given the just turned 
sixteen-year-old the keys to their new Chevy 
Tahoe and ordered him to back it down the 
driveway and park it in the street so that the auto-
detailing company could wash and wax his pride 
and joy.  Fearful of disobeying his father, 
especially since his father had been drinking all 
day, Ryan did as he was told and parked it right 
at the front edge of their property, where the front 
lawn and the street came together.  That’s when 
all hell broke loose.   

As Ryan opened the driver side door to exit the 
vehicle, a bus came racing by so close to the Tahoe 
that it took the driver’s side door right off its 
hinges.  It was the most frightening moment Ryan 



had ever experienced.   

In the fear of the moment, time stood still as it 
raced by.  Ryan was not hurt, but no one cared 
about that.  His father came running out and 
cursed at the top of his lungs about what a fucking 
idiot Ryan was.  His father yelled for him to go to 
his room, and to stay there until he came up to 
deal with him.  Ryan obeyed before things got 
worse and completely out of hand.   

It took half an hour before his father finished 
screaming at the bus driver.  Even as he was 
returning to the house, his arms were still flying 
about.  At the front door, he threw down his empty 
bottle of bourbon and slammed the door shut 
behind him.  He stumbled his way upstairs to 
Ryan’s room and swung the bedroom door open.  
He staggered toward Ryan with his thick belt 
buckle hanging about a foot-and-a-half from his 
wrist.  Ryan knew this was not going to be good, 
but he had no idea how bad things would soon get.   

“You’re a stupid son-of-a-bitch,” his father 
shouted.  “Didn’t you look before opening the car’s 
door?  I don’t know why I put up with you and your 
mother.  Neither of you will ever amount to 
anything,” he blurted out in a drunken stupor.   



“Why can’t you be more like your brother?” his 
father yelled.  “He turned out to be a man, not an 
inept sniveling mommy’s boy like you.”   

After about the fifth swing of his belt, with blood 
coming from Ryan’s left ear, his mother entered 
the room and gathered all her scattered impulses 
into one single passionate act of courage and 
jumped in between them yelling for her husband 
to stop.   

However, Ryan’s father was in no condition to 
listen to anyone.  His wild swinging of the belt 
buckle hit his wife in the face.  Unfortunately, 
that didn’t stop him.  He threw the belt down and 
upon closing his right fist, landed a blow squarely 
in the middle of her nose.  Blood flowed 
everywhere.   

Events then took an unexpected and sinister turn 
for the worse.  Ryan somehow found the strength 
to lift himself from the bed that he clung to for 
protection and thrust himself between his 
drunken father and his mother.  His father’s wild 
swinging fists made connection again, but this 
time with the right side of Ryan’s head.   

His mother grabbed onto her husband’s arm as 
she moved closer to him and tried to calm him 



down.  She had seen him like this before and knew 
the right moves to slow his adrenaline flow.   

However, this was the worst she’d ever seen him.  
He was irate, and nothing seemed to work.  
Growing more furious, Ryan’s father grabbed his 
wife by the hair and dragged her to the edge of the 
stairway just outside the bedroom.  He hollered 
something at her and flung her down the stairs.  
Blood continued to flow as she bounced two or 
three times on her way to the bottom.   

Ryan knew that he was next and that he needed 
to escape.  He knew he had to get out of the house 
and call police if he was to save himself and his 
mom.  He knew he needed to at least get to a safe 
place.   

The only place he knew that his father wouldn’t 
go to was Russell Steffen’s house.  His father was 
afraid of the retired DEA agent and knew that 
Russ would probably shoot him dead if he tried to 
hurt any of them. 

Slipping behind his father’s back, he jumped two 
steps at a time down the stairway.  At the bottom, 
he saw that his mother was folded into an 
awkward position with her neck bent backward.  
He kneeled down to see if she was okay, but there 



was no movement and no breathing.  “Mom!” he 
yelled, but nothing happened.   

As tears began to roll down his face, Ryan looked 
to the top of the stairs and could see rage in his 
father’s eyes staring down at him.  Suddenly, his 
father made a move toward the edge of the top 
step. 

Without hesitation, Ryan opened the front door of 
the house and ran as fast as his two legs could 
carry him toward the now modified one-door 
Tahoe that sat back on the driveway.  Just as he 
reached the vehicle, with the keys still in the 
ignition where his father left them, he heard a 
gunshot that seemed to come from somewhere 
upstairs near his room.   

Not waiting to find out if that shot was meant for 
him, he started the Tahoe, flung the shifter into 
reverse and jammed his right foot down onto the 
gas pedal.  Within a second, he was gone. 

He headed toward his girlfriend Dawn’s house, 
who lived just two blocks away.  The trip seemed 
like it was two hundred miles away.  Driving like 
a madman, he slowed down next to where Dawn 
and her mom, Debra Worthington were standing.   

He pulled up onto their driveway, and it appeared 



they were having a conversation about something.  
“What happened to your door?” her mom turned 
toward Ryan and said with a gasp.  “You can’t be 
driving like that.” 

“Dawn, get in now!” Ryan yelled, looking at her 
like the world was about to come to an end.  “I 
need to get to Russ’s house, and I want you to 
come with me.”   

Dawn looked at her mom and without hesitation 
jumped into the passenger side of the Tahoe.  In 
one full motion, Ryan backed down her driveway 
and made the tires smoke as he peeled away.   

“Ryan,” Dawn shouted.  “What’s going on?  Are 
you okay?” she asked in a somewhat panicked 
voice. 

His foot pressed down on the gas pedal as he 
turned to her and stared into her frightened eyes.  
“I think my dad just killed my mom, and he might 
have killed himself too,” he said in a stone-cold 
voice.  

Ryan pulled over to one of the rest areas on the 
mountainside road and lit up a joint that he pulled 
from his shirt pocket.  Dawn looked at the joint 
and said to Ryan, “You’re just like your father.  
You both need crutches.  He’s got his booze and 



you’ve got pot.” 

Ignoring what she was saying, he took a few puffs 
from the half-smoked joint and began to feel 
relaxed.  Two more large inhalations and he had 
better control of his shaking body.  Sweat poured 
in warm rivulets down the side of his face as he 
leaned over and hugged his teenage beauty with 
his right hand.   

He passed the joint over to Dawn, kissed her on 
her soft lips and pointed the Tahoe back down the 
hill toward town.  He was feeling no pain.  The gas 
pedal felt like a feather as he began to take the 
turns of the curved roadway a little too fast.  
Without realizing how fast he was driving, he 
turned to Dawn and said, “I love you.”  Those 
would be the last words he would ever say to her. 

He turned his head back to the roadway, but 
without enough time to react, the Tahoe began 
sliding off the pavement.  He was unable to 
maneuver the left-hand turn at the speed he was 
driving.   

The Tahoe jumped the railing, and careened over 
several large bushes, down into a twenty-foot 
embankment and came to a stop at the base of a 
large oak tree.   



Ryan’s body flew out the vehicle’s missing door 
and came to a stop about twenty feet from the 
crumpled-up Chevy Tahoe.  As he opened his eyes, 
he could see the top half of Dawn’s bloody body 
protruding through the windshield.  She was 
slumped forward and was not moving.  What 
appeared to be some of her intestines were 
hanging down in front of her on the shattered 
windshield.  Ryan couldn’t move as he lay there in 
pain waiting for fire rescue to arrive at the scene.   

It seemed like hours before help arrived, and 
when it finally did, Ryan could see out of the 
corner of his eye that they were erecting a four-
post tent under which they placed the severed 
remains of Dawn’s body.  With that, Ryan passed 
out.  He awoke at the hospital several hours later.   

As Ryan regained consciousness, he felt and then 
saw a priest holding his hand, which he quickly 
jerked away.  Ryan was not a religious person, 
and although he believed there was something or 
someone that created life on our planet, he surely 
didn’t feel that any priest was the spokesperson 
for that creator.  “Where am I?” he asked as he 
tried to look around, but because of the neck brace 
he was wearing, he couldn’t turn very far. 

“You are in Sky Ridge Medical Center, about ten 



miles from the car accident you were in,” the 
priest responded.  “How are you feeling? 

“Like a ton of bricks fell on my head,” he said with 
a moan.  “I’m not sure what happened, but I think 
the vehicle I was driving veered off the road.  I 
don’t remember much more,” Ryan said as he 
began to cough.  “How’s Dawn?  Is she okay?  
Where is she?” Ryan said in a raised voice. 

“Ryan,” the priest said, “just lie still and try not to 
move too much.  You need to get some rest,” he 
continued.  “As soon as you’re up to it, you have a 
visitor here to see you.  Hopefully, he can explain 
everything to you.  He said his name is Russell 
Steffen.”  

“Russ!” Ryan yelled.  “Where is he?  I need to see 
him.”  The priest backed up and headed for the 
door.  When it opened, standing in the doorway 
was Russ.   

“R-R-Ryan,” Russ said in a soft voice with a 
stutter.  “Are you-you okay?  You look like s-s-shit.  
How do you f-f-feel?” he said with his ever-present 
smile. 

“Russ, I don’t know what happened and I need to 
know how Dawn is.  Do you know?” Ryan asked as 
he fell back down. 



“Ryan, you crashed your father’s Tahoe down into 
a ravine and it was pretty nasty.  N-N-Neither of 
you were wearing seatbelts an-an-and although 
you were thrown clear of the vehicle, D-D-Dawn 
ended up going through the windshield.  She 
didn’t m-m-make it, my son.”  Russ often referred 
to Ryan that way. 

“Oh no,” Ryan cried out as tears began to well.  
“What have I done?  Oh my god,” he said several 
times as he repeated, “What have I done?” 

Debra Worthington, Dawn’s mother was pacing 
outside of Ryan’s room.  When she saw that Ryan 
was awake, she yelled to him, “You bastard.  You 
killed my only daughter.  I’ll get you for this, you 
son-of-a-bitch.”  Ryan began to cry tears of regret 
as Debra ran her hands through her hair.  It 
looked as if she was trying to pull her blonde hair 
out from her head.    

 “Just get some r-r-r-rest Ryan,” Russ said.  “I’ll 
work on sorting things out for you.  Your-your-
you’re going to be all right,” he said knowing it 
was a lie.  He knew that the boy he cared about 
like a son was going to be in a heap of trouble.  
Involuntary manslaughter was going to be the 
least of his problems. 



The next day, Russ contacted a lawyer who took 
charge of Ryan’s case.  The first thing he did was 
ensure that Ryan’s father, who was still alive after 
trying to kill himself, was no longer going to be in 
Ryan’s life.  The lawyer arranged for Ryan to stay 
with Russ and his caring wife Joy, once he got out 
of the hospital and until his case went to trial.   

Russ vouched for Ryan’s integrity and agreed to 
foster the young boy if they would move his case 
to juvenile court and reduce his charges since he 
was under extreme duress when the accident 
happened.   

The courts agreed and the rest is history.  Ryan 
recovered and moved in with Russ and Joy.  
Although older than Ryan’s parents who were in 
their mid-fifties, Russ and Joy would become 
great role models to him and help him straighten 
out his life.  



 


