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March 12, 1998

My earliest memory is the sound of my mother’s voice telling me to be quiet. I was six years old, standing in the doorway of the living room with tears on my face because I had scraped my knee outside. She did not look at me. She simply said, “Not now, Margaret. Go to your room.” That was the first time I understood I was alone even when someone else was in the house.

I have been thinking about that moment a lot lately. Not because it hurts anymore, but because it explains so much. My father was never in the picture. My mother never spoke of him, and when I asked once she told me he was gone before I was born and that was the end of it. Instead there were always different men. They came and went like seasons. Some stayed a few weeks. Some lasted only a night. My mother dominated every one of them. She controlled the conversations, the decisions, the sex, the money, everything. Then, when she grew bored or they showed the slightest sign of weakness, she discarded them coldly. I watched it all from the hallway or from behind the half-closed door of my room. I did not understand it then, but I was already studying them. I was learning how power worked.

Maggie set the pen down and stared at the page for a long moment. The journal was old, its cover worn at the edges from years of being carried in her school bag and later hidden under her mattress. She had started writing in it when she was barely old enough to form full sentences, but the entries from her early childhood were the ones she returned to most often now.

She closed her eyes and let the memory rise again. She was six years old. The house smelled of her mother’s perfume and the faint trace of cigarette smoke from the man who had been there the night before. Maggie had fallen in the backyard while trying to climb the old oak tree. The scrape on her knee stung and bled. She had run inside crying, looking for comfort.

Her mother was sitting on the couch in a silk robe, legs crossed, flipping through a magazine. She did not look up when Maggie entered.

“Mama, I hurt my knee,” Maggie said, voice small and trembling.

“Not now, Margaret. Go to your room.”

The words were spoken without warmth, without even a glance. Maggie stood there for a few seconds, tears still falling, waiting for something that never came. Then she turned and walked down the hallway alone. She did not cry louder. She did not beg. She simply went to her room, closed the door, and sat on her bed, pressing a tissue to the scrape.

That night another man came over. Maggie heard everything from her room. The low laughter, the sound of glasses clinking, the shift in her mother’s voice from cold to seductive. She crept to the hallway and watched through the crack in the door as her mother dominated the man completely. She decided what they drank, what they talked about, when they moved to the bedroom. When the man tried to take control at one point, her mother shut him down with a single sharp look and a few quiet words. By morning he was gone. Discarded. Just like the others.

Maggie had watched it all with wide eyes. She did not understand the sexual parts yet, but she understood power. She understood how her mother could make a grown man shrink with a single sentence. She understood how the men left looking smaller than when they arrived.

That was when the studying began, even if she did not have a name for it yet. She started noticing patterns. The men who tried to impress her mother with gifts or stories always failed faster. The ones who were quiet and eager to please lasted longer but were still eventually discarded. Her mother never seemed to feel anything for them. She used them, enjoyed the control, and then moved on without a second thought.

Maggie began to imitate small pieces of it at school. She would tell a classmate to do something simple, like give her their snack or carry her bag, and she noticed how good it felt when they obeyed. When they resisted, she learned to use silence or a cold look, just like her mother. It worked more often than not.

She wrote her first real journal entry that same year, sitting on her bed after another night of listening to her mother with a new man.

Mother brought another man home tonight. He laughed a lot at first. Then he got quiet. Then he left early in the morning. Mother did not say goodbye. She just closed the door and went back to reading her magazine. I think she likes it when they leave. I think she feels bigger when they are gone.

Maggie looked up from the old journal and stared at the wall for a long moment. The memory was so clear even after all these years. The coldness of her mother’s voice. The way the men always seemed smaller when they left. The quiet fascination she felt watching it all from the shadows.

She had learned early that people could be studied. That they could be controlled. That emotional needs were weaknesses to be exploited rather than shared. Her father’s absence had left a void, but her mother’s cold dominance had taught her how to fill voids with power.

That was the beginning. The first unconscious studies. The first taste of what it felt like to make another human being bend. Maggie closed the old journal and set it aside. She picked up her current one, the one she still kept even as an adult, and wrote a single new line at the top of a fresh page.

Everything started with my mother’s men.

She paused, then added:

And it will end with me becoming something even colder.

The journal entry ended there. Maggie set the pen down and looked toward the bedroom door where the adult Jules now slept, completely reshaped by her will. The hunger had begun in that childhood house. It had never left. And now, in the final phase of his ruin, it was hungrier than ever.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


1999–2000

The house on Maple Street was always quiet in a way that felt heavy rather than peaceful. It was a modest two-story home with pale blue siding and white shutters that Maggie’s mother kept meticulously clean. From the outside it looked perfectly normal, the kind of house you might pass without a second glance. Inside, however, everything felt measured and controlled. The furniture was arranged just so. The floors were swept daily. The air carried the faint scent of her mother’s preferred lavender cleaning spray mixed with whatever perfume she had chosen that week. There were no loud voices, no spontaneous laughter, no mess left out overnight. Every object had its place, and every person was expected to know theirs.

Maggie was seven years old when the pattern of her daily life became clear to her. She woke up early each morning to the sound of her mother moving through the kitchen with efficient, sharp movements. There was never a warm greeting or a hug. Her mother would set a bowl of cereal on the table without looking at her and say, “Eat quickly. You have school.” If Maggie tried to talk about a dream she had or a drawing she made the night before, the response was almost always the same: a brief, cool glance and a single sentence. “Not now, Margaret. Finish your breakfast.”

Her mother’s name was Eleanor Voss, and she worked as a paralegal at a small law firm downtown. She was tall and elegant, with sharp cheekbones and dark hair she kept in a neat bob. People outside the house often described her as poised and professional. Inside the house she was simply cold. She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. A single raised eyebrow or a quiet, clipped sentence was enough to make Maggie feel small. Emotional displays were met with immediate dismissal. If Maggie cried, her mother would say, “Tears do not solve problems. Stop that and go to your room.” If Maggie tried to hug her after a bad day at school, the response was a stiff pat on the back and a reminder to “be stronger.”

Maggie’s father was never mentioned. When she asked about him at age seven, her mother had replied without looking up from her paperwork, “He was never part of this family. Do not ask again.” That was the end of it. There were no photos, no stories, no explanation. The absence felt like a blank space that Maggie learned not to touch.

Instead there were the men. They started appearing when Maggie was around seven and a half. Her mother would bring them home after work or on weekends. Some stayed for dinner. Some stayed the night. They were different every time: tall, short, quiet, loud, confident, nervous. Maggie would watch from the hallway or from the top of the stairs, hidden in the shadows. She saw how her mother controlled every interaction. She decided what they talked about, what they ate, when they moved to the bedroom. If a man tried to take the lead or express his own opinion too strongly, her mother would shut him down with a single cool look or a quiet, cutting remark. The men always seemed to shrink a little in that moment. By morning most of them were gone. Her mother would close the door behind them without a goodbye and go back to her routine as if nothing had happened.

One night when Maggie was eight, she had a nightmare about falling from the oak tree again. She woke up crying and walked down the hallway toward her mother’s room. The door was slightly open. Inside, her mother was with a man Maggie had never seen before. They were in bed. Her mother was on top, moving with calm, deliberate control. The man was breathing hard, trying to speak, but her mother silenced him with a single word. “Quiet.” Maggie stood frozen in the hallway, watching. She did not fully understand what she was seeing, but she understood the dynamic. Her mother was in charge. The man was not. When it was over, her mother simply rolled away and told him it was time for him to leave. He dressed quickly and left without argument. Her mother did not even walk him to the door.

Maggie crept back to her room before she was noticed. She sat on her bed for a long time, knees pulled to her
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