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Chapter 1

 


1924 Western
Connemara, Ireland



The white linen
twists, dancing with the southerly breeze, its repetitive flapping
sounds comforting to her ears. Ever since turning twelve four years
earlier, fear has taken control of her body, cowering each time she
hears or sights her father. It was like he suddenly emerged in her
life from a dark pit. As a child, he was often absent, working
locally as a labourer; but then he stopped, and his days were spent
in her home. Johanna soon discovered his nature and his moods.

This morning is
no exception. Her hands tremble while holding the white pillow case
between her fingers. The outline of the blood stain still visible
in the morning sun from another beating her mother received at his
cold and callous hands. The flapping of the sheets returns her
attention to the clothes lines once more as she pegs the pillow
case allowing it to join its comrades in a dance with the wind.

Raising her
eyes to the blue sky dotted with only a few specs of white clouds,
Johanna inhales the morning freshness. She loves her home, but not
the man that rests within it. Her recent memories of her father are
ones of fear. His body is large, a stocky man with thick arms and
legs. His shouts are like howls to her ears. She would watch as her
mother cowers under his commands.

Moving her gaze
to her little home, a small cottage with a low roof and single
chimney, Johanna focuses on the smoke rising upwards, caught in the
morning breeze, disappearing and vanishing before her eyes. Her
home is situated on a crest of a low hill facing a valley with
mountains rising majestically behind it. Connemara is a place of
beauty to her eyes, wild and free. At times, it can be lonely, not
having her brother Tim with her anymore. They would joke and laugh
when they shared their carefree moments as young children. Her
brother ran from home three years earlier, joining a travelling
repair man as he journeyed on the roads throughout the county. Tim
is good with his hands and can create anything out of steel or
iron. She blames her brother for abandoning her, leaving her alone
with the monster.

It’s the space
she enjoys the most about the wild hills of her homeland, freeing
her from the confines and restrictive life inside. Two small sheds
stand close by, encircled by a few low trees. This is all that her
family has in its name. She longs for more, but what could she ever
hope to achieve? Her life is destined to follow her mother and
remain under the power of a man in this little house or one like it
on the next hill. It is the way of life in the countryside unless
you were born into money. Johanna once heard of a girl two years
older than her who lived two miles away having been sent to work as
a servant girl in a big house owned by a wealthy landlord near
Galway city. It’s a possibility for her to achieve this, but she
believes her father would never allow it, and she would never dare
ask him. Hardly anyone visits her home on the hill; so who would
know she even exists?

Reaching for
the empty clothes basket, she catches a movement from the front
door of the house. Her mother stumbles outwards, with dishevelled
hair hanging loosely around her torn dress exposing her naked
shoulders. Fear exudes from her eyes, wide, in a panic stricken
face.

“Johanna,
Johanna!” her mother calls as she attempts to run towards her. A
harsh voice booms from within the house, inaudible, but its tone
frightens her. Johanna drops the basket, running to her mother,
clasping her in her arms.

“Run my child.
Run! Get out of here!”

“Momma?”
Johanna questions, unsure of what she should do. Fear rides within
her, weakening her limbs.

“Johanna!” her
name echoes from the front door of the house. “Get inside now!”

Panic pushes
her forward towards the man at the door. Her mother grabs her
arm.

“If you don’t
run, you’ll become just like me. I can’t protect you anymore. Don’t
let this happen! Please, my child!” her mother begs, her cheeks
tear stained.

Pushed forward
by the fear of her father’s call, Johanna moves to the door and
follows her father inside. The door slams shut darkening the little
kitchen. She screams within her caged body for her mother’s help.
She hits the floor from her father’s strike. Her jaw sends pain
through her head. Strong hands encircle her body, turning her over
onto the stone floor. The heat of the nearby open fire flushes her
face. His hands unzip her dress, tearing it open and exposing her
back to his rough touch. The blue sky speckled with puffy white
clouds fills her vision. The fresh air ignites her lungs and the
hills spread out before her onto the valley below. Freedom is
before her. The vision disperses and her eyes rest on the low
wooden beams of the kitchen ceiling unaware he has turned her body
over to face him as he pulls her close exposing her breasts to his
wild eyes.

A voice within
her awakens. Unsure of what it is, the urge to resist rises up. His
body is heavy and his arms are strong. Reaching out in the low
kitchen light, her hand falls on the poker placed in the hearth of
the fire. If she allows her father to do this, she will become no
different than her mother, and Johanna knows her life will never be
hers to enjoy. With all her strength, she lifts the poker from its
place and shoves it into her father’s open mouth ready to enjoy the
pleasure of her body. The sound he emits terrifies her and she
strikes again with her weapon against his right eye, knocking his
body onto the floor next to her, howling in agony and cursing her
with all the sinful words he knows of.

She crawls to
her feet, her eyes fixed on his withering body. Power surges
through her body at the sight before her. Her limbs turn to action,
and using both her hands, she lays the blows fixed and steady onto
his head, neck and upper body. With only one eye, his arms flail
around awkwardly protecting his body. Anger explodes through her
arms with unknown strength as she strikes down onto his neck, the
end of the poker tearing the skin. Her blows continue fast and
heavy without realising that his terrifying howls have fallen
silent. She stands breathlessly in her underwear, staring at the
lifeless body. A scream escapes her lips, releasing the build of
emotion as she collapses to her knees. The kitchen door opens,
illuminating the room once more with her mother standing in the
doorway. Her mother’s arms wrap around Johanna’s trembling body
having lost all strength in her limbs; she cradles the touch.

“Don’t you
worry my child. This isn’t wrong. You had to do this and now you’re
free,” her mother reassures her, taking Johanna’s face in her
hands. “Listen to me. Now you must leave. You must go from here. No
one can ever know what you did. Do you hear me? No one must ever
know of this! I can protect you from this incident, but can offer
you no more.”

“Momma,”
Johanna whimpers. “Where will I go?”

“Away from here
my child. Head east for the city of Galway, there you’ll find work.
I’ll give you plenty of food. Stay off the main roads and hide if
you feel in danger. It will be a long walk, but you’ll get
there.”

Johanna
embraces her mother, at a loss of what will become of her.

 


 


Following three
days of walking in a direction Johanna believes is east, having
listened intensively as she could to her mother’s instructions on
following the daily journey of the sun as it crosses the sky to the
position of the night stars, she believes she is lost. Most nights
she could not see the stars hidden under thick menacing clouds. But
with the darkness, she never feels afraid. It empowers her to be
ready for the unknown. Johanna has no idea how many days walk it
will be to the city of Galway.

Her legs are
tired, and after spending some time staring into her satchel,
Johanna also believes she is eating too much food and will not have
enough for the journey. The warm tears soak her cheeks, dripping
into the bag. An unknown emotion overwhelms her, spreading through
her body dropping her temperature. With trembling hands, she wipes
the tears that almost don’t stop, only to be followed by deep
reaching sobs from within her body. Terrible sorrow fused with fear
rides her body almost making her sick. The outburst has surprised
her, but she believes it’s to do with where she finds herself now.
She is alone. She can rely on no one. She only has herself to take
care of. She must be strong if she is to survive and make a new
start in Galway. There can be no room for fear. Fear will make her
weak.

Standing,
Johanna pats down her clothes and fixes her hair. Wiping away the
final remnants of tears, she stands firm. She must be strong.
Picking up her satchel, Johanna remembers spotting a village a
short distance back and decides she will journey to it early in the
morning to see if there is an opportunity to secure more food for
her journey to Galway. Stretching her legs, she rubs the soles of
her feet. Can she steal food? It’s something she never had to think
about before. She always had food in her little home on the hill
top, but she no longer lives within that protection. Perhaps this
is the price she must pay for the sin she has committed. She
questions if her mother knew the food would not last, but believes
she is protecting her by sending her on this journey. Tiredness
soon creeps over her body and the night sky turns to darkness.

The coolness of
the early May morning raises her early. The sun has started its
climb into the sky for a new day. After eating a small portion of
stale bread, she retraces her steps to the little village she had
spied the previous day. The morning sun has soared upwards in the
sky when she arrives at the village with a central market place
bustling with people going about their business. The smell of pigs
and cattle for sale overpowers her senses, but through the odour
wafts, the sweet scent of fresh bread draws her like a magnet into
the middle of the market to find the enticing stalls of food,
ignoring the words of caution to remain out of sight.

She stops an
elderly man standing by a donkey and asks him if she is near Galway
city. His response through the cigarette hanging from his lips is
enough to tell her she is not anywhere near her destination, but he
mumbles the words that she is in the village of Oughterard.

Moving forward,
she reaches the stalls of food, the selection of bread stuns her.
She has never seen so many types and sizes. Hunger drives her to
eat, but Johanna is unsure. Conflicts roll around in her thoughts.
She edges closer almost touching the bread. She spends some moments
studying the stall keeper and his distraction with customers. She
reaches for a loaf of soda bread, while at the same time, a hand
grips her shoulder, causing her to jump and drop the loaf.

“What is this?”
the stall keeper, having noticed the scene, steps closer.

Unable to move,
Johanna eyes the stall keeper who places his eyes on the person
holding her by the shoulder.

“Here,” the
man’s voice booms behind her, throwing a coin onto the stall for
the keeper. The keeper grunts, picks it up and returns to his other
customers.

“Take your
bread,” the man instructs, releasing her shoulder and standing to
her side. He is a bulky man, tall and strong like her father. She
reaches for the bread.

“Thank you,”
she replies not removing her eyes from his.

“Where are you
from?”

“From the
west.”

“You
alone?”

Johanna remains
silent, not sure if she should tell the stranger.

“You can call
me Mr. Kavanagh. I’m the land steward for the noble man, Mr.
Richard Belfort, owner of Harrington Estate. It’s your lucky day as
I’ve been sent to find a new recruit to work in the kitchens of
Harrington House. You’ll get a small allowance, have a place to
sleep and all the food you’ll want. What do you say?”

Johanna is
unsure and casts her eyes around her, but only sees the blur of
people overshadowed by the noise of the busy market. “Where do you
live?”

“I live east of
here, near Moycullen. Look over there, you can see my carriage and
coach man.”

Peering through
the crowds, her eyes rest on the black coach driven by two horses.
One horse is black with speckled grey coat, and the other is a
chestnut colour. On top sits the driver.

“I don’t
usually mix in places like these, but it’s also a good spot to find
help when I need it, and the last time the coach man did the job,
the girl he hired was useless, but I’m willing to give you a trial
run. You have spirit in you, wild it might be, but it can be tamed,
that I am sure. It will be a challenge for old Mrs. Horan, head of
the kitchens. What do you say girl?”

“Is Moycullen
near Galway city?”

“It’s on the
way to Galway for sure. Come girl.”

Johanna nods
and follows Mr. Kavanagh to the coach.

 



Chapter 2

 


Arriving at the
tall gates, Johanna stares outwards at the tree lined avenue, the
thick canopy twinkling in the midday sun. The cawing overhead
brings her attention to a murder of circling crows diving and
dancing in flight. Shortly, the trees give way to an expanse of
smooth fields rolling towards a small lake reflecting the shadow of
Harrington House, a large grey building with tall chimneys
dominating its roof. Johanna’s eyes marvel at the sight of the
house, a dream she could never have imagined to come true. What
would her mother think of her now? She has been given this
opportunity and she will not waste it.

As the rolling
carriage nears the house, it soon becomes evident of its size and
grandeur, with taller windows at the lower levels which become
shorter as her eyes lift towards the third floor. The carriage
enters a court yard at the rear of the house and Mr. Kavanagh, who
has remained quiet since picking her up at the village market, now
ushers her out. The court yard is bustling with people working,
horses moving in and out, and helpers bringing baskets of food into
the house. There is so much that mesmerises her eyes. Mr.
Kavanagh’s hand on her shoulder moves her towards the rear of the
house; its tall striking grey facade is dominant and cold.

The smells from
the outer kitchen strike her nostrils, followed by the sounds of
the kitchen workers busy preparing dinner. They glance briefly in
her direction, only to return to their tasks and carry on. Being
pushed inwards to the larger kitchen, its sheer size overwhelms
her. Her own little cottage on the hills of Connemara would fit
inside it. A woman of her own mother’s height, but stronger and
carrying a little too much weight, stands in the centre of the
kitchen barking orders, her hard voice audible over the din. Her
grey hair is tied up in a bun and a dirty white apron hangs around
her wide body. On sighting Mr. Kavanagh, she stops and moves in his
direction, casting a quick glance at Johanna before nodding to the
man standing behind her.

“What have you
found for me this time? I hope it’s better than the last wretch
that came my way!” Mrs. Horan begins, standing in front of
Johanna.

“Tell Mrs.
Horan your name girl. Spit it out,” Mr. Kavanagh prods her right
shoulder with his fingers.

“Johanna
Cahill,” she whispers as she holds her gaze on Mrs. Horan standing
before her. Work continues all around, and Johanna cannot help but
survey the scene before her.

“Thanks Mr.
Kavanagh, I’ll do what I can with her. If she works well, she’ll be
fine. Okay Johanna, we’ll get you familiar with the kitchen and you
can start by helping to keep the pantry stocked up and carrying
potatoes and vegetables from the garden,” Mrs. Horan instructs as
she casts her eyes towards the rear of the kitchen. “Sorcha,” she
calls to another young girl busy sweeping the floor. “This is
Johanna. She’ll be helping us out here for a while. Can you show
her to the pantry and then to the garden? I’ll leave her in your
charge.”

The young girl
nods and beckons Johanna to join her.

Johanna spends
the remainder of the day with Sorcha and that first week at
Harrington Estate learning her new duties. She listens attentively,
never questioning, nor does she fear Mrs. Horan or Mr. Kavanagh
like the other girls do. She is not sure why, but something has
changed within her since her incident at home with her father. What
happened would never cross her lips, this she promised her mother.
The dream of some day leaving home and working for a big house like
a neighbouring girl had once done is now becoming a reality. She
wonders if this dream can come true, then what other dreams could
possibly come true if she allows or wills them to happen.

At the end of
her first week on the Estate, she rests in the walled garden during
her break following her dinner. It’s her favourite place to be,
sitting among the vegetables and potato plants, watching and
observing everyone and everything. The honey bees circle around her
on nearby blossoms, disturbing the white garden butterflies. The
fast flying, swooping swallows are her company. They are not
bothered by her.

She has rarely
seen the Belfort family who use the adjoining garden of flowers and
shrubs, but it’s not permitted for anyone save the gardener to
enter. She has occasionally caught a glimpse of Mrs. Belfort and
her two sons, whom she discovered are called Edward and Maurice,
both younger than her in years. Casting her eyes around the
blooming garden, she feels blessed with the opportunity despite the
circumstances of how she has found herself at Harrington Estate.
Her life is suddenly different and dreams are possible.

 



Chapter 3

 


1933 Moycullen,
Co. Galway

 


Johanna brings
her lips to his, silencing his pleasured moans, placing her hands
firmly onto his smooth back, reaching for his firm buttocks. He
smiles on climaxing, his forehead glistening in the dim hue of the
oil lamp hanging from the low roof beam. Feeling his lips on hers
once more, he rolls over to lie next to her, their breathing in
unison. Their naked bodies, hot from their love making, rest on the
warm straw, oblivious to the coolness of the spring outside.
Turning on her side, she casts her eyes over his youthful tight
body, a tender and eager lover. Maurice is in love with her, she
has seen to that, but is he strong enough to convince his father of
that fact and bring her into the noble Belfort family?

Resting her
hand on his chest, Johanna caresses his right nipple, his breathing
slowing. At twenty-five years of age, a life in service no longer
satisfies her, nor is it what she intends to do for the rest of her
life. She aspires for more. His beating heart reverberates in her
ear and she places her hand on his navel, his sexual excitement
fading with every moment. Since being plucked from the market place
nine years ago, Johanna has answered every order and command from
Mrs. Horan, the head of the kitchens of Harrington House. They
fought many times, and the old woman has tried on numerous
occasions to bring Johanna under her rule, but Johanna would not
have it. She carries within a dark secret that no one knows, and
following it, her fear of people has subsided, especially of a
middle aged fat woman who thinks she is queen of the kitchen. The
other girls will continue to fall under her feet not to offend her,
fearful of what she might do. Yes, Mrs. Horan retaliates for non
compliance, and many times Johanna endures the wrath of Mr.
Kavanagh’s brutality. The marks on her back will be a constant
reminder of him, but she endures it all in order to see her plan
come to fruition.

Over the years,
Johanna has had time to think and plan for what she thought is now
possible in life. New dreams have formed within her thoughts, and
she believes that she has the right as anyone to make them a
reality. Despite committing an atrocity at the age of sixteen, in a
twisted way, life has offered her an opportunity, and she does not
and will not waste it. She has listened many times to the stories
of the other hired hands of Harrington Estate and of the life that
exists for those who are lucky. If it is about luck, then she will
create her own. She has seen pictures of the wealthy young ladies
parading their beautiful dresses while walking in Dublin city
around Merrion Square with their successful husbands by their
sides. There is more life out there than she was ever led to
believe while on the hills of Connemara.

Johanna began
making her advancements on Maurice two years earlier on reaching
his sixteenth birthday. When she conceived her plan, she laid her
eyes on the second son of the Belfort family, a quiet boy, unlike
his older brother, Edward, who is stronger and more assertive.
Being the eldest, she would never succeed in her plan with Edward.
He already has an arranged marriage with the daughter of a wealthy
landlord thereby succeeding in joining and expanding the land
holding of the Belfort family in the region. Maurice is to inherit
in his own right, and she will use him to her advantage, elevating
her status within the family.

Johanna began
teasing him on his sixteenth birthday, until his lustful eyes could
take it no more. He desires her and fantasises about her. During
the silence of the night, she would enter his room and pleasure
him, his naked body eagerly aroused in response, but never fully
giving her virtue to him until tonight. For the last two years, he
has been under her spell.

The moments
following their love making are shattered, and her thoughts are
quickly replaced on hearing the stable door burst inwards. The
horse in the pen beneath her scrambles to its feet in the moment of
fright. Locking her gaze onto the reason for the disturbance, the
silhouette of Mr. Kavanagh strikes a powerful pose in the low light
with an oil lamp in his left hand and his hiking stick in the
other. It could only have been Mrs. Horan who had her spies out
watching.

“Mr. Kavanagh!”
Maurice’s voice urgently calls out.

“What is this?”
Kavanagh’s voice booms upwards to the loft of secret love making.
She pulls on her dress.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing!? Does
nothing require you to be without your clothes lying with one of
the house hands?” he retorts, climbing the ladder. “Get your
clothes on Master Belfort. You have brought enough shame on
yourself and your family tonight.”

Facing her, he
grabs her hair, dragging her to the side of the loft. “There’s no
place for you up here! I blame the devil that rests inside
you.”

She grabs the
loft ladder to help soften her land as he pushes her onto the
ground below.

“He can speak
for himself. He’s not a child!” Johanna confronts him, standing to
her feet. Within seconds, Mr. Kavanagh stands before her.

“You dare tell
me what the son of our employer can or cannot do? You’re a stubborn
mare, and let me remind you, that you’re nothing but a piece of
dirt on the bottom of Mr. Belfort’s shoe. Perhaps I should have
done something long ago to sort you out. Mrs. Horan, with her
constant whining, is right about you. You don’t know your place and
you never will. Only for you being a good worker, it’s what saved
you over the years. Master Belfort, come down here and I’ll show
you how people who don’t know their place should be treated.”

Maurice
descends and stands before his father’s land steward. Johanna
seizes the opportunity and flees the stable, racing towards the
manor. She enters through the deserted kitchen, all the workers
having retired for the night. She gravitates towards the wash room
at the rear. She catches her reflection in the mirror, stopping her
momentarily. Wide and wild eyes stare back. Long black hair shrouds
her shoulders. The open dress reveals the top of her breasts. The
coach man’s open razor calls her attention. He always leaves it at
the side of the sink, much to the dislike of Mrs. Horan, who
constantly reprimands him for not putting it away. Reaching for it,
she picks it up, opening the blade once before folding it into its
handle. Returning her attention to her reflection once more, she
inhales, calming her tingling nerves pulsating through her body.
She analyses her next move quickly. Should she be kicked out, her
position will be worse than what she finds herself in now. The only
thing that can save her is Maurice’s belief in their love. Is he
strong enough to stand by her side?

Placing the
razor in the pocket of her dress, she exits the house and strides
towards the stable. The voices are audible from within. Kavanagh’s
voice is booming reprimands at Maurice. He will be easily led, and
she believes Kavanagh will be successful in opening his eyes to the
situation, undoing all her hard work. She enters, stepping towards
them.

“There you
are!” Kavanagh faces her. “By God, I have been patient with you.
I’ve put up with you for the past nine years when you disobeyed
Mrs. Horan and me many times, but no more! When I first found you,
I should’ve known you were trouble, but you only became worse over
the years. Tonight your employment will end with the Belfort
family, and by the time I’m finished with you, you’ll crawl out of
this stable on your hands and knees without a stitch of clothes and
everyone will see you for the common wretch of a whore you are.
Every man in the village can do as he pleases with you!”

“Maurice, don’t
let him speak to me like this! Tell him about our love!”

The punch hits
her hard, knocking her to the floor. Blood filters into her mouth,
its taste vile. Maurice’s weak protests go unheard as Kavanagh
lifts her to her feet once more. With a quick hand movement, she
completes the deed. She glares into the land steward’s unsuspecting
eyes now reflecting the horror of the act. Shock grips his body.
His hold on her loosens, placing his hands to his throat, forcing
air into his body. Blood oozes from the fresh wound visible on his
throat. His legs buckle, collapsing
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