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CONTENT WARNING!

This novel contains mature themes and potentially distressing content, including:

- Domestic violence and spousal abuse

- Child abuse and trauma

- Sexual violence (implied)

Reader discretion is strongly advised. These themes are depicted as part of the narrative and may be emotionally challenging for some readers, particularly those with personal experiences related to these subjects.

If you need support, resources for survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault are available:

- National Domestic Violence Hotline (US): 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

- RAINN National Sexual Assault Hotline (US): 1-800-656-HOPE (4673)

THE SHADOW OF A MONSTER

The Making of James Wilfred Rowland

This prequel is a dark and gripping psychological thriller exploring the origins of James Wilfred Rowland, a man shaped into a predator by cycles of abuse and manipulation. The story unfolds through a series of pivotal moments in James’s life, leading to his descent into darkness.

It begins in the 1970s with an eight-year-old, James, witnessing his father, Ross, a violent alcoholic, exert brutal control over his wife, then the family. Ross’s sadistic teachings of power and dominance set the stage for James’s troubled development. Despite the compassionate efforts of Enid McNolty, a teacher who tries to guide him toward a better path, Ross’s abuse tightens its grip, and James begins mimicking his father’s violence.

As the years progress, Ross escalates his cruelty, targeting James’s siblings and driving him to the breaking point. 

James transforms into a cunning and manipulative individual in his late teens, ultimately becoming the monster he loathed. In the end, James Wilfred Rowland embarks on a life of predation, but not without first exacting revenge on those who made him.

Abuse, fear, manipulation, and a demented definition of power underscore this chilling origin story.

The End...I mean, The Beginning

––––––––
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This is the prequel to the original story I started in 2014, Jury Duty. Once I finished Jury Duty, I was immediately inspired to write the prequel to explain the making of the monster that is James Wilfred Rowland.

I hope you enjoy this as much as I enjoyed writing it. It ties together questions you may have from Jury Duty. If you haven’t read Jury Duty yet, that’s okay; it can easily be read before or after.

I hope you enjoy it.

S
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PROLOGUE​
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Storm

The wind howled like a wounded animal outside the decrepit house, its wooden frame shivering with each gust. Rain lashed against the tin roof, drumming a relentless rhythm that masked the chaos within. Eight-year-old James Wilfred Rowland crouched under the splintered kitchen table, his small frame pressed against its one sturdy leg. He hugged his knees tight, his breath shallow and controlled, just as he’d learned. Crying only made it worse.

Across the room, his father, Ross Rowland, loomed like a storm cloud, his massive shoulders heaving with the rage of a man who had lost more than just a poker game that night. The sour stench of whiskey clung to him, mingling with the sharp tang of cigarette smoke and sweat.

“You think I’m a fool, woman?” Ross roared, his voice a battering ram that made the walls tremble. He smashed an empty bottle against the edge of the counter, sending jagged shards skittering across the linoleum floor.

James’s mother cowered by the sink, her arms raised in a futile shield. Her lip was already split, a dark smear of blood staining her pale skin. “Please, Ross,” she pleaded, her voice trembling. “There’s no money—what can I do?”

Ross didn’t answer with words. He lunged at her, his fists striking flesh with the dull, sickening thud of a butcher at his block. James flinched at each blow, his small hands covering his ears. But the sound of his mother’s cries broke through, each one a jagged edge that cut deeper than any shard of glass could.

James wanted to run, to escape the storm both inside and out. But something kept him rooted—perhaps fear—yes, fear. He stared at the broken bottle on the floor, a large piece glinting in the dim light. It called to him, its sharp edge promising something he couldn’t quite name.

Ross’s voice tore through the haze. “Boy!” he barked, turning toward the table. James froze as his father’s bloodshot eyes found him. “You watchin’? You better be. This is how the world works. Power. Dominance. You either take it, or it takes you.”

James didn’t reply. He couldn’t. But his small hands clenched into fists, nails digging into his palms until they left marks. He lowered his gaze back to the shard of glass, his reflection distorted on its surface.

At that moment, something awoke—a flicker of something dark, like a spark catching in dry timber. It wasn’t anger or even fear—it was colder than that, a quiet, smouldering resolve.

Ross’s rant faded into the background as James stared at the glass, his wide eyes unblinking. Outside, the storm raged on, but inside the boy, a different kind of storm began brewing.
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Courtship
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The summer air was thick with the scent of freshly cut grass and sizzling bacon grease when Ross Rowland first walked into Peggy’s Diner. There she was, a doe-eyed waitress with auburn hair that fell in loose waves. She didn’t notice him at first. She was busy balancing plates of scrambled eggs and pancakes, her cheerful smile lighting up the room as she greeted regulars by name. But Ross noticed her.

He had just finished his shift on the construction site, his tanned skin dusted with grit and sweat, his dark hair slicked back. His broad shoulders and easy smile gave him an air of confidence that turned heads wherever he went. He slid into a booth near the window and watched her move with the grace of someone used to being on her feet all day.

When she finally approached him, pen poised over her notepad, he flashed her the kind of smile that made her heart skip a beat.

“What can I get you?” she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity as she took in the stranger’s piercing blue eyes.

“Coffee,” he said, his voice smooth as honey. “And your name.”

She blushed, ducking her head to hide her smile. “It’s right here,” she said, tapping her nametag. “And you are?”

“Ross,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

Over the next few weeks, Ross became a regular at Peggy’s, always sitting in her section. He’d flirt shamelessly, telling her she had the prettiest smile he’d ever seen or teasing her about her no-nonsense bun that couldn’t quite contain her unruly hair. She tried to brush him off at first—she’d heard stories about charming men like him. But Ross was persistent.

He’d wait until her shift ended and walk her home, talking about his dreams of starting his own construction company someday. He spoke of growing up with little and wanting to build something better for himself and someone special. He didn’t talk much about his family, brushing off questions with a self-deprecating laugh. “Nothing worth mentioning,” he’d say.

She found herself drawn to him despite her initial hesitation. Ross made her feel seen in a way no one else ever had. He’d show up with wildflowers he picked on his way to the diner or surprise her with stories about the things he wanted to build—houses, condominiums, maybe even skyscrapers.

By the time autumn rolled around, Ross proposed. It was impulsive, a gesture made under the glow of a streetlamp after one of their late-night walks. He didn’t have a ring, but his words were full of promise.

“I know it’s fast, but I love you,” he said, holding her hands tightly in his rough, strong but tender grip. “I’ll work my myself to the bone to give you the life you deserve. Say yes, and I swear I’ll make you happy.”

She hesitated for only a moment. The young waitress thought of her own life—an endless loop of waiting tables and dreaming of something more. Ross was her escape, her chance at something bigger than the small-town diner where she spent her days.

“Yes,” she whispered, tears shining in her eyes.

The wedding was a modest affair, held in the backyard of her parents’ house. She wore a simple white dress, and Ross cleaned up in a borrowed suit that was just a little too big in the shoulders. They danced under string lights and laughed like they didn’t have a care in the world.

But even then, there were cracks beneath the surface.

“You’re my world,” he’d say, and she believed him.

He kept his word for a while. He treated her well, was thoughtful, and helped around the house. Eventually, she quit the diner, and they rented a small house on the edge of town. She spent her days decorating their home with thrift store finds, dreaming of the family they’d build together.
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But Ross’s charm had a shadow, one that she didn’t fully see until it was too late. ​
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Cracks in the Foundations

The first time Ross criticized her cooking, She didn’t think much of it. It had been a long day for both of them, and his frustration seemed like a passing storm cloud.

“Meatloaf again?” he said, dropping into the creaky wooden chair at their small kitchen table. He ran a hand through his dark hair, slicked with sweat from the day’s work. “You ever think about spicing things up a little? Maybe try making something worth eating?”

She chuckled nervously, brushing off the comment. “I’ll try something new tomorrow,” she replied, her tone light, though her stomach knotted.

But tomorrow didn’t bring a kinder Ross.

It started small: a sharp remark about the state of the house, a comment on the wrinkles in her dress, or a muttered complaint about how the coffee was never strong enough. His words carried a bite they hadn’t before, and she told herself he was just tired. She reasoned that the long hours at the construction site were getting to him.

Then, the drinking began.

At first, it was a beer or two after work, the bottles piling up in the sink. But soon, the clink of glass became a nightly cacophony, and the sour smell of whiskey replaced the sweet scent of fresh bread that used to fill their little house.

When she mentioned that he had a beer or two more than usual, Ross retorted, “You’d drink too if you had to
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