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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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The Ultimate Violation

Aidan raped me for the first time around a month after the Garda McEvoy incident. The memory of that day will remain forever imprinted on my mind. It was an unusual day in the Devane household, as preparations were underway for a knees up. One of my sisters was doing a steady line, and she brought her boyfriend home to meet the family. A party of any sort was a rare event in our house. It lightened my mother’s mood and it was nice to have more people around as they prepared for the guests to arrive. I was excited and didn’t mind having to give up my bed and sleep on cushions on the floor.

Before the gathering got underway, I was out playing with some of the lads in ‘The Wire’, a piece of ground where we often gathered. I was walking home when I realised Aidan’s car was trailing me. He kerb-crawled for a few minutes, then parked his car further ahead on my side of the road. When I passed by, my head bent down, studiously ignoring him, he drove on again. He remained one jump ahead of me and parked the car on the kerbside again, trying to cut me off. The earlier excitement was knocked out of me, and I was overwhelmed once again by the daily gloom and dread. I envisaged Aidan’s tatty trousers, his dark greasy hair, his dirty fingernails, his unshaven face, his black teeth, and felt as if the Grim Reaper had come for me too soon. Death and Aidan were becoming synonymous in my mind and I believed I’d never be strong enough to fight him off. 

That Saturday afternoon ended in the same grimy situation as it always did, in his front parlour. His touch still made me want to vomit, but I had become adept at blocking out what was happening, detaching and floating out, over my body. During these times, I was a stranger to myself, watching from a distance. From my ‘floating’ position, I would focus on other things, banal things – the floral wallpaper or the dirty white Venetian blinds – anything that wasn’t Aidan and what was happening to me. Sometimes I would just count in my head. In some small way, this helped to blot out the unspeakable sensations that I had to endure. If I looked at him, I was lost. 

The hardest part was when he squashed me into the rough carpet, his full weight upon me. I feared that I was going to suffocate or have an asthma attack. The carpet always burned my cheeks but I knew now that the end was near. Another few minutes and I’d be free, the fifty-pence piece hot in my hand. Suddenly, I heard a key turn in the front door. 

Aidan froze and then, quick as a flash, rolled off me and zipped up his fly. As I pulled up my shorts, he rushed to the window and lifted the blinds. Light slanted into the room, and the shabby décor stood out in sharp relief. How I hated this place, this prison from which there was no escape. Aidan looked angry and desperate at the same time. In that same instant, knowing that someone else had entered the house and could possibly enter the room, I shared his fear of discovery. Somehow, without knowing how, I, the victim, had become complicit in the rituals of my aggressor. 

He didn’t hesitate. For the second time since our initial meeting, I was pushed unceremoniously out the window. I landed on the dirt below and stood up. Now that I was free and undiscovered, I wanted to weep with relief at the unseen person’s untimely return to the house. 

Aidan hung his sweaty face out the window. His eyes glistened. He was obviously still in a fever of lust. ‘I’ll see you at the top of the road – ten minutes.’ He must have seen my jaw drop because he leaned further out and put his face close to mine. ‘You’ll be there, or you’ll be dead,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘Understand?’

I understood. There was no escape. I scrambled to my feet and ran down the path, then out onto the road. My face burned from the rough carpet but that was nothing compared to the fear in my chest. I ran until I reached my house. The door was closed. For once, there were more people inside than just my mother and siblings. 

I hesitated. Aidan had said ten minutes, and five had passed. What should I do? My mother hadn’t believed me the first time I tried to explain but that was over two years ago. Would it be possible for me to say something again? I had discovered a word for Aidan. ‘Pervert’ was what the older boys called people like him. Their school-yard slang had given me a vague understanding of this furtive underworld, but I wondered how many of them had an image in their mind of what a pervert looked like. If they had never experienced the touch of one, they probably imagined them as cartoon villains. But I saw those perverts at mass. I watched them bow their heads and receive communion. I saw them upholding the law. 

Terrified, I stood outside my house, convinced my life was in danger. Aidan had finally decided to make good his threats to kill me, afraid I was going to reveal our terrible secret. Eventually, I made my decision. I would tell someone, anyone who answered the door. Laughter floated from the front room. The door was opened by a man I knew. He was obviously having a good old time at the celebration. He looked flushed, and there was a strong smell of drink from him. 

I sensed a car passing behind me and turned to see Aidan in his red Escort. He drove to the top of the road and parked on our side of the triangle. Panicked, I felt pressure in my bladder and had an urgent need to pee. Tears pricked my eyes. I desperately needed the help of someone who could put an end to his reign of terror. 

‘What are you waiting for? Come on in, John.’ The man gestured at me to come inside and join the fun. 

I didn’t know what to say, or how to start, but I believed he would intervene and end my suffering. I took a deep breath and blurted out the first words I could think of. ‘There’s a man, yer man there’ – I pointed to the red Escort parked by the church. Aidan was now out of the car, standing beside it, looking straight at us. It was a surreal moment, like a stand-off in the westerns I’d seen on TV. 

‘That man standing at the car is doing things to me, horrible things, and he wants me to go with him . . .’ My voice trailed away. 

My companion looked up the road in the direction I was pointing. I thought, just for a moment, that he was going to dash up the road and attack Aidan. I wanted to be the one to do it, to kill him with my bare hands, but I needed an adult’s strength to see him off finally and for ever. But this man to whom I had entrusted my secret simply stepped backwards into the house and said over my shoulder, ‘Sure by the time I get up there, he’ll be gone.’ With that parting comment, he closed the door. 

I couldn’t believe it. I pushed the door with my hands and it wouldn’t budge. Feeling defeated, I knelt down on the step and started to cry. I was looking into a black chasm. His indifference confirmed my suspicions that adults knew but didn’t care that people like Aidan existed. They expected me to do what I was told, even if every part of my being hated doing it. 



That instant of abandonment was a turning point in my young life. Adults were not prepared to help. My mother had made this perfectly clear. Now this man had confirmed it. And Aidan, still standing by his car and smoking a cigarette, was waiting for me. 

When he realised I was alone again, he beckoned to me. I could read his body language and knew he was becoming irritated. He was silently signalling that I had better get into his car this instant or he would kill me. 

I knelt on the step for a second longer, but I knew I had no option, nowhere else to turn. I left the noise of the house behind. In a trance-like state, I walked down the path towards Aidan. As I reached the car, he leaned over and opened the door on my side. It was business as usual. Once seated, he leaned across and locked my door.

He drove away from the estate. This was a new exper­ience. We’d never gone anywhere except to his place before now. Now I genuinely believed I was going to my death. I had been threatened so often that I believed it was only a matter of time. I’d heard horror stories on the news about people like Ian Brady and knew that grown-ups could kill kids. I’d seen Myra Hindley’s hard eyes staring out at me from photographs. They buried children on the moors and their bodies were never found. My terror increased as Aidan drove deeper into the countryside. As the journey continued, I felt my fear turn to resignation. He could do what he liked with me, I didn’t care any more. If I was going to be killed and buried, there was no point in trying to fight it.

I eventually recognised a familiar landmark. We were in a place called Ballyclough, near Limerick Golf Club and an army firing range. There were few houses on the road. The lanes were so narrow and winding that he would have had to reverse if he met another car. But there was no traffic passing by that night. 

Eventually, he stopped the car. We were in an isolated place, near a gate which opened onto the firing range. We had gone a few yards up a dirt track. Tall hedges bordered the car on either side. This was no random location. It had been chosen in the knowledge that no one would spot his car. We sat in silence for a brief period. Numbed, not knowing what would happen next, I waited. Suddenly, he started turning the knob on the side of my seat. I was thrown backwards and found myself staring at a grey car ceiling. He turned the knob on his own seat, so both our seats were reclined together. I held my breath as he climbed on top of me. I noticed a tear in the ceiling above my seat and focused on it. His weight pressed against me, and I thought in that instant that he was going to choke me. I stared harder at the tear on the filthy ceiling and willed myself to disappear through it.  

He levered himself up to his knees and forced me onto my front, just as always. My head was crushed up against the headrest. This time, however, he pulled my shorts down past my knees, removing one leg from one side of them. I was struggling to catch my breath. Suddenly, excruciating pain ripped through my body. I realised that he was pushing his penis inside me. 

I screamed. Instead of the torn ceiling, I had an image of the crucifixion. This must be how Jesus felt as he was nailed to the cross. As Aidan raped me, I fought the urge to be sick. In my short lifetime, I’d been punched and kicked. I’d been beaten endlessly with wooden spoons, canes, whatever came to hand, but what was happening to me now, in this isolated place, was beyond anything I had ever experienced. Darkness filled the car. There was nothing except pain and noise as Aidan brutalised me. He shouted filthy obscenities at me, as if in a rage. I pleaded with God to make it stop. My head was crushed against the headrest, and I thought I would pass out. I could not, now, describe the details of what Aidan did to me that time in his car. It is too brutal, too crude, too painful to remember. But, when it was finally over, I wished that I was dead. 

He then turned the key in the ignition and started doing a three-point turn. It would not have surprised me if we had been driving to my death. I had no idea what he was going to do next. I recited prayers that I’d learned as an altar boy in my mind and stared bleakly into the dark.

Aidan did not utter a word as the pitch-black country darkness gave way to the yellow city lights. We were heading back home. I was still in a complete daze, staring out at the rows of bleak houses as they flashed past. We finally reached the statue of Our Lady Queen of Peace. Aidan leaned over and opened the lock on my door, indicating that I should get out.

I hesitated. Not even fifty pence this time? To ask for it meant having to speak to him, and I’d had nothing to say to this brute. I would probably have flung the money away but it seemed so wrong that what he had done to me should be entirely free. 

It’s easy with hindsight to look back and try to under­stand the confusion that raged inside me. I hated the money this vile person gave me yet, in my demented state, this exchange was part of our unspeakable transaction. It was no compensation for what he was doing to me, but to leave me without it stripped away one more layer of my humanity. Without the money, I was his slave. I was his slave regardless of how much he paid me, but this devalued my suffering even more. Another part of me believed I had sold my soul to the devil and he would keep coming back for more. 

Aidan drove away, after uttering the usual dire threats. I was aware that it was now very late and I risked being punished. I shuffled awkwardly, taking small steps, so obliterated by the experience that I could barely focus on walking up the garden path. My bottom hurt unmercifully and there seemed to be liquid seeping into my pants. I was terrified it would flow down my legs, and there would be no way of hiding it. 

I stood on the doorstep, shuddering. Bernard answered the door. I pushed past him and mounted the stairs. Alone at last, I sat on the bed and gingerly let my buttocks relax for the first time. I took my shorts and pants down and exam­ined their contents. To my horror, there was blood in the thick fluid. Still shaking, I put on my dressing gown and got some toilet paper to dry myself off. The bleeding continued and I was scared. I felt like a rag doll whose insides were coming apart. 

I returned to my room, lay on my bed and began to shake uncontrollably. I replayed the scene over and over in my mind. The man on the doorstep, my plea for help. How could he close the door on me? This betrayal burned inside me. I wiped my eyes on my sleeve and wondered how I would hide the mess. How would I explain it if my mother saw my pants? I took them off, rolled them in a ball and hid them. I touched my bum with my fingers and winced: it was a raw, open wound. The next day, I would scrub my pants in secret, in a desperate bid to rub out all signs of Aidan’s violation. But that night it was all I could do to crawl under my sheets and lie down in the foetal position, listening to the laughter and voices downstairs. I wasn’t even able to cry. What good were tears? I could cry a river and it would make no difference. I wished that Aidan had actually killed me with his bare hands. I felt half-dead already and, that night, I would have welcomed death with open arms.
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The Paedophile Ring

After the violent rape by Aidan, I remained in shock for days. My body was wracked with pain. But, rather than outrage, which I felt keenly, my overriding emotion was one of guilt. One of the most devastating effects of sexual abuse and ‘grooming’ is that children become convinced they have brought it on themselves. I’d battled with such feelings ever since my first encounter with Aidan, and each subsequent episode only served to reinforce them. On some level, I was in the wrong. I got what I deserved. 

Strangely, Aidan disappeared for a while after this episode. Perhaps he feared he had gone too far this time and was lying low until the dust settled and I was once again lulled into a false sense of security. I can only speculate, and it didn’t matter anyway. His physical disappearance did nothing to alleviate his presence. My nostrils were filled with his stench. I can still feel his presence, even as I write these lines. Every time I closed my eyes, I was back in the car, my face pressed up hard against the headrest, my body being brutally violated. Unable to keep my eyes shut, I’d lie awake and still imagine his features contorted with lust. I hid under the sheets, terrified he might actually come and get me again. And the hardest part of all was the feeling that I had nowhere to turn. 

For days after the rape, blood streaks appeared
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