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‘Let me suffer the pain and shame


I bow my head to their rage and hate,


And I take upon myself the blame.’


Lines from ‘Let Me Carry Your Cross for Ireland, Lord!’ by Thomas Ashe










Foreword


This book is an honest attempt to set down the facts of what happened to me in my young life and, in doing so, to try to make some sense of the past that I have run from for many years. In piecing together the painful consequences of an unstable upbringing, my story testifies to just how vulner­able some children are and just how severe the consequences of this can be on young lives. 


But the impetus to write the book does not in any way come from a will to reveal unnecessarily the difficult home life that characterised my younger years. Nor do I wish the descriptions of my early years to expose my mother in any way as a bad person. My mother, like many women of her time, struggled and did her best, in her own way, to deal with the enormous challenges that faced her: the upbringing of a large brood of needy children in circumstances of tragedy, followed by poverty. She was operating against the odds, in an often unforgiving and harsh society that made little allowance for the struggles that beset her.


Out of respect to my siblings, I have not included them in any substantial way in this story, recognising their right to privacy. Each child experiences their upbringing in a different way, and I make no claim that my story reflects their own direct experience. Their names, as they appear in this book, are not their real identities.


In portraying the difficulties of my home life as I do in the pages that follow, I merely wish to shed light on the context which, I believe, made me so vulnerable to the sexual abuse that was to follow, outside the home. A small boy, with barely any sense of security or trust in the care of adults – within or outside the home – my fate was sealed: I was easy bait.


I was eight years old when it first began, and this incident marked the beginning of a chain of sexual abuse which, sadly, would continue unabated throughout the remainder of my childhood. I know that my case is not isolated, far from it – although isolated is exactly how I felt at the time these abuses were unfolding. Paedophiles prey on the vulnerability of children, and neglected children are the most vulnerable of all: their voices are the least strong, and the least listened to.


I know that some of this book’s contents may be shocking to readers. Indeed, as I set out the facts of my story and relive the horrific events of my hidden past, it still feels shocking even to me. But I truly believe that this story must be told. 


I write to lift the lid on the sordid underworld of paedophilia in Ireland, ongoing today. This is just one account in a sea of stories that will never be told. Many victims of abuse never have the opportunity to have their voices heard. Some never cast off their past and carry their vulnerability into adulthood and throughout their whole lives. Others try and fail to take cases against their abusers. It often seems that the law is on the side of the abusers, not the victims.


In 2000, I made a statement to police outlining my years of abuse at the hand of one particular man. I was by now an alcoholic, stumbling from one personal crisis to another. My past was weighing heavily upon me, and I no longer had any choice but to try and deal with it. Attempting to bring my abuser to justice seemed like my only option if I was ever to try and untangle myself from the bitter history of abuse, the consequences of which marred my daily life.


The day I made that statement to the gardaí was one of the toughest days of my life. Relating the intimate details of the abuse was traumatic, and I broke down several times, unable to continue. But, each time, I picked myself up and carried on. I was resolved to do this. And, as the words tumbled out over the course of hours, trauma began to give way to relief. It was no longer my sordid secret. I had been brave enough to speak aloud about what had dogged me with shame for too many years to count. I felt validated; I was on my way.


It would be a long wait before the news came that the Director of Public Prosecutions office would not be prosecuting my abuser. As is customary, I would not be privy to the reasons why. On hearing the news, I was plunged into an ever deeper pit of depression. I wanted my abuser to have to pay for what he did to me, and now it seemed that, not for the first time, the law had offered me no sanctuary. I felt as if all avenues had been closed to me, and the anger that raged threatened to drive me over the edge. I wanted to take the law into my own hands, to make him pay, this time on my terms. Thankfully, with the help of friends, I saw the light. Violence would solve nothing. 


Instead, I resolved to write this book. I write it for everyone who has felt powerlessness, who has felt silenced. For many years, that was how I felt. I carried around secrets, unable to speak for fear of my life. And I believed, somehow, that I was to blame for what happened to me. But no longer. The time has come to stand up and be counted.


 


I am one of the lucky ones: I survived. Others are not so for­tun­ate. In 2002, Peter McCloskey revealed the abuse he had suffered at the hands of paedophile priest Father Denis Daly to his family, then to church authorities in Limerick. He wanted to know whet­her the diocese had reason to suspect that Father Daly, who had died in 1987, might have been a danger to children. 


On the eve of this book first going to press, the news was broadcast that Pope Benedict XVI was to issue an apology to the victims of clerical abuse in Australia, during his visit there. Father Denis Daly was one of the abusers, moved from Australia to America, then England. Knowledge of his prior investigation by New South Wales police, and sub­seq­uent move to Western Australia to avoid prosecution, was not disclosed by the Sydney Diocese, unless fuller details were sought by the new diocese. Thus, he was allowed to be shifted out of sight, to offend elsewhere. Daly was later moved back to Ireland. 


Father Daly was the first priest to abuse me, in the public toilets of Limerick’s docklands, when I was a young and vulnerable teen. Peter had been raped by the priest during 1980-81, when he was a ten-year-old altar boy.


Over twenty years on, Peter’s search for the truth was met with closed doors, in a defensive and legalistic response from the Limerick Diocese. Peter became increasingly demoralised by the evasiveness of the church authorities. In a letter to one of the churchmen handling his case, he described a recent trip he had made alone to the Sydney archdiocese, to uncover Daly’s file, as a ‘journey into the valley of Satan himself’.


In 2006, a joint statement was issued by the diocese and Peter’s parents, admitting failure on the part of the diocese to properly inform itself of Father Daly’s suitability for minis­try. But it was too late for Peter. Two days after an earlier, failed mediation meeting with the diocese’s represen­tatives, he had taken his own life. 










Prologue


It’s a chilly, drizzly night, way past midnight, when I finally reach the bleak Limerick police station. My heart pounds and my mouth is dry as I approach the reception desk. It’s piled high with paperwork, and the garda, whom I know, rouses himself to greet me.


‘Where is he?’ I ask urgently.


The garda hands over a newly handwritten charge sheet. ‘Usual barmy Saturday night.’ He smiles wryly and stretches. 


We exchange comradely nods but, tonight, I’m not interested in small talk and hardly hear him. My hand shakes a little but my face remains expressionless when I accept the sheet and glance over the contents. I focus on the name and draw a deep breath. I’ve waited so long for this opportunity, and now that it has arrived I feel as though I’ve won the Lotto. 


A manilla folder reveals a photo of a youth with short dark hair. He’s beaming innocently at the camera and carries a puppy in his arms. He looks about fourteen years of age.


‘Says he wasn’t aware,’ the garda remarks sarcastically. He’s seen it all before. 


I nod in agreement. I’m itching to move on. As he retrieves his keys from his pocket, I’m already striding down the bright, dingy yellow corridor. When I peer through the smeared window of the interview room, I see a seemingly harmless middle-aged man with a reddish goatee beard. He’s sitting at a screwed-down metal table, his face in his hands, elbows on the surface. Tufts of gingery hair poke out from behind his ears and the fluorescent light flickers above him, reflecting eerily off his balding head. 


I clench my jaw but maintain my composure as the garda turns the key. The man looks up. The scent of stale sweat and fear instantly hits my nostrils. His eyes are the same watery blue that I remember. He had a full head of red hair back then but his usual flamboyant taste in clothes hasn’t changed. He’s dressed in a satiny cornflower-blue suit and an elaborate glittery waistcoat.


Our gaze meets across the table as the door closes behind me with a deadening clunk. He straightens in his chair and makes a weak attempt to smile. I move towards the table and sit opposite him. In my dark pinstripe suit and crisp white shirt I look exactly like a lawyer about to interview his client. Yet, beneath my professional veneer, my heart beats so hard I’m sure he can hear it.


I know his name. We’ve met in amateur dramatics’ circles over the years and, with this link, he’s confident I’m there to help him. But, unknown to him, we also met when I was a young boy. I know his past but he, as yet, is unaware of mine. 


He leans forward and interlocks his fingers, his knuckles white. His lower jaw trembles before he speaks. ‘They’ve got me here under false pretences, John. He swore he was eighteen, so help me God.’ He moistens his lips with his tongue and runs his hand through his thinning hair. 


I hold on to my anger, allow it to seethe but not to escape. I need to remain in control of this situation. ‘So, you’re saying you didn’t know he was fifteen?’


He loosens his tie with one hand. His tone is imploring. ‘Jesus, John, I swear to God, if you saw photographs of this person – I could show them to you, I’ve photographs of him up at the house . . .’


I’m sure you have, I think, as I take out the picture of the youth from the folder and push it across the table towards him. ‘You really thought he was eighteen?’ I say. 


‘John, I swear on my mother’s life . . . it’s all a terrible mistake.’ He avoids looking down at the photo. 


 ‘Is that him?’ I watch his reaction as his eyes flick down, then quickly away. He nods briefly and leans over the table, still protesting his innocence. 


‘So, has this ever happened to you with an underage young person before?’ I enquire. 


He looks outraged. ‘No, no, no, no, John. Jesus, no. I’m gay, but I don’t go for kids. No, I’d never go for kids.’ 


I have to give it to him, it’s a fine performance. It might even convince a judge, or a jury. But it cuts no ice with me. 


My stomach churns. It’s almost impossible to remain calm. I stare at my fingernails. They could do with a trim. I like to keep them clean and short, well manicured. I feign indifference as I glance up and meet his gaze. 


Despite his assurances, he’s sweating. I’m sweating also, but it’s a cold sweat. ‘Are you absolutely sure? Because . . . you know . . . a lot could depend on it.’


He is shaking with fear, and his eyes fill with tears. ‘I swear to you, John, I had absolutely no idea . . .’


‘I’ll have to stop you there. Because, unfortunately, that’s not how I see it . . .’


He wipes his eyes, all ears. ‘What? Surely it depends on how we defend this thing?’


‘This thing.’ Is that how he sees it? I shuffle my papers and look through the notes. The overhead light flickers as he, unable to stop fidgeting, undoes the top button of his shirt. I relish his discomfort as I continue to interrogate him. ‘You say you’d no idea he was underage. And that you don’t make a habit of picking up young men?’


‘John . . . I swear to God . . . you’ve known me for years now . . .’


‘That’s true. And that’s why I believe you’re lying to me.’ I’m tired of his game, anxious to cut to the chase. I take a deep breath. At last I’m able to release the words that have been locked inside me for so long. ‘Let me take you back about thirty years,’ I speak quietly. ‘It was a drizzly night, rather like this one. At eleven o’clock, you picked up a young boy in Castletroy. He was only a young teenager . . . yet you offered him a place in your perverted bed.’


He looks like he’s been shot, his mouth open, his eyes widening in memory. ‘Oh, fuck’ is written across his forehead, as clear as if it were pulsing in neon. 


‘The chemist’s son?’ he blurts out. 


‘Indeed, that’s what you thought,’ I reply. ‘“Aren’t you the chemist’s son,” you asked after you picked me up. But I wasn’t the chemist’s son, was I? I was a frightened kid in trouble. I told you I was running away to Dublin . . . remember?’


He’s dumbstruck, hanging on to my every word. I have him right in the palm of my hand. I want to run around the room, whooping and shouting like a footballer who’s scored the winning goal. Instead, I stick to my plan. I need to play a long game here, just like he has done himself, throughout the years. He’s sitting back, blasted with shock, his breathing shallow. ‘Oh my God. Oh shit, oh fuck,’ he begins, but I interrupt him again. 


‘I also remember how you used to call boys like me “chicken”. It amused you. You said you could get “plenty of chicken”, as much as you could eat, whenever you wanted. You said you especially liked Turkish chicken or Russian chicken . . . remember?’ His face is ashen but he’s listening intently. ‘I remember everything about you, especially how you lay on top of me and forced me to do exactly what you did to this young boy whose life you’ve ruined.’ 


‘Oh my God . . .’ He can’t stop blabbering. ‘I never meant . . . all those times we met . . . why didn’t you say something?’ 


‘Who would have believed me?’ I ask. ‘And, anyway, I knew my time would come . . . eventually. You know what they say about a dish best served cold? Well, this “chicken” is now serving you back.’


This is what I’ve always wanted, to see him thunderstruck and terrified, no longer the confident, strutting personality with an unblemished record. I make no attempt to break the silence that follows. After a long pause, he clears his throat. ‘So . . . er . . . oh God . . . does this change things between us, John? Are you still, well, able to be my solicitor?’


I should have been surprised by his question but I always knew his main concern would be to save his own skin. 


‘Well, that depends,’ I reply. ‘But I can’t be your solicitor if you carry on lying to the gardaí and denying that you abused this young man – because he is another “chicken”, like I was, isn’t he?’ 


He squirms in his chair, searching for words. I stand up and swipe the file off the table. He’s not the only one who can act. ‘So, you have a choice. You carry on lying, and I’ll walk out that door and tell the gardaí I can’t take on your case because there is a conflict of interest. Whatever has been said in here stays in here. I will then take some time to consider my own next move, given our history. Or, you can make a statement to the gardaí telling the truth.’ 


He rubs both hands over his sweating scalp. ‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’


‘On the contrary, the choice is all yours,’ I tell him. 


‘And you’ll definitely still represent me?’ he asks. 


‘Make your statement, Seamus, and we’ll see.’


He’s desperate, dreading what his future holds. That future is in his own hands, and he now knows about our past. Yet he still wants me to represent him. I don’t try to fathom his reasons. It’s difficult enough to fathom my own but I know what I must do. I’m a defence lawyer, a good one. I suddenly see myself as if from above: a professional man, in control, imposing and cool. So much for outward appearances. 


When I was a young boy, I saw Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird. I never forgot that film, the study of a strong, righteous man seeking the truth. Gregory Peck is a distant relative of my father, or so I’ve been told, and, perhaps, he’s the reason I decided to become a lawyer. But he was only acting the part, just as I’m acting now by allowing this pathetic, whining man to stew in his own misery. I know his past, unlike the next potential defence lawyer he’ll hire if I refuse to represent him. He can’t lie and hide the truth from me. I’m his truth, just as countless other young men were victims of his deceit, hypocrisy and perversion. Yes, I’ll agree to defend him, but it will be on the terms I’ve outlined. I’ll do my job and let justice decide what becomes of him. 


Why don’t I come clean, destroy him utterly by revealing my own story? It’s a rhetorical question. I know the answer. I’ve clawed my way out of a sordid, abusive past and confronted my demons on the way. But I’m still not ready for a public confession, the sensation that will follow such a revelation. Like all victims, guilt clings to me like a second skin, the feeling it could all have been avoided if only I had been born a different person. A good person. Someone who did not attract the men who used my body and tried to destroy my mind. I’ve built a successful career, acquired the trappings to go with this lifestyle. 


But, inwardly, I’m still that lost child, unable to step outside the degrading memories. Some day I’ll be strong enough to do what is necessary but tonight has given me a small victory. I’ve taken a step forward and haven’t faltered. I open the door of Seamus Connery’s cell. He’s still watching me. His eyes bore into my back. But, as I snap the door behind me, I can’t ever remember any other occasion when I held my head as high.










1


Runway to Love


As a city, Limerick has a tough reputation. Sitting on the Shannon estuary, in the south-west of Ireland, it was well established as a rugged manufacturing town with thriving docks when my parents first met in the 1940s. At that time, the population was around 60,000 and Limerick was a city of life, music and poetry, full of hard workers and hard graft. 


It was also a city of ships. They carried cattle, tobacco, sugar and other goods that supplied Clunes Tobacco works, the tanneries and abattoirs, and the famous Limerick ham. The factory that made Cleve’s toffee, beloved by generations of children, was a land­mark, with its huge factory chimney, now demolished. The sweet factory was only one of a range of manufac­tur­ing companies that attracted people from the surrounding countryside and coastal areas to the city in search of work. 


My parents met shortly after the Second World War when jobs were scarce and the Depression sat heavily on the pop­u­lation. My mother, Agnes Wallace, was a town girl, born and bred. Wallace is a name synonymous with shoemaking over generations, and Agnes came from a long line of shoemakers who were famous in Limerick City.  


My mother was the baby of the family. She had six big brothers and an older sister, Nora, who ended up running a guesthouse. One brother escaped to England and never came back, but the rest remained at home. They were reared under an extremely tough regime. My grandmother was very hard on her children and had a reputation as a strict disciplinar­ian, who ‘ruled by the leather strap’. My grandfather ran his successful shoemaking business, training two of his sons to take over. All the men drank heavily, as was the custom at the time. It was a case of work hard, play hard and repent on a Sunday. 


Agnes was sent out to earn her living at the age of fourteen. Further education was not an option, and this was typical treatment for working-class girls in the early 1940s. Shannon Airport was just being commercialised, and she got a job waiting tables in the restaurant. This was where, five years’ later, she met my father, Michael Devane, who came from a very different background. 


His family hailed from what is, to my mind, the most beautiful place in Ireland. Situated on the far south-west tip of the country, Dingle is a picturesque fishing village. His


family had been in the fishing trade for generations; his three brothers, his father and grandfather were Dingle fishermen who owned their own boats. His mother, Mary Ashe, also known as Minnie Ashe, was the sister of Thomas Ashe, the famous Irish patriot. 


Thomas was a teacher, who took part in the Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916. Despite being captured and imprisoned, court-martialled and, finally, released under a General Amnesty in 1917, he remained politically active. He was accused of sedition after giving a speech at Ballinalee and was convicted on the evidence of police ‘mental note takers’. Sentenced to two years in Mountjoy Gaol, he went on hunger strike as a protest against the criminal status of republican prisoners. For refusing food, his bed, bedding and boots were removed by the prison authorities. After six days, while still refusing to eat, he was forcibly fed. Weakened and unable to endure this procedure, he was blue in the face and unconscious when he was returned to his cell. He later died, six hours after being admitted to hospital. 


His inquest lasted eleven days and was one of the most sensational in history. According to medical evidence, he died of heart failure and congestion of the lungs, brought on by the removal of his bed and being forced to lie on the cold floor for fifty hours before being subjected to forcible feeding. The inquest condemned forcible or mechanical feedings as an inhuman and dangerous operation that should be discontinued. The authorities were accused of not acting more promptly and of using an assistant doctor who had no previous practice in administering forcible feeding. 


My father’s family had valid reasons for being proud of their patriotic relation. By his actions and untimely death, Thomas Ashe won the prisoners’ fight for political status. His funeral attracted over forty thousand people who walked the streets of Dublin in his honour. Michael Collins, the renowned republican who would also die later in tragic circumstances, delivered his funeral oration.


As a result of this historical legacy, my father, despite being a simple working man, was well read and quite politicised. During the war, he joined the army. His superior officer, recognising his intelligence and his connections to Thomas Ashe, offered him training as an aircraft mechanic. He was sent to train at Naas, a town just outside Dublin, which was how he later ended up at Shannon Airport five years later where my mother was still working. 


My mother was nineteen when that first meeting took place. My father was twenty-eight but, despite a nine-year gap, their attraction was instant and powerful. Agnes was petite and attractive, with dark hair, blue eyes and a striking figure. She was chatty and affable when she served him in the restaurant. He was up from the country, she was a town girl and, as opposites attract, they hit it off immediately. 


Later, they met again in the Stella Ballroom in Limerick where most of the eligible young people gathered on a typical Saturday night. I imagine her in a neat, knee-length crepe dress, her long dark hair curled for the occasion; and he in a stiff collar and tie, his dark hair slicked back, his face freshly shaven, his blue eyes lighting up when he recognised her from the opposite side of the hall. He would have been amusing and flirtatious as they danced, perhaps both of them realising that this was the start of their lives together. 


When Agnes got home that night, she couldn’t stop talking about the handsome young man whose uncle was the patriot Thomas Ashe. To the Wallace family, Thomas Ashe was a hero who had stood up to the English oppressors and died for his country. When Agnes invited Michael home to meet her mother, Grandmother Wallace was a delightful hostess, eager to impress. However, my mother was embarrassed and ashamed that her new boyfriend was taking tea in her end-of-terrace house, in a parlour which doubled up as a shoe workshop. She wanted to have a better life, and this mature, attractive man could be the way to achieve it. She was also a fairly strong-willed personality, even at that young age. 


Although my mother’s family was established as hard-working tradespeople, the Thomas Ashe connection, and his white-collar job put my father above them socially. These snobbish distinctions were part of life in those difficult times. To her family, her marriage was a step up, but to my father’s family, it was a step down. Despite any perceived class or age difference, my parents fell passionately in love and, within a year, were married in a simple ceremony at the Dominican Church in Limerick. 


At the time of her marriage, Agnes was doing well in her job at the airport, and the restaurant manager pleaded with her to stay. He believed she had managerial potential and offered to train her further, even to put her through night school. However, as was common practice at the time, she had to leave work once she married in 1947. Although my mother has never disclosed much about her history, she says she never regretted getting married, especially to Michael Devane. But she did regret being denied the career opportunities that were open to her. Once wed, she had to knuckle down to married life, whether she liked it or not. 


Even after their simple marriage ceremony, my parents continued their passionate affair. They were lovers, first and foremost and, according to my older sisters, they would often disappear into their bedroom in the little rented flat in Mallow Street and, later, Thomas Street. Not surprisingly, within a year of marriage, a first baby was born, my eldest brother Declan. He was a beautiful boy with golden curls and an angelic face. After his birth, they moved to their first rented house, called Iona, on the Carey’s Road in central Limerick. My father continued working at the airport as an aircraft mechanic for the next thirteen years. 


Apart from a six-year gap between numbers five and six, my mother had a child almost every year between Declan’s birth in 1949 and mine in 1962. Declan was followed by four girls: Angela, Sorcha, Deirdre and Grainne. Then, after the six-year gap, she had two belated children. Bernard was born first and, eighteen months later, myself, the last child to land into this large, unruly Catholic family. My parents named me John after one of my uncles, who later died when I was three. 


I’d like to say that I was a deeply loved and wanted child and that my early life was happy and carefree. Unfortunately, due to circumstances over which no one, except Fate, had any control, this was not the case. It sounds harsh when I write it down, and I don’t believe for a moment that Agnes set out to deliberately make my life unhappy. That would be absurd. Life is much more random and complex than that and, given the tragic events that were to blight my family’s early years, I think she was largely helpless in the face of dire, unforeseen consequences.


In an effort to understand the tragic environment that changed my formative years, and marked the lives of my siblings, I need to go back to an earlier time, an event that I believe profoundly affected my mother. When she was twelve years old, her own father collapsed dramatically during a rugby match at the Shannon Rugby Club. My grandfather, who was only fifty-six when he died, used to work on the sidelines as part of the match crew. He was taken ill, literally on the sidelines, and was pronounced dead by the time he reached the hospital. 


Agnes, the youngest in the family, was devastated. She had been the apple of her daddy’s eye, his special pet, and he had doted on her. His early and unforeseen death put a great deal of strain on his family. Two of Agnes’s brothers, whom she idolised, were forced to take over the family business just as the Second World War began in 1939. The shock of my grandmother’s bereavement made her harsher still. She ruled the roost with a tight hard fist, beating her children into obedience and pushing her two sons into working long hours in the family business. Perhaps it’s not insignificant that two of her sons suffered nervous breakdowns. One was institutionalised for the rest of his life. The other brothers escaped into drink, one of them finding relief through Alcoholics Anonymous. Through the untimely death of my grandfather, what had been a harsh but, for those times, a relatively ordinary family life, became dysfunctional in a way that would have lasting effects on my mother. 


 


My father had a gentle personality. To the best of my knowledge, he never hit his children and was a ray of light around the house. Often my mother and he would stay up all night, chatting and flirting, and she often slept late in the morning as a result. He got into the habit of bringing her up a cup of tea and a slice of toast every morning before he set out for Shannon. She was waited on hand and foot.


He didn’t drink, but over the years he became a secret gambler. He also smoked like a trooper, which didn’t do his health any good. He began to work nights on a regular basis, earning extra income which, perhaps, gave him more freedom to do whatever he liked away from home. He started attending the races regularly. Agnes was still in love with him and didn’t question his judgement or actions.


She never knew how much he earned, although he always gave her more than enough to pay the bills and clothe and feed us. The fridge was full, and we had clean clothes. Every morning, he would coax his children from bed and get them organised. But then he disappeared for the rest of the day. My mother had achieved what she desired. She had moved a step up in life by marrying him, and I suppose she accepted her lot – or did her best to manage, even when she had reason to feel insecure.


During the early years of their marriage, my father accepted a contract to work in Iceland for six months as a mechanic for Pan Am. The money was good and it gave him an opportunity to escape from the incessant demands of Limerick family life. Whatever his reasons, I’ve been told that one night when my mother phoned his hotel room, the phone was answered by a woman. 


Agnes was utterly shocked and upset but, on his return, my father was able to smooth it all over with his disarming charm, saying, ‘We were all in my room that night, having a bit of a party.’ He told her that she was ‘just one of the girls on his team’. He also made sure his colleagues backed him up when my mother questioned them. She eventually swallowed this story. She wanted to trust him implicitly but, in retrospect, I think he was more than a bit economical with the truth. He told my mother one thing and did another, especially when it came to the horses. One of my sisters recalls how he brought her a stick of rock from the races, saying ‘Don’t tell Mammy.’ I imagine, ‘Don’t tell Mammy’ was a phrase repeated more often than Agnes realised.


His charm, and ability to sing, entertain and make love passionately, probably papered over the cracks in their marriage, especially when my mother’s temper was frayed from having to take care of six children under twelve. My parents were still relatively happy and prospering when they moved in 1960 to a new housing estate in Ballykeefe, north of Limerick City. My father now had a bigger house on a mortgage and life was hectic. Agnes was a good cook and the family enjoyed regular mealtimes round the table. 


I was born in 1962 when Agnes was thirty-five. From all accounts, she had a relatively easy pregnancy. Despite being an ‘accident’, I sense that I was happy swimming around inside her womb before being launched into the world in St Munchin’s Hospital on a chilly autumn day. My parents had resigned themselves to having another mouth to feed, but it must have been difficult, especially as it was only eighteen months since their last child, Bernard, was born. However, my sisters tell me I was a beautiful baby who seldom cried. My father enjoyed picking me up, feeding me the odd bottle, and singing to me softly in his Gaelic tenor voice.


 


Everything seemed to go well enough at first. But history was about to repeat itself in the most dreadful manner imaginable for my mother. Indeed, without warning, all our lives would be smashed into smithereens, and nothing in the Devane family would ever be the same again.
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Tragedy Strikes


I was only six weeks old when tragedy struck, so I must depend on the recollections of my siblings, particularly my middle sister Deirdre, to chart this train of events. 


The twenty-fourth of November of that year was a typically icy, wintry day with grey clouds hanging heavily over the distant hills of County Clare. As usual, most of my six siblings were at school. Bernard was toddling around the kitchen and I was tucked up snugly in the family’s battered old Moses basket. 


My father was home that morning, dozing. Around lunch­time, he complained of chest pains. When the pain did not subside, my mother called the ambulance, and he was rushed away to St John’s Hospital. My sisters remember to this day seeing the ambulance pass them as they were on their way home from school. They had no idea it was carrying their father.


My mother stayed in the hospital through that afternoon and into the long evening. She came home long after teatime and put us to bed. Then, at around eleven o’clock, the telephone rang. Hands trembling, my mother picked up the receiver.


It was the hospital. My father had suffered a second heart attack, and this one was fatal. At forty-four years of age, he was dead. A doctor explained that the heavy smoking had weakened his heart to such an extent that there was nothing they could do to help. The second attack had been a massive one.


Mammy fell apart completely. ‘Oh, dear Lord Jesus, not my darling Michael, please God, no.’ She was inconsolable, despite Declan’s efforts to comfort her, even as tears ran down his own cheeks. The following morning, Declan had to shoulder his first new responsibility as head of the house­hold. He had to break the news to my sisters that their father was not coming home.


For my mother, who had lost her own father to a similar fate, it must have seemed unbearable for history to repeat itself in this way. She must have asked herself why the men in her life died so young. Why did the very ones who brought her laughter, love and happiness have to be taken away so suddenly, in such an awful way? 


Mammy must have wondered if there had been anything she could have done to save her precious husband. She now had so many mouths to feed, all on her own. How would she cope? And she had a sick toddler and a brand-new baby drawing on her, as well. 
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