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THE SETUP

Chapter 1 — The Orchestration

Akron, Ohio — April 26, 2014

The rain started before nightfall and never really stopped. It didn’t pour; it lingered. A steady, needling drizzle that flattened sound and turned Minota Avenue into a strip of reflected light and shadow.

Tiffany Powell sat at the kitchen table with her phone face-up in front of her, the screen lighting her hands a pale blue. The mug beside her had gone cold an hour ago. She hadn’t noticed when. She rarely noticed things like that anymore.

The refrigerator hummed.

A clock ticked too loud.

The house felt smaller than it should have.

It was just before eight.

Sleep had stopped coming months ago, replaced by the same rotation of thoughts that circled her every night: courtrooms, filings, orders stamped with dates that never seemed to matter once the doors closed again. Judges who spoke in even tones. Clerks who said next case before she could catch her breath.

She scrolled through her messages without really reading them—lawyer, family, reminders she didn’t have the energy to answer—until she reached the one she always stopped on.

I’m at the hospital, Mommy.

Daddy pushed me into the glass table.

My arm is bleeding.

The words were burned into her now. She didn’t need to open the photo that followed. She saw it anyway: gauze already pinking through, a child trying not to cry so her mother wouldn’t panic.

Tiffany closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair.

For years she had tried to explain this to people who had the power to stop it. Not all at once—never dramatically—but carefully, piece by piece. Reports. Motions. Hearings. Temporary orders of protection that felt solid only while the ink was drying.

Each time, she was told the same thing in different language.

There’s no proof.

There’s no violation we can act on.

You’re emotional.

You’re overreacting.

The system wanted clean lines. Dates. Addresses. Clear violations caught in real time.

Fear didn’t count. History didn’t count. Patterns didn’t count.

Documentation did.

Her phone vibrated.

Witness #1.

You still up?

Tiffany typed back immediately.

Yeah.

Three dots appeared, disappeared, then appeared again.

I know that tone. What did he do now?

Tiffany stared at the screen longer than she meant to.

I can’t protect my girls, she typed.

No one believes me.

The reply came fast.

Then you gotta make them believe you.

That sentence landed heavier than the rest.

They had talked about this before—not in specifics, not as a plan, but in frustration. In the way people talk late at night when everything feels cornered. About how orders of protection were meaningless unless someone violated them in a way police could see.

Tiffany hadn’t suggested anything violent. She wasn’t thinking about harm. She was thinking about paper. About sirens. About a police report that couldn’t be brushed aside.

Witness #1 sent another message.

If he violates the order, that’s on him. Not you.

Proof.

That word again.

Tiffany stood and paced the narrow kitchen, bare feet quiet against the tile. She stopped at the window and looked out at the street. A porch light flickered across the way. A car passed too slowly, tires whispering through wet pavement.

She didn’t want revenge.

She wanted a record.

Her journal lay open on the counter where she had left it earlier, a pen beside it. She hadn’t realized she’d been writing until she saw the words on the page:

If I don’t make them see it, it will never stop.

She picked up her phone again.

What if he shows up where he’s not allowed to be? she typed.

What if it’s documented?

There was a pause this time.

Then PD has to act, Witness #1 replied.

They don’t get a choice.

Tiffany’s chest tightened—not with excitement, but with something closer to relief. The idea felt controlled. Limited. Clean.

She wasn’t inviting him.

She wasn’t confronting him.

She wasn’t planning anything beyond a call to 911.

I’d call the police immediately, she typed.

That’s all.

Then let me handle the call, Witness #1 wrote.

He won’t answer you anyway.

That part was true.

Tiffany hesitated, then nodded to herself, even though no one could see it.

If he comes, that’s his decision, she sent.

Not mine.

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.

She froze for a second, then exhaled.

Co-Defendant #1 was awake. He usually was. Restless energy carried through the house like static. She hadn’t planned to involve him. She didn’t want opinions or escalation. This wasn’t about confrontation.

When she told him earlier about the hospital message, his reaction had been immediate and sharp.

“He put hands on your kid?”

“He says it was an accident.”

“Accident my ass.”

There had been anger in his voice, the kind that made her uncomfortable if she examined it too closely. But underneath it was something she hadn’t felt from anyone else in a long time.

Belief.

She didn’t tell him details. She didn’t want him involved beyond being present in the house. This was about the order. About the law.

Her phone buzzed again.

He’s interested, Witness #1 wrote.

Told him I’m selling a used car.

Tiffany sat back down at the table. Her hands were steady, which surprised her.

If he comes, she replied,

I call PD. Immediately.

Exactly.

She set the phone face-down and pressed her palms flat against the table.

This wasn’t a trap, she told herself.

It was a test.

If he didn’t come, nothing happened.

If he did, the violation would be his.

That was the line she kept returning to.

Outside, the rain thickened.

Minutes passed. Then more.

Her phone vibrated again.

He’s on his way.

Tiffany closed her eyes.

She didn’t reply.

She opened the dialer instead, her thumb hovering just above the screen. She rehearsed the call in her head the way she had so many times before:

My name is Tiffany Powell.

There’s an active order of protection.

He’s here anyway.

Upstairs, footsteps moved, then stopped. Co-Defendant #1 appeared briefly at the top of the stairs.

“He really coming?” he asked.

“That’s what she says,” Tiffany replied without looking at him.

“You calling the cops?”

“The second he’s here.”

“Good.”

She didn’t like the way he said it, but she didn’t stop him either.

She moved closer to the window, watching the street for headlights. The porch light across the way flickered again. Somewhere down the block, a car idled, then drove on.

Her phone buzzed one last time.

He’s almost there.

Tiffany inhaled slowly.

She wasn’t afraid in the way people imagine fear. Not panic. Not hysteria.

This was a colder thing.

A belief that if she didn’t do something now—something that produced proof—nothing would ever change.

“This is how I protect them,” she whispered, more to the room than to herself.

She kept her phone in her hand, dialer open, waiting for the moment when the line was crossed clearly enough that no one could argue about it later.

Outside, an engine slowed.

Headlights washed briefly across the front of the house.

Tiffany didn’t move.

She was still waiting to make the call.
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THE LURE

Chapter 2 — The Drive Over

The message came through while he was sitting on the edge of the bed, shoes already on, keys in his hand.

A used car.

Nothing about it stood out. That was the point. He’d looked at dozens over the years—cheap turnarounds, quick fixes, easy cash. When Witness #1 texted him, there was no reason to hesitate.

Friend selling a car.

Needs it gone fast.

That was the language he understood.

He asked a few questions. Mileage. Condition. Where to see it. The answers came back casual, unpolished. Nothing rehearsed. Nothing urgent. He said he’d take a look.

By the time he grabbed his jacket, the rain had already started. Not heavy—just enough to turn the street dull and slick under the lights. His son sat quietly in the passenger seat when they pulled out, staring through the window as water traced thin lines down the glass.

The heater hummed. The road felt familiar.

He drove without thinking much about where he was going. Akron blurred into the same blocks he’d driven a hundred times before—corner stores closing early, houses tucked close together, streetlights buzzing like tired insects.

When Minota Avenue came into view, something tugged at him—not alarm, exactly, but recognition. He slowed.

The house was lit.

It registered, but only as a passing observation. He wasn’t there to see anyone. He wasn’t there to argue. He wasn’t there to violate anything, as far as he understood it.

He was there about a car.

He pulled to the curb and shut off the engine. The rain softened as he stepped out, jacket collar turned up against the damp. He told his son to stay in the car. It would be quick. Five minutes, maybe less.

The house looked quiet from the front. Still. Ordinary.

From the side of the yard, Witness #1 appeared and waved him around back.

“Car’s back here,” she said.

It felt normal. Casual. The kind of thing that didn’t trigger caution.

He followed.

The side yard narrowed as he moved, grass flattened by rain, the path funneling him toward the rear of the house. The back was darker than the front—no porch light, no clear line between yard and structure. Just wet concrete, damp siding, and the dim spill of light through a small rear window.

Inside the house, Tiffany stood near the kitchen counter, phone already in her hand.

She could hear voices outside. Low at first. Then sharper.

She dialed.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“My ex is here,” she said. Her voice was controlled, urgent but steady. “He’s outside my house. There’s an order of protection.”

Outside, he noticed someone else.

A man stood near the back entrance.

Bigger than him. Broad through the shoulders. He wasn’t pacing or speaking—just standing there. Still at first, then shifting his weight, eyes fixed.

He stopped.

“What’s this?” he asked.

The man didn’t answer right away. He stepped closer instead.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the man said.

Inside, Tiffany turned slightly away from the window, lowering her voice.

“Yes,” she said into the phone. “He’s not supposed to be here at all. He came around the back.”

The tone outside wasn’t conversational. It wasn’t confused. It was territorial.

He felt irritation before fear.

“I’m here about the car,” he said, glancing briefly toward where Witness #1 had been, then back again. “She told me—”

The man stepped closer.

The space tightened. Fence to one side. House to the other. Rain struck the siding harder now, sharp and loud, echoing in the confined space.

“I told him to leave,” Tiffany said. “He won’t go.”

Outside, he took a half step back, palms slightly open.

“Relax,” he said. “I’m not here for problems.”

Inside, the dispatcher asked questions. Name. Address. Whether there were weapons.

“There’s a man back there with him,” Tiffany said. “They’re arguing.”

The man outside moved again—faster this time. A shoulder drove into his chest, not enough to knock him over, but enough to break balance. His foot slid on the wet concrete.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m leaving.”

What followed unraveled too quickly to separate cleanly. Voices rose—his, the man’s, overlapping. A shove—maybe his, maybe not. A hand grabbed fabric. Another step slipped.

Something scraped hard across the ground.

Inside, Tiffany’s voice sharpened.

“They’re fighting now,” she said. “They’re in the backyard.”

The overhead light flickered.

The first impact came suddenly—a forceful blow that drove the air from his chest. He staggered, gasped, tried to steady himself. The second impact followed almost immediately, heavier, lower.

Inside the house, the dispatcher told her officers were on the way.

“Please hurry,” she said.

Outside, there was shouting—his voice mixed with another, then cut short. The sound of something striking something else, solid and unforgiving.

He fell.

The ground was cold. Wet grass soaked through his clothes as he hit unevenly, shoulder first, then back. His chest rose once, then again, each breath shallower than the last. The taste of metal filled his mouth.

Inside, Tiffany stayed on the line.

“He’s down,” she said. “He’s on the ground.”

Outside, the man loomed overhead, breathing hard, eyes darting toward the fence, the door, the dark.

Rain continued to fall, tapping steadily against the house. Somewhere nearby, a car passed, tires slicing through standing water. From the front of the property, the street remained quiet.

The used car never came into view.

And the ordinary errand he believed he was running ended there, in the wet grass behind a house that—by the time officers arrived—already belonged to reports, recordings, and explanations that would not agree with one another.
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THE BREAK

Chapter 3 — The Back of the House

Tiffany was standing near the kitchen window when she heard the voices.

Not words at first—just tone. A low edge carried through the back of the house, sharp enough to register but not yet loud enough to define. She didn’t move toward it. She stayed where she was, phone pressed to her ear, her name already spoken once into the receiver.

“Yes,” she said again, quieter now. “I’m here. He’s here. He’s not supposed to be.”

She turned slightly away from the window, listening—not to the operator, but to the sound behind the house.

The rain pressed against the glass, steady and dull. Outside, the street looked exactly the same as it had minutes earlier. No lights. No movement. Nothing announcing that something had already begun to unravel.

“Can you see him?” the operator asked.

“No,” Tiffany said. “He came around the back.”

Her stomach tightened as the voices sharpened.

A man’s voice—raised, clipped.

Another—deeper, tighter, closer than it should have been.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

She had been clear.

She had said it more than once.

Just let him show up.

Just let him violate the order.

That’s it.

Tiffany took a step toward the back hallway, then stopped. She stayed where she was, phone still to her ear, her free hand braced against the counter.

“I don’t know what they’re doing,” she said. “I hear them.”

There was a pause. A breath. The sound of feet shifting on wet ground.

“Ma’am, stay where you are,” the operator said. “Officers are on the way.”

A sudden scrape cut through the rain.

Metal against concrete. Or wood against tile. Something dragged where it wasn’t meant to.

Her heart kicked hard against her ribs.

“No,” Tiffany said—into the phone, into the house, into whatever version of control she still believed she had. “No—this isn’t what was supposed to happen.”

Then came the crash.

Glass shattered somewhere behind the wall—sharp, unmistakable, final. The sound landed in her chest before it registered anywhere else.
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