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‘Words that do not match deeds are
unimportant.’
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For the prospective reader:
If you are one of those readers who simply devours fiction - you
know the kind of fiction I mean: clichéd romances and thrillers,
with stereotypical characters and pedestrian writing - then this
book is NOT for you. "Another World is Possible" is for those
who want something different to read, something challenging,
something authentic. In short, it is a book for thinkers.
Those words "different", "challenging" and "authentic"
sum up the book. It is constructed like a set of Russian dolls:
there are puzzles within riddles within a conundrum. The
overarching conundrum is, of course, whether Roisin really is
the lovechild of Che Guevara. I'll say no more about that, except
to warn you thinkers that you'll be kept guessing throughout.
You'll also constantly ask yourself other questions. Who is
narrating the story? How much of what they say is truthful?
Where does the reality of the story end and the fiction begin? An
awful lot is known publicly about the life and death of Che
Guevara. But did he really stop off at Dublin Airport in 1964 and
Shannon Airport in 1965? Is it possible that his words and
actions during those stops altered so dramatically the course of
the lives of characters in the book?
And there are as many, if not more, questions about the
author. The mother/daughter relationship between Mary and
Roisin is so finely drawn you just know it must be based on
reality. And the squats in London in the Sixties are so accurately
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described you feel she must have experienced that life as a child.
The same goes for the London music scene in the Seventies.
Then suddenly you find yourself wondering, even though you
know it can't be possible, whether the author herself is the
lovechild of Che Guevara.
See what I mean? Questions upon questions; riddles
everywhere. It's a challenging book, to say the least. Not only is
it cleverly conceived and constructed, it is also written in clear,
unadorned prose. A must for thinking readers everywhere.
Brendan Gisby,
Founder of McStorytellers.
www.mcstorytellers.com
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A note about this new edition
This story was first written in 2007 as an online serial. A decade
on and to mark the 50th anniversary of the murder of Che
Guevara, it is being serialised online once more and I thought it
worth republishing in print at the same time. Print and digital
technology continues to change apace making it easier and
more difficult. New editions are relatively easy to create but
creating a ‘definitive’ edition is almost impossible. This, then, is
simply the latest incarnation.
An

earlier

digital

format

incarnation

offered

a

chronologically ordered edition. The die-hard who loves to play
with narrative structure and embraces narrative psychology to
any degree – including elements of ‘unreliable’ narrators – can
pick up the challenge to read the story both episodically and
chronologically and discover for themselves what impact that
has on their ‘reading’. It’s possible to do that in this paper
edition but the work hasn’t been done for you.
Parts of this narrative have never really let me go and I
have planned, started and stopped other ‘linked’ stories. 2017
will finally see the publication (in October) of ‘The One That Got
Away’ which, among other things, will reconnect readers of this
work with the character of Tom Black.

I still have plans for

other ‘connected’ stories, but I can put no time-frame on them.
They will come in their own good time.
Cally Phillips, February 2017
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QUESTIONS
1999
Cuba
ROISIN

Roisin sits in the departure lounge at Jose Marti International
Airport, wondering why she is there. A man comes up to her.
She’s used to that. In Cuba at least, men are always coming up
to her, wondering who she is and why she is there. She’s an
unusual thing, a single woman travelling alone. Cuba is not
really a holiday destination. Not yet. It’s 1999 and we’re still
stuck in the ‘special period’.
Roisin wishes, not for the first time, she spoke more
Spanish. Any Spanish. She thinks back to the moment she went
through passport control. She had no idea what the official was
saying. She was tired. She smiled, but it didn’t pay off. He
looked at her, suspiciously, as is the manner of immigration
officials, jabbered something in Spanish and for a moment it
was unclear whether she would get her passport back and move
on, or if there was something else on the agenda.
However, he waved her on, bemused by her lack of
comprehension and almost before she knew it, certainly before
she was ready for it, the heat of an April day in Havana hit her
full in the face as she looked around for a taxi. The end of a very
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long journey. More than ten hours from Gatwick. But that’s not
the longest part.

It’s the thirty four years from Kilburn to

Havana to get to this beginning point which are taking their toll
and right now Roisin feels it like the lifetime it’s been.
Roisin has got into the habit of ignoring the men. She
doesn’t speak the language. She doesn’t like the local custom
men have of hissing at a female they find attractive. She’s not
blonde but sometimes it’s best to play dumb. Without Spanish
you’re vulnerable, even if no one is taking advantage.
This man it seems speaks a kind of English.
‘You American?’
‘English… Irish… uh…’
He’s looking confused. Irish is clearly not a Cuban
concept, and Roisin isn’t sure of her own nationality anyway.
Even these simplest questions can’t elicit a simple answer from
her. Nationality. Identity. These were part of the reason she
came here after all. But she’s leaving none the wiser.
He pursues ‘¿Inglese?’
She nods. It’s easiest. He looks a bit disappointed. The
limits of his English are clearly exhausted. And after ten days of
the relentless heat, Roisin’s patience is equally thin. She looks
out of the window, to see rain, the only rain she’s seen in Cuba,
beating down a tropical rhythm on the vast glass panes that run
along the front of the terminal building.
Roisin thinks about the last ten days. How she’s been too
much on her own, in a foreign language. How she’s not made
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the sense she’d hoped to of the situation. She’s no better off
than when she arrived.
‘No worse off either,’ she reflects. That’s Roisin. The glass
is usually half full. Except when it’s half empty.
The man has moved on. The airport is far from bustling.
The tropical rain seems to have stopped but the swift tropical
nightfall has taken its place. The lighting is dim. Voltage is
inconsistent in Havana and the airport is no exception. There’s
probably only her flight left to depart this evening. The relative
comfort of economy class British Airways flying through the
night to London Gatwick. And somehow, despite everything,
Roisin wants to be at home. Wherever that might be.
There’s nothing left to do now in Havana but think. She’s
read the two books she brought. She’s left them behind with
Roberto anyway. It’s hard to get English language books in
Cuba. It’s hard to get anything in Cuba. So she’s travelling a lot
lighter than she arrived. In body if not in spirit. Roisin thinks
about her first impressions of Havana...
The big green Chevrolet that drove her down the dusty road to
the city centre, some half an hour’s drive from the airport. The
taxi driver spoke some English. He was formerly a teacher, who
had taken up taxi driving because he could get dollars that way.
Like most places in the world in 1999, the dollar is the currency
of choice. Tourism has hardly made a dent on Cuba yet but you
can still make more as a waiter or a taxi driver than you can as a
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doctor or a teacher.

The professions are being deserted in

favour of the hope of a booming service industry. It seems
pesos are for peasants and the dollar is what the modern urban
Cuban needs to survive at the turn of the century. Havana may
not need capitalism, but it will give capitalists a welcome if they
bring plenty of dollars with them.
Roisin sits back in the taxi and takes in the view. She
doesn’t normally take the time to stop and look around her but
this is all so new for a woman who hasn’t travelled in ten years.
She’s amazed by the lack of Che Guevara images. It’s a full ten
minutes before she spots one. There are loads of revolutionary
slogans daubed on walls, but she was sure the guidebooks all
said that ‘Che Guevara’s image is everywhere’ in Havana.
Whereas in the west he’s confined to T-shirts, in Cuba he is
supposed to be omnipresent, but in April 1999, Roisin is
struggling to find him. As she has been for most of her life.
Because Commandante Ernesto Che Guevara, 1928 to 1967 is
the main reason Roisin is in Cuba. Perhaps the only reason.
She’s booked into the Habana Libre Hotel for the first
two nights. Even as an independent traveller, you have to spend
the first two nights in a hotel. The hotels are state run.
Everything is state run in Cuba of course. They need to know
where you are. What you are doing. Be able to place you.
The Habana Libre is one of the most expensive hotels in
Havana. But also has a revolutionary history. Roisin picks it
because it was the Headquarters for the revolution when they
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hit town New Year 1959. She realises, only when on the plane,
it’s forty years ago. She should have come in January. She’ll
have missed Fidel’s speeches at the Malecón. But she’s not that
interested in Fidel. Or the Malecón. It’s Che she wants to know.
And Che stayed at the Habana Libre for a time. If it’s good
enough for him, it’s good enough for her. It’s the first place on
her list of places.
At that point Roisin believes that somehow, if she just
goes to enough of the places Che was, she’ll be able to feel
something, make some sense of something, somehow resolve
something. She’s not normally a romantic, but you can’t follow
in the footsteps of a thirty year dead hero and not fall under the
spell to some degree. So she plans to go to La Cabana, where
Che had his office after the Revolution. Then she’ll go to Santa
Clara, where he’s buried.
Roisin has plans. And a contact. Well, a name and
address in Vedado anyway. A musician called Roberto Sanchez.
Roisin has oboe reeds for him. They are, like everything else,
impossible to get in Cuba. Roberto comes recommended by the
friend of a friend who came to Cuba in 1998 on a music project.
It’s perhaps a tenuous link, but Cuba seems to thrive on them,
and any friend of Emily’s will be a welcome friend of Roberto’s;
especially bearing oboe reeds and paracetamol. And dollars. To
pay for her keep.
Roberto and his wife don’t run a licensed guest house,
such places are rare in 1999 Havana but they can put Roisin up,
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after the first two nights which must be spent in a hotel, and
arrange an itinerary for her trip. They were most insistent on
that. Emily emailed them and sorted it all out, but Roisin’s
wishing she’d had some input. Everything here in Havana
seems out of her control.
As she checks into the Habana Libre, Roisin’s beginning
to wonder how she’ll manage to ‘telephone on arrival.’ For a
start, there’s no pay phone anywhere to be seen. And everyone,
everywhere, is speaking Spanish. But right now, Roisin just
needs to sleep. With the time difference it’s now well into the
night for her, and the culture shock is beginning to overwhelm
any sense of excitement, leaving only a tension spreading right
up her neck and making her hope that the air conditioning will
be as advertised. So far, she’s getting the feeling that nothing in
Havana will be as it is in the guidebooks. Or in her imagination.
Not for the first time, Roisin questions the nature of reality. In
general, and her own…
The mind plays tricks on you when you’re tired and Roisin is
nearly asleep at the airport when she senses something.
Somewhat wearily, she looks up again in response to the
presence of yet another man. She’s surprised this time, for two
reasons; firstly because she recognises him and secondly,
because he’s English, well, actually he’s a Scot. As tall, dark and
handsome as she remembers from Santa Clara, with a soft
accent and an unconscious charisma which had already become
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part of a pleasant memory for Roisin.
‘You flying out tonight?’ he asks.
‘Yes.’
‘Mind if I join you?’
‘Not at all. Be good to have someone to talk to, to pass the
time.
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STARTING OUT
1969
Kilburn
ROISIN

There’s people everywhere. There’s always people everywhere
but today it feels like there’s more of them, making more noise.
If you can imagine a party that goes on forever, really goes on
day after day, night after night like the worst aspects of
immortality, you’ll understand what it feels like. Like you just
wish a day would be ‘ordinary.’ But this is Agamemnon Road
and nothing here is ever ordinary. It’s a happening place. It’s
1969.
Roisin shuffles behind the sofa. It’s easier to observe and
she already knows that observation is better than engagement.
Even aged four, she’s not a party girl. She’s an expert, usually,
at keeping out of the way. But today, for some reason, no one
will leave her alone.
The excitement is twofold. Firstly it centres round the
television, black and white and fuzzy as it is. On this screen,
Roisin is reliably informed by Angie, or is it Stacey?
‘We’re gonna see a man walk on the moon.’
And like everything else she’s told in this house, Roisin
doesn’t quite get it. Secondly, there’s something going on with
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mummy.
‘Your baby’s coming,’ Roisin is told by Chris, or Dave, or
one of the many men, all with long hair and funny smells, who
hang around the place she calls home.
Roisin doesn’t remember wanting a baby. Or asking for
one. So why she’s getting one, and why today and what it has to
do with the moon she really has no idea. But nothing makes
sense here. She knows that. Mummy’s been fat for so long.
Carrying Roisin’s baby. Roisin supposes she should be grateful.
The baby would be much too big for her to carry after all. But
last week, Liam said it was his baby. And Roisin’s sure that
Angie and Chris were talking about Mary’s baby last week. Mary
is mummy’s real name. Mummy isn’t really a name it seems. Or
at least it’s a special name, which only Roisin is allowed to use.
My mummy.
But what about the baby? Who will be the baby’s
mummy? Roisin doesn’t want to be a mummy. But she doesn’t
want to share her mummy either. Maybe the baby won’t need a
mummy. You don’t have to have one. Well, Roisin thinks you
don’t have to have one. You could have one. Or a daddy. Or
both. Roisin can’t work out what mummy’s and daddy’s are. No
one will give her a straight answer. Or she can’t ask the right
question. Life is strange when you’re four and no one around
you makes any sense.
Roisin looks up at the moon. She can’t see a man. Is it the
man in the moon and she’s heard wrong? Probably. Roisin

18

knows that she lives in a different world from all the adults
around her. She’s given up feeling she’s missing out. She sighs.
The man in the moon on the television. She’s just going to wait
and see what happens next.
So, Roisin takes up her position behind the sofa.
Something will happen soon and there’s bound to be a lot of
noise and fuss and drinking and smoking and chaos before
someone remembers she’s only four and packs her off to bed.
Bedtime isn’t something that’s fixed for Roisin. Like
everything else, it seems to happen randomly, or when she
finally falls asleep. Everything is random in this house. Maybe
it’s because she’s the outsider. The rest of them are big and she
is small. The rest of them seem to know what’s going on. They
can make sense of what they see.
When she reflects back on it later, Roisin will realise how
important this day was. July 20th 1969, the day Patrick was
born. The day she got a brother and a daddy but somehow lost a
mummy in the process.
Roisin chews her hair. It’s long and a bit ratty and smelly.
When she has a bath and gets it washed in the bubbles, it can
smell nice and is soft but bathing, like bedtimes, is random in
Agamemnon Road. That’s where we are in 1969, remember. A
shared house (polite version of hippy squat) in one of the
warren of roads in Kilburn named (you might think ironically)
after the Greek Gods. If you can be sure of nothing else in life,
you can be sure that no Greek God ever set foot in Kilburn,
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North London.
Roisin’s never had her hair cut, not in all her four years.
Cherie, who lives in the room down the hall, nearest to the
kitchen says she’s ‘a flower child’ but Roisin doesn’t know why.
Her hair doesn’t smell of flowers except maybe when she’s been
bathed. Roisin doesn’t know what flowers smell of really. She’s
not sure she’s ever smelled one. But she knows she isn’t a
flower. She knows she is a child. How can a child be a flower?
How can the man be in the moon?
Roisin knows there’s no point asking Cherie to explain.
Cherie is always ‘wasted’ on her own admission. Ask her a
question and she just giggles and says, ‘later Roisin, I’m wasted’
or ‘I’m sooooo out of it… ask Liam.’
Thinking about Cherie gives Roisin an idea. She will ask
Liam. Sometimes you get sense from Liam. Not when he’s
smoking or drinking but…
Roisin crawls out from the sofa, has a quick glance at the
moon (still no man to be seen) and goes in search of Liam.
Leaving the living room, she heads for mummy’s room. Liam
comes out of the door. He could be heading her off at the pass.
That’s what Dave always says, ‘I’ll head you off at the pass,’
when Roisin tries to get into the bathroom in the morning and
instead finds herself sitting at the table with a spoon in her hand
and cereal in her mouth.
Roisin has no idea what Dave is talking about. Ever.
‘You can’t go in there,’ Liam says.
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Roisin wants to pout and stamp and say, ‘It’s my mummy
and I can if I want.’ But she realises this won’t get the result
she’s after. So she changes the pout into her best flower child
smile and says, ‘I came to see you Liam. I wanted to ask you a
why.’
Roisin knows it’s called a question. But she’s in a hurry
and why sounds easier. You have to be quick if you want to keep
anyone’s attention around here. Liam seems pleased. He scoops
Roisin up in his arms and carries her through to the sitting
room. Bumps her down on the sofa beside him. She bounces.
Giggles.
‘What’s your why?’ He asks.
And Roisin is surprised by what comes out next. She has
a load of why’s that need answers. She stores them up in her
head. And sometimes the one that comes out isn’t the one she
thought she was going to ask. Like now.
Roisin wants to know: why the man in the moon is on the
television and I can’t go into mummy’s room and who will the
baby belong to and will mummy still be my special person and
how do you get a baby in there and how do you get it out and…
But she knows that this is too much for Liam all in one go and
she says, ‘Do I have a daddy?’
This is one of Roisin’s deepest why’s. The one she’s had
inside her the longest. But no one has ever given her an answer
before. So she’s surprised when Liam says, ‘of course. Everyone
has a daddy. And a mummy.’
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She’s stunned. A mummy and a daddy?
‘Are you my daddy?’
Liam’s not so quick to answer that one. He looks at her
for what seems like a long time. So long that Roisin is worried
she shouldn’t have asked that question.

Roisin knows that

when they look at her like that they are about to distract her. No
one says ‘no’ to Roisin, it’s not their way. They take her mind off
things.
‘You have to take her mind off things. It’s psychology.
Don’t say no. No is negative. She has to grow up with positive
vibes. She has to be free.’ And then they have a smoke or a drink
or ‘pop a pill’ or ‘drop a tab’ or something and no one has said
‘no’ but no one has explained anything either.
Roisin has to take action. ‘Are you my daddy?’ She asks
again, with a different emphasis. Maybe this will make a
difference?
‘Not really. I’m the new baby’s daddy.’
Roisin wants to ask why Liam is the new baby’s daddy but
not her daddy. She feels like crying because maybe Liam doesn’t
want to be her daddy. To stop the crying she says, ‘don’t you
want to be my daddy?’
And Liam picks up on the upward intonation and the
trembling lip that goes with this new why.
‘I don’t have a choice darling. I’d be your daddy if I could.
But I’m just not.’
Roisin feels she’s about to lose it and start, ‘why, why,
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why, why, why, why, why, why...’
And Liam can see she’s about to. So he heads her off at
the pass in a way that would make Dave proud.
‘Roisin. There’s a lot of things you don’t understand yet.
One day you will. Don’t worry about it.’
Roisin is NOT comforted.
‘I want my daddy. I want my daddy.’ And then the penny
drops. There’s another question she can ask. ‘Who is my
daddy?’
It’s not clear now whether Liam is trying to distract her or
himself when he shouts, ‘Hey.. everyone… they’re about to do it.
On the tele.’
Roisin is not going to let him off that easy. She repeats
the why LOUDER.
‘Who is my daddy?’
And then is the moment when everything was clear and
not clear at the same time. Roisin looks at the television. Above
it is a poster. In red. A man’s head printed black on a red
background. Roisin points at the poster.
‘Is he my daddy?’
Looking back, maybe she never said that. Maybe she
never got the words out. Maybe she just pointed. Maybe she
never even pointed. It’s one of those memories you can’t ever fix
because no one really remembers being in the moment. There’s
no what you would call ‘evidence’ for the event.
But what did happen, just before the small step for man,
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was that Roisin asked, or Liam said, or somebody did
something and it became clear to Roisin that the man in the
poster was her daddy.
‘Is he my daddy?’
‘Yes’
Roisin clearly remembers Liam saying, ‘yes.’
His tone of voice was strange. Like he was angry, or sad,
or frustrated with her. Like she’d got an answer he didn’t want
to give.
‘Shhh. Roisin. Watch the TV. Stop making a fuss.’
And then everyone piles into the room. Laughing,
smoking, mimicking the strange blurry objects on the black and
white television. Roisin can’t see it clearly and can’t see what is
so important or exciting. There are always men in the television,
but when Dave says, ‘wow, can you believe men are actually on
the moon, that’s far out.’
Roisin looks out of the window at the moon again, but she
still can’t see them. So she keeps focussing on what’s important
and exciting for her. Which is the face of the man on the poster
above the television. Her daddy.
And half way through the whole ‘event’ someone yells at
Liam, ‘The baby’s coming... Get in here.’
And Liam rushes out of the room, missing the ‘giant step
for mankind’ which had interested him so much. And Roisin
realises that mummy is missing the man in the moon too, or
maybe she isn’t interested either, or maybe the baby coming is
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more important... and Roisin keeps her eye on the man on the
poster.
And then, after a bit, when she can hold it in no longer,
she asks Dave, ‘Is that my daddy?’ Pointing at the man on the
poster.
‘Huh?’ Dave grunts. But Dave never makes sense anyway.
Roisin tries again. With Angie.
‘Liam said that’s my daddy.’
Maybe a statement would make it easier to get a straight
answer.
Angie tries to ignore her, so Roisin tugs at her sleeve and
points at the poster and repeats
‘Liam said that’s my daddy. Is that my daddy?
‘Could be… Roisin... don’t.’ Angie shrugs away from her,
and Roisin watches the ash drop from Angie’s ‘spliff’ onto the
floor. ‘You can be a pain, Roisin.’
Roisin really feels like crying now. She doesn’t feel special
or excited or…
‘Hey, chill Ange… the kid’s having a tough day. I
remember when my kid sister was born…’ Chris isn’t usually
that interested in Roisin, so she usually keeps out of his way.
But today she’ll take the attention from anywhere it’s given.
‘What is it?’ Chris pulls Roisin towards him and onto his
lap.
‘Tell Uncle Chris’
And Roisin doesn’t feel like talking loud any more. So she
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doesn’t say anything.
‘Not talking?’
She shakes her head.
‘No one listening, huh? Hey. Whisper in my ear. What’s
your deal?’
Roisin plucks up her courage. This is, after all, too
important a why to let go. If she gets diverted now, she might
never have a daddy.
So she whispers in Chris’s ear. ‘Liam said that’s my
daddy. Is that my daddy?’
She points at the poster on the wall.
So maybe it was Chris who said ‘Yes.’ Or maybe he said
‘might as well be,’ but anyway what happens next is that Chris is
laughing and saying to Roisin, ‘Who’s your daddy?’
And when she points at the poster again he laughs some
more and Angie laughs and Stacey laughs and Dave nearly stops
breathing he is laughing so much and everyone seems so
happy…
‘Point out your daddy Roisin,’ Chris says.
And Roisin points at the poster and dances for joy and
just as Stacey says, ‘Hey, Roisin, do you know your daddy’s
name?’
And at the same time Dave says, ‘Roisin is Che Guevara’s
love child… far out…’
And Roisin hears it all at once and is about to answer
when Liam comes back into the room and he’s holding this
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small, but very loud little baby, and everyone forgets Roisin and
her daddy and how funny and clever she is and rushes over to
him saying, ‘It’s a boy. Wow.’
‘Man. A boy.’
‘Hey, Liam. Cool. ‘
And saying things like, ‘You’re a father now. What’s it feel
like?’ ‘What’s his name?’
And Liam just ignores all of them and goes down to
Roisin’s level and holds the baby right in her face and says,
‘Roisin. This is Patrick. He’s your baby brother.’
And Roisin doesn’t know what else to say but, ‘Thank
you.’
And everyone laughs again. And it seems that Roisin is
still funny and clever. And then Liam takes the baby away from
her face and holds him up in the air and everything is
happening higher up than Roisin can see.
And at this point, if she knew the word she’d say she felt
overwhelmed, but she doesn’t know the word so she just feels
kind of full up and fizzy inside. And when she feels like that she
wants her mummy. So she cries, ‘Where’s my mummy?’
And Liam bends down and says, ‘You can go in and see
her now.’
And Angie, who seems to have forgiven Roisin, takes her
by the hand and they leave everyone else with Liam and Patrick
and the men in the moon on the television. They go hand in
hand into the bedroom across the hall. Where the person who
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was ‘mummy’ this morning is lying, looking not very well.
Roisin crawls up on the bed beside her and asks, ‘Are you
still my mummy?’
Angie says, ‘Hey Mary. I think her nose is a bit out of
joint…’
And Mary says, ‘Of course I’m still your mummy.’
Roisin asks, ‘Are you the baby’s mummy too?’
‘Yes. But I’m still your mummy.’
Then Angie says, ‘You have to share now Roisin. With
Patrick. He’s your baby brother. You have to look out for him.’
And Roisin doesn’t know what to say to that. She doesn’t
know how to share a mummy. And suddenly mummy doesn’t
seem like her special person any more.
It’s later on, and Roisin is lying in her bed. Thinking
about the why’s of the day. About the men and the moon and
how that was supposed to be exciting. But it wasn’t. About the
baby coming and the baby is called Patrick and he’s very small
and loud and Roisin’s not sure if he’s exciting or not. She
doesn’t think so. But what is exciting is daddy. Her daddy. On
the wall.
She’s thinking about her daddy on the poster on the wall.
He is her daddy but not Patrick’s daddy because Liam is
Patrick’s daddy, he said so. So maybe she has to share her
mummy with Patrick, but she doesn’t have to share her daddy
with Patrick and Roisin decides then and there she is not going
to share her daddy with anyone. Ever. And the best way not to
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share is not to let anyone know you have something. If they
don’t know you have it, they can’t take it off you.
Roisin decides she’ll just keep her daddy on the wall and
in her head until he comes back for her. But she won’t tell
anyone else. Ever. Especially not Patrick. He’s got her mummy
but he’s not getting her daddy too.

29

30

TRUTH
1967
Kilburn
MARY

It’s called the summer of love. Love is everywhere. We’ve turned
on, tuned in, dropped out. Anyway, we’re out of it most of the
time. Is that the same thing?
I’m living in a shared house in Agamemnon Road,
Kilburn, North London. I’ve been here about a year. I won’t say
it feels like home. But I sort of feel at home here.
I came here when Roisin was just over a year old. She was
born in December 1965. The Nineteenth.

Too close to

Christmas for my liking, but I suppose it gets all the present
buying over and done with in one hit. If she wants, when she’s
older, she can share my birthday ‘cause it’s the nineteenth of
June.

I always find that incredible, like it was meant. Six

months to the day. It has to mean something don’t you think? I
think everything means something, if you just look hard
enough.
She can have an official birthday like the Queen in the
summer and we can have a party together. Like sisters, ‘cause I
want to be more like a sister to Roisin than a mum. When she’s
older I mean. Right now of course she’s only two and a half and
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she needs a mum to love her. But one day. I mean, I’m not that
much older than her. Most of the time I still feel like a kid
myself. Twenty. It’s nothing really is it? It’s pretty young to be
bringing up a kid on your own in a foreign country, ‘cause just
because we’re part of the United Kingdom, or Great Britain, or
whatever you want to call the place, England is not Ireland. I
learned that very quickly.
So, like I said, I’ve been here in Kilburn for about a year,
maybe eighteen months but time’s just a blur right now, days
just go on and on and you only tell the difference by what’s
number one in the hit parade. Mostly it’s all the same though,
you just go from one party to another. Smoke, drink, drop a tab,
have a laugh and try to get through another week with not
enough money. I don’t know how I do it really. Don’t think
about it too much is the way. Life’s a party if you don’t think too
hard.
Before here we moved around a lot. I came over in July
1965 just after my birthday, when Roisin was beginning to
show. I was eighteen. And yes, I was scared most of the time. I
was lucky I got in with decent people. Mostly. There were a few
incidents. A few flits in the middle of the night. But when Roisin
was born I reckoned I had to sort things out and stop moving on
every few weeks and I got into a house in Kilburn, not this one,
and we stayed there for six months or so. I guess I was kind of
depressed then. Staying in all the time with a baby and not
knowing anyone or what to do. I don’t suppose I was any
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different to the thousands of single Irish Catholic girls, ‘fallen
women’ my mum would say.
That’s one thing that’s different between Ireland and
England. At home I was a fallen woman. A sinner. But here I’m
just another girl who made a mistake. Not that Roisin is a
mistake. I never think that. I love her. I loved her dad. But it
was impossible. We couldn’t have made a go of it. Believe me.
One day maybe I’ll be able to talk about it. But not now. Now,
you just have to believe me.
So… Kilburn. We’d been in that house for six months or
so and I decided I had to get out or I’d kill myself. I didn’t want
to miss out on everything all my life. I made friends with a girl
in the next bedsit called Stacey and that was the beginning of
things. Stacey’s cool. She has a big circle of friends and she
isn’t ashamed to go out and get what she wants. I started to go
out with her and met all her friends. And they liked me. And I
liked them. It really opened my mind. Changed my life.
Expanded my horizons I suppose you could say. Anyway, I’m
glad I met Stacey.
People

get

the

wrong

impression

about

Stacey

sometimes. I’ve heard her called all sorts of names and some
people have even said she’s no better than a prostitute. But
times have changed, haven’t they and the older generation don’t
understand free love. They don’t understand any of it really, do
they?
Stacey never takes money for sex. But if a guy wants to
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buy her a meal, or some clothes or something for spending time
with her and she sleeps with him ‘cause she likes him, why not?
She’s a single girl, and you have to live. I just think that Stacey
is a modern girl. I mean, sex, it’s like anything else really isn’t
it? It’s a commodity. Love is something different but sex, well
that’s like eating or drinking or buying shoes. Or going to the
football. That’s what Chris says. He’s quite funny about it really.
He’ll give you the whole rundown of when sex is like a 1-1 draw,
when it’s a 5-0 hammering and... Yeah, he’s funny Chris, but I
think underneath it, he’s probably got a point. You shouldn’t
take sex too seriously. It’s not something to get hung up on.
I met a lot of guys while I was living next to Stacey. And
yes, I went out with a lot of them. Had a good time. Why not? I
need a break from Roisin once in a while, need to remind myself
that I’m still young. Yes, I know I’m a mum, but I have to retain
my own identity don’t I? And I always put Roisin first. I always
do. I always have and I always will. I’m a good mum. You don’t
need money or things to be a good mum. Just love. Like the
Beatles say, All you need is love. And I do love Roisin. I do.
Even when she’s difficult.
Stacey used to stay in and mind Roisin for me when I
went out in the evening. I thought that was really good of her.
Of course, Stacey isn’t as lucky as me. She’s had some bad luck.
Bad situations she didn’t know what to do with. Before she had
a friend like me to talk it over with. Now me and Stacey can talk
things through together and that’s easier. It’s always easier with
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someone else to talk to, someone else in the same boat, even if
they don’t have answers.
Well, Stacey had an abortion once. She had to really
because she didn’t think she could bring up the kid on her own,
she didn’t think she had my strength. She wasn’t ready to be a
mum. And she was only fifteen. But it does something to you an
abortion. Leaves you without something and wishing and… well,
anyway, looking after Roisin once in a while was like a kind of
therapy for her. And going out once in a while, forgetting about
being a mum was like a therapy for me so we both benefitted
really. And it’s good for Roisin to mix with people. Be exposed
to different influences. That’s good for a kid.
I know my mum would think that Stacey was a bad
influence on me but I can’t think about what my mum would
think now, can I? I mean sometimes I think that if only she
could see Roisin she’d be really proud. And forgive me. I nearly
went back home once, packed everything up and bought a ticket
and everything. But I couldn’t do it. It was an impulse I suppose
and then I thought about it more and wondered what if she
didn’t welcome us home. Where would I be then? And I talked
it through with Stacey and we agreed I’d ‘made my bed’ and so
I’d better make the best job of ‘lying in it’. I mean, one day I’m
sure I’ll go back there. But not now.
There’s lots of things my mum wouldn’t understand. My
mum thinks Elvis is the devil. So she’d never get the Beatles
now would she? And Velvet Underground? I don’t think so. My
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mum thinks drink is an abomination to the lord so you couldn’t
explain to her how relaxing it is to light a spliff, how amazing it
is to drop a tab, how these things are all positive experiences,
things you have to do to appreciate how good they are for you.
Like Roisin. To mum an unmarried mother is a slut or a
whore. But to me a child is a precious gift. Roisin was born out
of love and you can’t look back and say it should never have
happened. You can’t wish her away now can you? However
hard work your kids are, you can’t wish them away.
That’s where I think I’m different from my mum. She
thinks she has to forgive me and she can’t. Me, I don’t think
there is anything to forgive. And I don’t want Roisin to grow up
thinking like that. I’ve got rules for Roisin. But they’re different
rules than my mum had for me.
My mum’s rules are down to the church and the village
and other people’s views. My rules are to do with freedom and
making your own choices and realising that the world is a big
and wonderful place and that you can’t really ever know what’s
going to happen next so you just have to embrace all possible
options. And hope for the best.
Am I a hippie? I don’t think so. I don’t believe in labels.
I’m just trying to get by. Do I believe in Free Love? I don’t think
love is something you can only have in a marriage. I’ve seen
enough married couples who don’t love each other to know
marriage isn’t the answer. Monogamy? I don’t know. I don’t
think it’s a good thing when you’re young. I think everyone has
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to find their own way. One day maybe but we’ll see how life
turns out.
The one thing I’m sure of is that no one is to say ‘no’ to
Roisin. She has to be allowed to develop by herself. However
hard that is for me. I want her to feel free and her own person
and I want her to be able to make her own choices. So I explain
things to her. The best I can, ‘cause I don’t usually understand
things that well myself. But we all do it. Everyone who lives with
Roisin, they all agree that it’s the right thing to do. We all wish
we’d had things explained and been allowed to choose instead of
the way we were brought up.
Roisin could be an experiment I suppose. My life is an
experiment at the moment I think. I don’t know what’s going to
happen. I never have. But I’ve realised you can’t say no to
things out of hand. You have to try everything once. That’s what
I believe. And live with whatever life throws at you.
Drugs. That’s always the big question. People get so
worked up about drugs. But really, everyone takes them now.
Young people. I mean, the Beatles and the Stones and all the
bands take them. They couldn’t write their songs without it and
their songs really tell you what it’s all about, don’t they? There’s
really nothing wrong with drugs as long as you are sensible.
There’s a lot of nonsense talked about it really I think by older
people who just don’t want us to experience the world
differently to the way they do. But we are a new generation and
we have to face the world in our own way.
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I’m sorry the summer of love can’t last, but summer can’t
last, can it? And in the autumn we’re getting angry, very angry.
However much weed we smoke, we’re still getting angry because
the rest of the world is determined to make war not love. And
blaming us for everything that goes wrong.
Are we to blame for everything? Young people? I don’t
think so. We’re not hurting anyone. Here at Agamemnon Road
we’re not doing anything that can hurt anyone, we’re just living
our lives. But out there in the world, really bad things are
happening in 1967.
An example? Okay. Kilburn 1967 the worst that can
happen to you is that your dealer runs out of tabs. No trip is
worse than a bad trip, let me tell you. And getting out of your
mind, changing your reality is a good thing really when you
think of what’s going on in the rest of the world.

Look at

Bolivia. They killed Che Guevara because he was trying to help
the Bolivian peasants become free. The American Imperialists.
They want to own everything. They think the only value is what
you can buy. And we don’t like that. Not us in Agamemnon
Road or all the younger generation. Everyone I know. We don’t
want the world to be like that. We want people to be free.
So when they kill our heroes we get angry. I mean. It’s
like someone killed John Lennon, or Elvis or something; well,
not Elvis ‘cause really he’s just part of the whole American
Imperialist thing, except I suppose his music was really black
music, but I think they’ve pretty much bought and sold Elvis
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like everything else in America… anyway, they just killed Che
Guevara. In cold blood. They didn’t need to do that. But it made
him stronger really. Immortal. And that’s for ever isn’t it? He’s
more than a man now. He may be dead as a man but his
message lives on. I believe that.
People think that none of us knew anything about Che or
world events or anything before we put the posters up on our
walls. But we did. I did. We might sit around here getting
stoned but what do you think we talk about? We care about the
world too. We get stoned because we can’t stand the pain of the
modern world, the ‘real’ world they want us to live in. We want
to create our own reality and you know what, no one can stop us
doing that. Agamemnon Road is our own world and they can’t
stop us. They try though. But if we have to we’ll fight back. You
have to fight the oppressor. That’s what Che taught the world.
No matter if there’s a hundred of you or one of you, you have to
fight for what you believe in. There’s a time for love, but when it
gets ugly, you have to stand up, and if you have to fight you have
to fight.
Like Stacey and I. I mean, Stacey and I are still friends,
but things happened. And you can’t forget that. It was over a
guy of course. I mean free love is one thing and we all agree with
it but when you’re living with a guy and he sleeps with your
friend and they don’t tell you about it. That’s not right either is
it? That happened to Stacey and me. I don’t like to blame
anyone, I mean, I think they were just wasted and I was out
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with Roisin at the park and probably, yes, I was giving her some
of the attention that Jimmy thought he should get, and really,
we were all just in a mess and it didn’t mean anything and I was
stupid to think that Jimmy loved me, or even that I loved him.
We sorted it out anyway. And Jimmy moved out. And
Stacey and I agreed that we wouldn’t sleep with the same guy
again. That it was all too much hassle and there are plenty of
guys anyway. And we agreed that if there was a guy living in the
house with us we’d talk about it first. And if we couldn’t decide
Stacey said we should toss a coin. I think she was joking and
anyway it never happened again.
So. Stacey and I are in Agamemnon Road and it’s 1967
and we’ve been here for over a year and there’s lots of folk come
and gone in that time and we know it’s not worth falling out
over a guy. I mean, I know I’ll never love another guy like I did
Roisin’s dad. That was special. You can’t have that twice. So it’s
not really worth making a fuss about is it? I think you have one
true love and then with the rest you just make it up to keep
yourself happy. Cause we all want to feel we’re in love, all the
time. But you can’t be in love all the time any more than you can
be drunk all the time or stoned all the time, can you? You have
to face reality sometimes. Even if you don’t want to. Even if it
hurts.
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SET UP
1974
Bayswater
ROISIN

Roisin is nine. It’s September and the kids are going back to
school. Patrick is going to school for the first time, though he’s
been in the nursery for a year. Roisin likes school. There’s an
order and structure to things which is lacking at home where
freedom has disintegrated into disorganised chaos.
Agamemnon Road is a place of the past. A memory like so
many other memories. Roisin counts about four places since
then but she may have missed the odd one out. She thinks it’s
possible they may even have been homeless for a while. She
thinks it every time she passes a beggar outside Notting Hill
tube with a sign ‘Hungry and homeless please help.’ She clearly
remembers camping for a couple of nights under the Westway
construction. Everyone said it was ‘fun’ and that they were
‘campaigning’ but Roisin remembers it being cold and scary and
anything but fun. She doesn’t like the vagaries of living like
this, she likes things to be ordered and secure.
In September 1974 Roisin is living in Bayswater. They’ve
gone west and are to keep going west for a while. Liam, like
Agamemnon Road, is little more than a memory though he still
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comes to take Patrick out from time to time. Roisin can’t
imagine how he finds them, they seem to move around
constantly without leaving forwarding addresses.

She half

expects to come home from school one day to discover they
don’t live there any more and no one can tell her where they’ve
moved to.
Patrick is ‘disturbed’ at the moment. He doesn’t like not
having his dad around. Roisin feels luckier than Patrick. She
may never have had her dad hold her, or help her with her
homework but he’s always there, on the wall, for company. A
constant in a fickle world. Because however quickly they’ve flit
and whatever else gets left behind on the move, the poster of
Che comes with Roisin through everything. It’s a bit battered
now but it’s still there. Che looking with those burning eyes at
her is the last thing she sees when she goes to sleep and the first
thing she sees when she wakes up.
So. New school uniforms have been bought (at great
expense and with much complaining). Mary doesn’t like wasting
money on such things but Roisin is determined to have the right
uniform. She doesn’t want to ‘stick out.’ This infuriates Mary to
whom conforming is denying one’s identity. But Roisin wants
her hair tied up neatly, her shoes polished and her skirt the
‘appropriate’ length. She knows she isn’t like all the other girls
so she is desperate in her attempts to conform, in the hope that
they won’t notice. But of course they do.
Term has been going on for two weeks when Roisin
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comes home and discovers she won’t be going back to St Mary
of the Angels RC primary school again. At first she thinks its
Patrick’s fault. Patrick spoils everything and he’s been so much
trouble in the first two weeks that Roisin has given up trying to
cover for him.
It turns out that it’s not Patrick. It’s God. Mary has
decided that God doesn’t exist any more and that consequently
she’s not going to be a Catholic any more. Roisin and Patrick
will go to Paddington Green Primary School where (apparently)
God is less in evidence.
Roisin cries. It’s the last time she cries in front of anyone
as a child. It’s the time she realises that crying won’t solve
anything and a display of weakness is less effective than a
display of strength.

Roisin begs Mary to let her stay at St

Mary’s.
‘But all my friends are there.’
‘Friends won’t help you through life. You have to stand on
your own two feet.’
‘We’re always moving, why can’t we stay in one place?’
This one is bound to get a poor reaction. And does. Life is
taking more of a toll on Mary than she imagined it would and
loving your children is one thing but putting up with their
‘nonsense’ on a day to day basis ‘without any support’ is
becoming less than amusing.

Mary’s friends have moved on,

everyone moves on when things start getting difficult. Some
follow the drugs, some follow the squats, some just move and
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some disappear. Stacey was found dead of an overdose in her
bed just last year and Mary and the kids moved on the same
day. Keeping one step ahead of the law. Well, you don’t want
the questions to be asked.
The men are mostly a thing of the past now too. God is
dead and all men are bastards. Mary has switched her religion
to feminism and she’s passionate about it. Roisin is to become
a lawyer. A professional, someone who will make a difference in
the world. Roisin tries to use this plan to her advantage, ‘If you
want me to be a lawyer, I need to stay at the same school. I
need…’
‘I don’t WANT you to be a lawyer. I want YOU to want to
be a lawyer. You have to make something of your life...’
Mary’s notion of free spirited living seems to have limits
these days. Never say ‘no’ becomes an impossible policy when
you have two young kids ‘running roughshod’.

Roisin and

Patrick are no longer funny and charming; they are ‘annoying
brats’ who ‘get in the way’. When Patrick flushes a huge stash
of Jonno’s drugs down the toilet because Jonno sold the TV,
the kids become a liability. On reflection, that might have been
just before the Westway ‘holiday’ experience.
So. We’re not going back to St Mary of the Angels. Not
tomorrow. Not ever. Not even to pick up books, pencils,
cardigan, or say goodbye to friends. That’s it. The end of St
Mary’s. The end of God. And for a while it looks like the end of
school. Roisin thinks she may never go to school again. This is a
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horrific idea to her. She can think of nothing worse than being
at home all day every day.
Fortunately, it also doesn’t suit anyone living in the squat.
Even though we are in a feminist squat, so there should be
plenty of earth mothers around, most of them are off their faces
all the time and kids and drugs really don’t mix.
Roisin becomes a child of the streets. For as long as it
takes for Paddington Green Primary to capitulate and take pity
on her and Patrick. But there’s no new uniform. Roisin has to
go to Paddington Green in her old uniform until she’s outgrown
it. The embarrassment nearly kills her and it certainly doesn’t
help her to make friends. She goes from being a ‘bright, lively’
child to being ‘withdrawn’ and ‘isolated’.

Patrick just keeps

riding roughshod over every rule and challenging everyone by
using his fists. Mary says it’s because of his ‘exposure to male
dominance and aggression’ when young.

It’s why she

discourages Patrick from seeing Liam. And over the next year
or so, Liam needs less and less discouraging. But even being
surrounded by women 24/7, Patrick still curses and spits and
resorts to his fists whenever challenged. Everyone knows you
don’t upset Patrick. Not if you want a quiet life.
Paddington Green is all right, eventually. The work is the
same and Roisin finds it easy. The kids are different and Roisin
finds it hard. So she turns in on herself. She begins to read.
Voraciously. Anything she can find. The house is full of
Cosmopolitan and She magazines and The Female Eunuch and
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all sorts of feminist tracts but Roisin pretty quickly decides she’s
not reading them. She gets a library card and starts using the
library. Mary has to go with her the first time, and so Mary gets
a card as well, but Mary has no use for a library card. This is the
time before plastic cards, library or credit, are used for cutting
lines of cocaine. The drug of choice is still LSD. Cannabis for
daily use, like coffee and LSD for treats. Heroin is beginning to
make an entry on the scene but it’s expensive.
1974 is a time when drugs dull the pain. It’s before drugs
become ‘recreational’, before Ecstasy and Coke and ‘having a
good time’ are the way to go. Numbing and dumbing the senses
is the order of the day. Uppers and downers have gone out the
window and everything is about hiding from the reality that the
swinging sixties are long gone and the seventies are one long
downer. Acid takes you to a different plane and heroin is for the
times when even an alternative reality is too much to bear.
Paranoia and reality are equally challenging.
So Roisin takes hold of Mary’s library card and now she
can get books from the children’s or the adult library. Six at a
time. She just has to hide them, to make sure that they get back
to the library and don’t go the way of everything else from
Bayswater Villas– to Bangladesh.
By October 1974 Roisin learns not to become too attached
to things. St Mary of the Angels is a memory. Agamemnon
Road is a memory and most of her possessions become
memories pretty swiftly. Mary has various explanations. They
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give a lot of Roisin’s old toys to ‘the poor’. Roisin isn’t sure that
the children of Bangladesh really want her toys and on occasion
she’s beginning to think that maybe they are being turned into
drugs like the TV was. But she doesn’t say anything. She just
learns not to want things. Not to be attached.
Roisin thinks that kids are just too hard for Mary. Life’s
too hard and kids are definitely too hard. Roisin thinks she’ll
become a child psychologist when she grows up. She feels like
she understands her own mind so well and adults don’t seem to
understand anything. Roisin is sure that when she grows up
she’ll be able to help kids like her who need someone to help
them.

Mary can’t help her. Roisin realises she has to help

herself. It’s a big ask for a nine year old but what else is she to
do? She doesn’t want to end up like Mary or any of the ‘sisters’.
It would be funny if it wasn’t so sad. In 1974 Mary
exchanges one set of sisters (the religious ones) for another (the
feminist ones). And Roisin decides that whatever else she’s
going to do with her life, being a ‘woman’ is not high on her
agenda. Roisin looks at the world and realises being a man is
far better. And feminists are not men. They are just women who
complain about men. Roisin hasn’t got any time for feminism.
It’s a man’s world and fighting them won’t get you anywhere.
Understanding them and living by their rules, that’s the way to
go. Roisin begins to seek out men wherever she is. She makes
friends with any stray man she comes across. In the parks, at
the tennis courts, on buses, on tubes, anywhere.
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Roisin gives up playing with girls and starts playing with
boys. She plays football, and is rather good. She learns how to
spit and fight and spends all her spare time out on the streets
trying to get grownup’s to call her ‘son’. She has her hair cut
short into a bob and in the seventies this is a ubiquitous haircut
for boy or girl, so a lot of the time she gets away with it. She
spends a lot of time looking at how boys walk and run and sit
and apes it, often very effectively. She becomes unfeminine and
unfeminist at the same time.
Mary’s stopped noticing, to be honest. Kids are just a
hassle. You feed them and clothe them and whatever you give
them they don’t like it. You try to spend time with them and
they don’t want to do what you want to do. You give them things
and they aren’t grateful. You take things away and they whine.
They are useless in a crisis and they are a constant source of
guilt. Maybe some time later it will be good but right now she
wishes she could get away from them.

The party is most

definitely over and Mary doesn’t like what’s left. She feels like
life is one long hangover. Things change but they never get any
better. And she can’t see any future, bright or otherwise. It’s all
just a grind. Mary is nearly thirty and feels like her life’s slipping
away. Nothing is how she thought it would be. Reality is a con
and the alternative is harder and more expensive to achieve and
even then it’s bad as often as it is good. She really doesn’t know
why she bothers.
Roisin starts to avoid Mary. And the sisters. These days

48

she’s either out on the streets or shut in her room. But even a
policy of avoidance can’t keep her safe. One day in November
Patrick is on the rampage. As usual. Roisin listens to the noise
outside and it seems to be that Patrick wants to see his dad and
Mary is telling him that his dad is a good for nothing and
doesn’t want to see him. Suddenly Patrick bursts into Roisin’s
room. He’s in the kind of fury you don’t mess with and Roisin
isn’t quick enough anyway. Before she knows what’s happened,
he’s ripped the poster of Che off her wall and is shredding it.
‘Mum…mum... Patrick...’ Roisin knows she can’t cry and
it’s too late to do anything else so she just shouts for Mary. By
the time Mary has got into the room, Patrick is sobbing on the
floor... ‘No daddies, no daddies,’ with bits of red and black
poster all around him.
‘Look what he’s done mum,’ Roisin says weakly.
However unattached she’s become to things, everyone knows
that the poster is Roisin’s one precious possession. This is a
violation beyond reproach.
Roisin wishes she’d never told Patrick last summer that
the poster was of her dad. She knew she should have kept it to
herself and now she’s paying the price. If she’s expecting
sympathy, she’s mistaken.
‘It’s just a bloody poster, Roisin. Grow up,’ is Mary’s only
comment as she scoops Patrick up bodily and removes him from
the room, still clutching some scraps of the poster.
Roisin sits on the bed. Shocked. Alone. Why is Mary like
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this? The poster is now a memory like all the others. Her dad
isn’t even a memory. Not her memory at any rate. She can do
nothing now but remember the memory of her dad Mary gave
her. The secret. Roisin remembers clearly sitting on Mary’s bed
one night, the night before they left Agamemnon Road, when
she was seven years old. She remembers saying, ‘Tell me about
my dad on the wall.’
And she clearly remembers Mary saying, ‘I’ll tell you
Roisin, but it’s a secret. You have to keep it as a secret. In your
heart. I’ll tell you about your daddy, if you promise to keep him
in your heart, always. And never tell anyone.’
And Roisin promises, with the conviction only a seven
year old can muster.
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ANSWERS
1964
Dublin
MARY

It’s 1964. Nearly Christmas. I’m seventeen and a half. Getting
ready to leave school next summer. Thinking about what my life
is going to be. I’m certain it’s not going to be the same as my
mum’s. I want to do something with my life. Be someone.
My mum always says that everyone has their story. And
I’m going to have my story and it’s going to be like you can’t
imagine. I’ll tell you my story. My dream. The dream of a girl
from Dublin. The dream of a girl who dreams that dreams come
true.
I’m going to be an air hostess. I’m going to fly the world.
I’m going to meet interesting people and have an interesting life
and get out of Dublin. I’m not going to settle for what I have. I
want more than that. I don’t want to be some farmer’s wife or
some shop girl or...

And of course I’m going to marry some

great man. A pilot or, well, who knows, but a man who has
everything and can give me everything. The man of my dreams.
I suppose I’m very naïve but St Mary’s Convent School
doesn’t encourage you to be worldly wise. I can’t wait to get out
of that school. I know I should want to be a nun but I’ve never
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wanted to be a nun and I’m not going to start now. I don’t want
to marry Jesus. I want to marry a real man, a man who will
make me feel like a real woman.
So here I am, it’s the nineteenth of December 1964. Me
and Niamh and Shauna and Margaret are out carol singing. For
money. Not for Jesus, though don’t tell my mum that. The
money won’t be going to the nuns, the money will be going into
our pockets. We’re saving up for when we leave school and can
be independent.
We’re quite good at carol singing and we can get a lot of
money for it if we put in the hours. But the streets of
Collinstown are cold and dreary today and we decide to go to
the airport. It’s a brainwave. Mine actually, because I like going
to the airport. I like thinking about being an air hostess and I
like going there, to watch the planes take off and land and to
imagine what it’s like going to other, far off places. And I like to
watch the pilots and the air hostesses. To see how they walk and
chat, quite the thing. They are sophisticated. It’s a world about
as far away from the Convent School as I can imagine. It’s a
world I want to be part of. I’ve learned French and Spanish and
had a struggle to do it, just so I can be an air hostess, because
they like you to know a language if you’re going to fly to other
countries.
My mum couldn’t see the point. Why would I need to
speak foreign languages when I’m going to spend my life in
Collinstown? She can’t understand that I want to get away from
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here. Away from her and my dad and my brothers and sisters
and everything, everything I’ve ever known. Far away.
But I fought. And they let me in the end. The sisters said
‘Mary is determined on it,’ which I think was meant to be a
criticism rather than a compliment, but my dad decided that if I
was determined then I should do it.
He said, ‘That girl’s head is always in the air, so if she’s
determined on something, she’s to do it. But see it through,
mind. No stopping half way because it’s hard.’
I don’t remember him saying all those things at once. He
never talks that much all at once my dad but what he does say,
you listen to.

And over the week or so that Mary ‘was

determined on it’ he said all those things.
Then, when the school and my mum finally gave in and
admitted defeat, he took me into the front room and said to me,
‘Mary, don’t let me down.’
And I promised him I wouldn’t. And I haven’t. Because
even with nearly six months to go till the exams, I could have a
conversation with any French or Spanish person and I’m sure
they’d understand me fine and I’d understand them fine. Of
course you don’t get many people to talk French or Spanish to in
Collinstown. Not even on weekends.
That’s a joke of my dad’s. He thinks Collinstown is the
pits. At least, I reckon he does. He doesn’t think Dublin is the
life and soul of the world’s party right enough but he definitely
thinks Collinstown is a poor relation when it comes to being a
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place to be. And his joke, usually about Collinstown but about
anything that any of my brothers come back telling him about
(‘cause I’ve got brothers all over, me). One’s in farming in Kerry
and one’s in farming in Cork and one goes wherever he’s
needed, shearing and clipping and the like. And they all come
home and they say this and that about how great whatever
they’ve been doing or wherever they’ve been is and my dad just
looks at them and says, ‘it’s that good is it? Even on weekends?’
I’m not sure anyone really gets my dad’s sense of
humour. He’s quite tight my dad and my mum’s the last one to
get him. I think the ‘even on weekends’ is his poke at her and
the church. Because in Collinstown on the weekends (which is
really Sunday because Saturday is working or my mum going to
the shops in Dublin). On Sundays it’s all about Mass and the
Priest. Everything revolves round Mass. My dad says it’s why
he stayed a farmer, so he could have an excuse to be away from
Mass. He doesn’t say that when my mum’s around, but the
number of times he has something that just can’t wait on a
Sunday is incredible.
‘The animals aren’t Christian but they’re God’s creatures,’
he tells my mum and off we all go to Mass – without my dad.
Anyway, I never let my dad down. But I never told him
my dream either. When he said I had my head in the air he
didn’t know how right he was. But that’s my dad’s story. You
don’t want my dad’s story. You want my story. This is my story.
My dream about to come true.
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We’re at the airport. Singing. It’s crowded. Busy. Busier
than usual because it’s foggy in Shannon and planes from
Shannon are being diverted to Dublin. No doubt that’ll make a
lot of folk annoyed but that’s the weather. You can’t do anything
about it. You have to take life as it comes. And we’re pleased
because it means more people who are down, whose spirits will
be lifted by four beautiful voices singing carols for Christmas.
Hopefully they’ll put their hands in their pockets and show us
how good we make them feel.
Then, all of a sudden, there’s some kind of a commotion.
Everyone is excited. Everyone wants to see what’s going on.
They aren’t interested in the singing any more and they all rush
over to the arrivals area. So we go with them.
At first I don’t know what’s going on. But something’s
going on and that’s enough for me. Somehow along the way I
lose Niamh and Margaret and Shauna and I’m on my own. It
doesn’t bother me. I feel at home in Dublin airport. It’s my
place. I’m looking around to see what’s happening and all I can
see is a crowd of people. I look more closely.
Sister Jude always says that, ‘Look more closely, girls.
More closely.’
And for the first time in my life I follow a nun’s advice
and look more closely.
And I see a group of boys. Young men I suppose. A team
anyway. Football or rugby or something and they are filling up
the walkway.

But it’s not them; it’s not them everyone’s
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interested in. It’s someone behind them. Someone in a big
overcoat. A big man. A man wearing a strange kind of hat. A
beret. A beret and a big khaki overcoat like the kind soldiers
wear. And he’s got men around him, like bodyguards, trying to
keep people away. But he looks nice.
Who’m I kidding? He looks incredible. He’s the most
exciting person I’ve ever seen, anyway. And I turn to someone
next to me and say, ‘Who’s that man?’
And the woman, it is a woman and she’s about forty,
looks at me in total disdain and says, ‘That’s Che Guevara.’
‘Who’s he?’ I ask.
She looks at me like I’m stupid. Which I probably am, but
I don’t mean to be and I say, ‘Is he someone famous?’
‘He’s only the leader of the Cuban Revolution, here in
Dublin,’ she replies.
And before I can ask her more, she’s off and away.
And Che Guevara is coming closer all the time, though
not moving that fast because there’s a lot of people to get
through and they all want to see him. They’re all crowding
round.
I have to think fast though. It’s a chance. I know it’s a
once in a lifetime chance and I’m going to take it.

Mary’s

determined on it! And as he comes closer to me there’s a bit of
a lull and a bit of space, and ‘cause I’m not as big as a man, or as
obvious as a man, I kind of sneak my way through what do they
call it, his entourage, and I’m there, face to face with him.
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So what do I do now? It’s hard to think what to do
because he’s just breath-taking. He has long hair like I’ve never
seen on a man before and a beard and beautiful eyes and a
lovely, lovely smile. And in the second it takes me to realise that
people around him are speaking Spanish, I realise that if I speak
to him in Spanish I might get his autograph, or his attention, or
something.
‘Hola Senor Guevara. Soy Mary. Welcome to Dublin,’
because I can’t remember what Welcome is in Spanish but I give
it my best shot. I get his attention anyway, because he stops in
his tracks.
‘Hola Mary,’ he replies ‘¿Ablo espanol?’
I can’t believe it. He’s speaking to me. The people around
him look a bit confused so I reply,
‘Si, poco.’
And he says, ‘Multa bene,’ or something like that.
And he seems relieved that someone can speak Spanish,
even if it’s a schoolgirl and he takes me by the arm and leads me
along to a place where we can talk out of the crowd. The
bodyguards don’t look too pleased but he says something to
them (too fast for me to catch), I only have schoolgirl Spanish
after all. And they sort of back off.
It turns out he’s about to do an interview for RTE but
they can’t find an interpreter, so he’s kind of stuck waiting. He
asks me if I can interpret but I say I can’t. I can’t imagine what
trouble I’d be in if my mum saw me on the television. But while
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we’re waiting we talk. I’d say we chat but it’s much, much more
than that. We actually talk. I ask him where he’s going and he
says Algiers and he’s come from New York and it’s nice for him
to have a break to speak to someone who isn’t a politician. And
he tells me I’m beautiful, which I think is probably just flattery
because I know I’m not that beautiful, and a man who travels
the world must see many more beautiful women than me. But
it’s the first time anyone has said that to me and he says it with
such sincerity, even though his eyes are always laughing.
You know. I think I fell in love with him the first instant I
saw him. And I don’t know how long we were talking, maybe ten
minutes, maybe half an hour but by the time he has to go, I
know I’m in love with him. I know I’d do anything for him and
I’m already feeling desperate that he’s about to walk out of my
life and I might never see him again. How could I? Even as an
air hostess the chances of me running into Commandante Che
Guevara (to give him his full title) seem slim. And I know this
is my once in a lifetime chance and I should take it. So I ask
him, ‘can I write to you?’ I ask in Spanish of course but I can’t
remember the exact words now.
He laughs and asks me why I’d want to write to him. And
I tell him I don’t have anyone to practice my Spanish with here
in Dublin. He says I should come to live in Cuba and speak
Spanish every day. And I say I wish I could. And the next thing
I know, I’m giving him my address and saying, ‘if you get time
to write to me, will you do it?’ In Spanish. And he looks at me,
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with those laughing eyes, but serious too and replies

(in

Spanish of course),‘Mary, I will write to you a postcard from
every place I can, if you will do one thing for me.’
And when I say I’ll do anything for him, I really mean it.
And he pulls a postcard out of his pocket and says, ‘Will
you post this for me. To my dad. In Argentina.’
I can’t believe he’s giving me his postcard but of course I
say I will, that he can rely on me, he can trust me.
‘I know I can trust you Mary,’ he says with those smiling
eyes, ‘you are a true daughter of the revolution.’
And before I know what I’ve done, I’ve torn a piece out of
my diary and given him my address, not thinking what would
happen if I get a postcard from Commandante Che Guevara
through the post, just knowing that somehow I have to have a
way to keep in touch with him. And I put my telephone number
on it too. I say, ‘If you are ever in Dublin again, call me.’
But I can’t imagine he will be and I can’t imagine what
would happen if the phone rang and my mum picked it up and
Che Guevara was on the line wanting to speak to me but it’s just
a habit, ‘cause we’ve only recently got a phone and I give
everyone my number and no one ever calls me. And he takes
the paper and places it in the breast pocket of his tunic jacket,
tapping it and saying, ‘I’ll keep you here, close to my heart.’
And then he kisses me on both cheeks and hugs me and
says, ‘We’ll meet again Mary. Venceremos. Hasta la Victoria
Siempre.’
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And before I know what’s happening he’s being whisked
off to the interview and that’s the last I think I’m ever going to
see of Che Guevara. The man I love.
And that’s how I met your daddy Roisin.

60

QUESTIONS
1979
Ladbroke Grove
ROISIN

It’s May 1979. Mrs Thatcher comes to power. Roisin is thirteen
and living in what she calls The Hippy House. All the kids in
her class call it the hippy house and over time the name has
stuck. There’s an irony in the title of course, because hippies
are out and punks are in. Or coming in. Punk and Mrs Thatcher.
A powerful combination. Rule Britannia!
The election has an impact even on the hippy house.
Feminism is alive and well but it’s a hard gig to stay consistent
with, especially with Dylan, Dougie, Charlie and Sham in tow.
Men seem to be a necessary evil in 1979 and more than that
perhaps they are the ones who are actually keeping the dream
alive? It may be a nightmare but it’s the only nightmare we
have. Gender politics are fine for drunken debates but at the
end of the night if you’re falling into bed with the enemy, sooner
or later you realise there’s a gap between politics and
pragmatics.
The

Hippy

House

is

located

in

Westbourne

Park/Ladbroke Grove. You might call it a squat. It’s a big white
‘posh’ type house on four levels including a basement which was
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lying empty and has been reclaimed by those who don’t think
it’s right that rich people should have all the good stuff and then
waste it. It’s a bit more upmarket and a bit less frenetic than the
old days at Agamemnon Road. More privacy. Commune living
has migrated into multiple occupancy. Not really hippies then.
Just an ‘alternative’ lifestyle.
Like all the good parties, it won’t go on forever but
everyone is committed to making sure it lasts as long as it
damned well can. And in this scenario someone has to stay in all
the time. You can’t leave the place empty or you could come
back and find it reclaimed for capitalism. So there’s an element
of co-operation. But the group of people who live there are
becoming increasingly disparate. It’s not a haven for feminism,
that’s for sure, but anyway Roisin thinks that even Mary is
getting a bit fed up with feminism.
Mary’s fed up with everything these days. She’s the one
who stays in most. Doesn’t like going out. Doesn’t like doing
anything. Patrick calls her ‘the vampire’ because she is rarely
seen out in the day time. At nearly ten years old, Patrick is
getting too big for his boots. He’s way beyond a ‘handful’ and
well on the way to being ‘out of control.’ Not that anyone really
notices. He knows how to keep his head down and serve his best
interests.

He gets what he wants and lives how he wants.

Proving to Roisin that despite feminism, it’s still a man’s world!
To do a roll call of the cast in 1979, let’s run through the
inhabitants of the Hippy House from the top floor down:
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Top floor - Dylan and Dougie. And yes, they are a couple.
An odd couple mind you. Dylan is like something out of the
Village People and Dougie is a punk rocker. Their point of
musical contact is TRB (that’s the Tom Robinson Band to the
uninitiated). It’s lucky they are on the top floor because their
music can be LOUD. They tend to take it out onto what might
be known as a roof terrace, if we were being polite and
aspirational. Dougie and Dylan are many things but polite and
aspirational are not two of them.
Middle Floor – This is party central. No one lives here per
se, it’s where folk come to hang out. It’s a mess. It is variously:
art studio, roller rink, party house, games room, dormitory. The
kind of den everyone wishes they had but since it’s the kind of
place no one takes responsibility for it’s actually just a skanky,
smelly, messy hovel most of the time, with graffiti which is
definitely not good enough to be ‘art’ daubed on the walls,
stained cushions on top of patches of carpet and butt ends in
dead drink cans everywhere.

It’s not the place to do your

homework let’s put it like that!
Ground Floor – The business part of the house. Let’s face
it, this is where the deals are done. Where you get your drugs.
Charlie, Carol and Sham live here. Sham is a guy. A weird guy.
He travels a lot, let’s put it that way and when he’s not out in
India getting stuff, he’s in the house travelling on the substances
he’s brought back with him. He travels in body and mind and
‘could have been a contender’ in the field of psychiatry but it’s
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all too heavy and restricting man and even anti-psychiatry
requires more conscious effort than Sham can put into
anything.
Charlie and Carol are a kind of a couple though Roisin’s
sure that Carol is a lesbian. Or a feminist, or a lesbo-feminist.
Or just another victim of Charlie’s business enterprise. Scratch
the surface and Charlie is no more than an old-fashioned
capitalist who’s making his buck on the blackest of the black
markets, hoping to make a mint and get out quick. He’ll
probably be living in one of these houses, legit, all to himself in
five years’ time. If he’s not bought up a villa and moved to
Spain. Or banged up inside if he gets greedy, or stupid, or
unlucky. For the moment though, Charlie is what every really
successful dealer needs to be – in it for the money.
Basement – This is where Mary, Roisin and Patrick live.
Sham spends a fair bit of time here, migrating between the first
floor and the basement with alarming ease. Mary and Sham
have some good arguments. Their relationship is difficult to
define otherwise. But on election night, while Roisin tries to eat
her dinner, Sham and Carol and Mary are all in the kitchen of
the basement having an argument about the relative merits of a
woman prime-minister. One of those pointless arguments since
retrospect will prove all of their variously ill-thought out
opinions wide of the mark. Proving, as Roisin is all too well
aware, that you can never anticipate what will come next in life.
If you can’t go with the flow you have to roll with the punches.
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It’d be fair to say Roisin isn’t happy in The Hippy House.
The last year, she’s suffered a lot at school because of her family
‘circumstances.’ She’s at Holland Park School which is known
for its free-thinking ways but someone should tell the kids there
that a liberal education means that you should actually be
accepting of difference. Roisin’s had a rough ride so far in the
two years she’s been at the school, especially since they moved
into The Hippy House, last summer.

At the beginning Roisin

thought it would be all right to take kids home. That was when
the games room was a great den to hang out. Before it was
trashed to oblivion. By which time the other kids found the
going’s on there too weird and kind of scary. And when
something’s weird to a proto teen, they let you know about it.
The bald fact is Roisin is being bullied at school because
she doesn’t fit in. It’s mainly verbal but she has to learn to fight
back.
The first one that really hits home is the taunt, ‘Your
mum may be called Mary but you were no immaculate
conception.’
Roisin has learned better than to say anything about her
father. She doesn’t even think about him that much any more.
She doesn’t have a poster on her wall and she’s beginning to
think the whole thing was another of Mary’s mad cons. It’s hard
even to believe that Patrick has a father and she knows Liam
exists. But at thirteen, Roisin has learned that you have to live
in whatever present hell exists, not go hoping for a better future
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or hankering after an idyllic past. Nothing exists except the
present and the present is rubbish.
‘You live with a bunch of smelly hippies.’
Roisin has never thought hippies were cool. But hippies
are definitely not cool in 1979. If you want to be cool you’re a
punk. But real, unsanitised punks are kind of off as well. Okay
stick a safety pin through your cheek and put a bin bag on over
your clothes, but hey, LIVING like a punk; not washing etc –
that’s just dirty, smelly hippy life.
Roisin has always tried to be neat and clean in an attempt
to deny the clear evidence of her chaotic domestic situation.
She’s ordered, she’s punctual, she keeps her head down and
tries not to draw attention to herself in class. It doesn’t work
though. Somehow it seems she just exudes a difference. And
while the notion of punks are fine to her classmates, living in a
house without a washing machine (that’s just ‘dirty’) and while
the notion of drugs and rock and roll are great; the fact that
your mum is a chain-smoker who slurs her words and has hand
tremors even when she isn’t drinking and can be guaranteed to
ask inappropriate questions and is spaced out and never leaves
the house, that’s NOT rock and roll. It may be reality rock and
roll but Holland Park kids want the fantasy drug culture, not
the reality. And in the Hippy House – reality bites.
We’ll not even go into how Mary gets the money to fund
her by now obvious drug habit. Sham could tell you. He helps
her in the no-money economy. Roisin doesn’t think Mary’s a
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prostitute or Sham’s her pimp but that’s because Mary’s her
mum and Sham is a boyfriend of sorts. And Roisin knows better
than to judge anyone else’s personal morality.
‘Your mum’s a druggie slag,’ is the least eloquent of the
taunts she’s regularly exposed to and by summer 1979 Roisin is
glad to be leaving school behind, even though the prospect of
seven weeks without anywhere to go five days a week is nearly
as bad.
She gets through the summer somehow. A lot of it is
spent with Mary who is trying to clean up her act. Even Mary
has seen that life as she’s living it now is unsustainable. So
there are many long hours where Roisin feels like she’s turned
into a drugs counsellor, a relationship counsellor and an
emotional punch bag. It’s tough for a thirteen year old. It takes
its toll.
Aren’t there good times? Yes. Some. Funny times. Times
like when Roisin takes Mary out for the day to Hyde Park to
stop her drug cravings. And Mary falls into the Serpentine. It’s
not really funny because it turns out she’s dropped a tab before
they go and Roisin is seriously unamused at having to deal with
Mary tripping, both literally and psychologically, in an
unenclosed public space. But they have a laugh before the drugs
kicked in. That’s the thing about Mary and drugs. You have
little windows of what pass for normality and sanity, before
everything gets weird and crazy and out of control.
After the rollercoaster summer with Mary still struggling
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to ‘kick’ her many habits, when September comes Roisin is,
strangely, quite happy to be getting back to school.

She’s

convinced this year, Third Year, is going to be different. And
she’s right. A lot has changed in the summer. There’s a new
music teacher. A young, cool woman who isn’t a Miss or a Mrs
or a Ms, but simple Katie Grace. And most of all, there’s Drew.
Now, Drew’s been there since first year, in Roisin’s class. But
he’s never noticed her before. Things are about to change.
Drew and Roisin find themselves in the same music class
with Katie Grace. And they find they have a lot in common.
Roisin has never been that bothered by music before but over
the autumn term of 1979 music becomes everything to her.
From being something always there in the background, it
becomes something she can make choices about. It’s funny, but
if you’ve grown up with the Grateful Dead, Velvet Underground,
The Stones, and many more far weirder sounds, you don’t really
get the chance to develop your own tastes any more than if you
were locked into a world of Mozart, Sibelius and Wagner.
Between them, Katie Grace and Drew introduce Roisin to
a whole new world. Strangely enough, it’s Drew who opens a
new world of music to Roisin while Katie Grace (the music
teacher) opens another door. She takes the Third Year to the
West End. To see Evita.
Roisin’s never been to a theatre before. Evita is playing at
the Prince Edward Theatre and she manages to blag the fiver for
the subsidised school trip on a Thursday night in September.
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On the way there she’s doing her usual thing of sitting alone and
Drew comes up and sits beside her, which causes a bit of
consternation among the more ‘popular’ girls. Drew is Holland
Park’s Third Year Adonis. He’s naturally blond courtesy of a
Scandinavian mother (rumours are she’s a model) and tall. He’s
never been known to have a zit and he exudes a level of
confidence which means that the girls all want to go out with
him but none of them have the nerve even to get their friends to
do the ‘my friend wants to go out with you’ line. Drew seems to
be above all that. Everyone has been waiting, ‘cause Drew looks
like the sort of guy who will make his own choice but no one
expected that choice might be Roisin. However, it’s Roisin he
sits next to on the bus.
And it’s Drew who does all the talking. He talks mainly
about music. Not about the musical, but about Two Tone music.
Roisin’s heard of it but not really into it. She doesn’t have the
cash to go out and buy singles and she doesn’t have the space or
freedom to listen to the radio much and since Patrick broke her
tranny in the summer throwing it off the roof she’s not really up
on what’s what. So while Drew bangs on about The Undertones,
The Clash, The Lambrettas and The Jam, Roisin listens and
learns a lot. And can’t believe Drew is talking to her. To HER.
By the time they get to the theatre, Roisin is pretty
overwhelmed already. The plush seats and atmosphere just
enhance things. There is an air of impending excitement which
is not just to do with the show. Drew makes sure that he’s
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sitting next to Roisin and as the lights go down there’s the sense
that he’s brushing against her, trying to pick up her hand in the
dark.
Then two amazing things happen, in Roisin’s memory,
almost simultaneously. Firstly, Drew takes hold of her hand
and, at the same time, her dad comes on stage in front of her.
Okay. It’s not really her dad. It’s David Essex, doing a
more than passable Che Guevara impersonation as he has done
every night for more than a year on the Prince Edward stage.
But to Roisin, this is the first and only time she’s seen her dad
live. She clutches Drew’s hand hard in response, barely aware
of the sweatiness, and by the end of ‘Oh What a Circus’ it looks
like Roisin and Drew are destined to be the third year topic of
hot gossip at Holland Park School. The couple of 1979.
Roisin is blown away by Evita. She hadn’t forgotten about
her dad, more that she’d given up on the dream as life got in the
way and he didn’t seem to be a part of present reality. In the
dark theatre, it’s like having a history lesson and a family
reunion all at once. But she knows she has to keep some of her
emotion inside at least for the present. She knows what can
happen when you let your secrets out and having just found Che
again she’s not about to give him up.
On leaving the theatre at the end of the show, Drew (and
the rest of the class) assumes that Roisin’s high spirits have
more to do with the ‘action’ on the purple velvet armrest
between her and him, while Katie Grace imagines that she’s
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scored a musical triumph all of her own – a breakthrough with a
student who has previously been reserved and difficult to read.
Back on the bus Drew and Roisin sit together holding
hands, not caring that anyone can see them. And when they get
back to school and everyone is leaving he’s fixed up a ‘date’ for
them the next night, to see a band at the Marquee. Roisin is glad
that at least she’s unlikely to have problems getting out and
staying out late; no one in the hippy house tends to notice either
her or the clock. So she’s confident in saying yes to a plan to
meet Drew outside school at seven thirty. He puts her further at
ease by pointing out that the tickets are ‘on him’ as he has an
‘arrangement’ with an uncle who works at the Marquee. And as
everyone gets into the chaos of rising to leave the bus and it’s
dark and no one is paying attention, Drew closes in on Roisin
and kisses her – her first proper kiss.
The following night, the first date goes without a hitch.
The band rocks, Drew rocks and Roisin is still on a high when
she wakes up on Saturday morning. At which point she has time
to think about the other great event of the week. Evita.
She blags some money from Sham (a rare enough
occurrence) who is there in the kitchen cutting up some drugs
and is obviously expecting a fair return so can afford to be
beneficent. Mary hasn’t surfaced yet, even though it’s eleven
thirty and the unusually avuncular Sham bungs Roisin a twenty
pound note.
‘Go get some food or something,’ he says.
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Roisin decides to go into town. She knows Sham won’t
tell Mary about the money, he won’t remember. And he won’t
remember it was for food. Patrick lives like this all the time.
He’s skilled at seeing who is most out of it and blagging cash or
ciggies from them. Aged ten, Patrick is already a seasoned
smoker of tobacco. He hasn’t moved onto weed yet. He likes to
keep his wits about him, Patrick does.
But Roisin doesn’t like asking for things and relies
instead on the rare occasion, like this morning, when someone
notices her and gives her a boon. So armed with the twenty
pound note she’s off to shop.

She spends the morning

mooching round Oxford Street and Carnaby Street. Finding out,
more than buying. Finding out about Two Tone music, about
the clothes and the style and the whole ethos of the world Drew
inhabits. She’s about to undergo a radical transformation. She
decides against buying a couple of singles and buys a new, but
cheap, transistor radio instead – with headphones. And then, in
Carnaby Street, while looking at the Two Tone gear, she comes
across a Che T shirt. And of course she buys it. It’s a choice
between a T shirt and a poster but she’s wise to the problems of
the poster and the T shirt means she can take Che with her
wherever she goes. She can wear her dad close to her heart.
She has some money left and influenced by the whole
Two Tone thing she gets a haircut. She’s grown out of the rough
and ready unisex pageboy style she adopted previously and
she’s not had a haircut since. Every so often Mary, or someone
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else in the house would threaten to ‘style’ her but for the past
couple of years it’s just grown and grown. She’s certainly never
had a ‘real’ haircut from a salon before. So she blows her money
on getting a sharp, shortish cut, which she hopes will prove to
Drew that she’s going to be a Two Tone girl to his Two Tone
boy.
She’s worked out that with a little bit of careful
adjustment she can get her clothing looking right but the hair,
you can’t cheat with that. So on Monday morning Roisin fronts
up at school, re-invented. She has her Che Tshirt on under her
school shirt, as it will now be most of the time, and her sharp
new haircut swings about her face for all the world to see.
Without this, everyone would have been talking about
Drew and Roisin. With it, they are the only topic of break-time
conversation. Roisin has arrived! Of course, no one thinks it
will last. But it does. Roisin has rarely enough had anything in
her life worth holding on to and she’s not going to let Drew slip
away.
At The Hippy House the new haircut and revamped
wardrobe merit some passing comment but no one really cares.
The focus of most interest at the moment seems to be on Mary.
She’s been struggling for a while but in October 1979 she hits
some kind of a crisis and everyone spends a lot of time trying to
‘deal’ with it in their own particular ways. None of them very
effective. Roisin leaves it to them and takes her eye off the ball.
She’s just relieved that she has a life outside the house and is
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only there when she has to be. She spends every moment she
can with Drew and in the next month sees more of his parents,
the Scandinavian mother and photographer father, than she
does of Mary and Patrick and the rest of The Hippy House
inhabitants. She feels like her nightmare is becoming a dream,
like there’s something to live for at last, as long as she keeps the
reality of ‘home’ out of the equation.
Drew and Roisin talk about everything. Everything but
one thing. She doesn’t tell him about Che. It’s not that she
doesn’t trust him but she doesn’t know how to talk about it. Not
to a boy. Not to the object of her affections. But that October
she does tell one person about Che. She tells Katie Grace.
Katie Grace is by far the coolest teacher you can imagine,
even in Holland Park where the teachers pride themselves on
being cool. She’s not American but she’s lived in America and
she has a kind of twang to her voice which is almost an
American accent. It’s rumoured she lives with a rock star but no
one knows which one. And one day, it’s a day when Drew is off
sick and Roisin has to deal with school on her own, Katie Grace
takes some time out to sit and talk to Roisin about her ‘options’.
Roisin can’t remember quite how it happens but somehow the
conversation gets on to Evita. Oh, yes, Katie Grace is telling
Roisin that she has a lovely singing voice and has she
considered singing lessons and they move on to talking about
musical theatre and somehow, in amidst all this, Katie Grace is
finding out about Roisin’s ‘background’ and lack of a father and
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Roisin tells her. She’s sworn to secrecy of course but Katie
Grace is the kind of person you can swear to secrecy with some
degree of surety that she understands what you mean – Roisin
tells Katie Grace that she is Che Guevara’s love child.
And Katie Grace doesn’t act all funny. She takes it. She
asks a few questions which Roisin is able to answer, about how
her mum and Che met, etc and then at the end she just says
‘Cool’ and carries on talking about the school musical which this
year will be Grease and asks will Roisin take the part of Sandy?
The fact that Katie Grace takes on board Roisin’s
parentage somehow makes it easier for Roisin to go back to
Mary, which she’s meant to do for a while now, and ask more.
It’s late October and Mary is unwell. Should that read ‘unwell’.
Anyway, she’s not well and not up to Roisin’s questioning about
the past. Mary has spent the last fifteen years trying to block out
the past and right now she has no sense of future, a pathological
hatred of the past and a numb indifference to the present. So
she’s not really wanting an inquisition on Roisin’s father.
‘Don’t be so fucking stupid Roisin,’ is the response to the
question Roisin can’t even remember specifically asking. It was
a variation on the ‘why’ she used as a four year old – ‘Is the man
on the poster my daddy?’
‘What do you mean?’ she responds to Mary.
‘Grow up, Roisin. How could Che Guevera be your dad?’
‘But you’ve told me he is. You told me how you met. You
said...’
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‘And does Santa Claus exist, you stupid bitch?’
Roisin doesn’t know what to do with this information.
She doesn’t trust Mary. She’s right not to of course. Mary is
behaving irrationally and you can’t rely on anything she says
when she’s like this. She seems to live to hurt at the moment
and Roisin just wishes she’d never started the conversation. But
she can’t let it go either. Maybe in hatred, or madness, there is
truth.
‘So what about what you told me about the airport and...’
‘I don’t want to talk to you Roisin. Get out of my face. If it
wasn’t for you I’d not be in this fucking mess. You’ve fucked up
my life enough… just leave me alone…’
And Mary goes into one of her rants, reaching for the pills
and threatening to kill herself and the subject of Che is put on
one side in favour of Roisin finding Carol and suggesting that
perhaps this time it’s serious and someone really needs to help
her mum, and it needs to be an adult.
So it is that on twenty eighth of October 1979, Mary is
admitted into hospital for the first time. Attempted suicide.
The topic of Che is closed. For now.
In one sense it’s a relief having Mary out of the way for a
couple of days. She comes back on the first of November but she
doesn’t seem much better. And she doesn’t want to see Roisin.
Certainly doesn’t want to talk to her.
Roisin is pissed off with Mary. It’s not that she wants to
punish her mum but she doesn’t want to be punished any more
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either. She just wants to live. She’s nearly fourteen and life
should be fun, right? She shuts out life at The Hippy House and
concentrates on Drew. He’s her reality now. He’s happy to be
so. And they all said it wouldn’t last! It’s been six weeks now
and those six weeks feel like six months and the six months feel
like a lifetime; a whole life that has been different to anything
Roisin has ever experienced before.
On the second of November Roisin and Drew go to the
Marquee again. It’s about the fourth time they’ve been there
since they started going out but this time it’s to see The Jam.
Drew is really excited, ‘cause he’s really into The Jam. He thinks
Paul Weller is as close to God as you can get. And if Drew’s
excited, Roisin’s excited. So they are both excited, in the uncool
cool manner of fourteen year olds trying to be eighteen year
olds. It’s a ‘secret’ gig, where The Jam perform as ‘John’s Boys’
and Drew and Roisin are lucky that Drew’s uncle works there or
they would never have got in. The concert is just incredible.
They hear ‘To be Someone’ live for the first time together and
they agree that Paul Weller is the poet for their generation. He’s
going to change the world. He defines the angst of young people
and there’s nothing more important or significant in the world
at that moment than the lyrics penned by Weller.
And at the end of the gig when it’s announced that The
Jam will be touring round the UK between now and the end of
the year, Drew and Roisin make a pledge. A decision. The kind
of impulsive decision that only thirteen and fourteen year olds
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can make; they’re going to follow the band on their tour.
They don’t think of the practicalities. Well, Roisin
doesn’t. It’s possible that Drew has things better planned,
because he’s used to life having to be planned. Roisin is used to
chaos and she’s happy to just ‘do it’ because she doesn’t have
any real consequences to think about. If Drew thinks they
should do it, they should do it. They will do it. They do it.
Drew and Roisin run away together at the beginning of
December. It’s a Tuesday. They say they are going to school and
they never turn up. No one at school pays much attention.
Drew has concocted sick notes for them both to cover them the
rest of the week. He’s told his parents he’s going on a geography
field trip for a week. They bought it. God knows how. Anyway,
it gives them a decent head start. And no one at the hippy
house notices Roisin’s not there for days. They all have other
things on their mind. Things have escalated and instead of
being back in the normal hospital, Mary has been admitted into
the local mental hospital. You’d think that the others in The
Hippy House would be concerned about Mary but it seems
they’re just worried that someone will come checking out their
credentials and so there’s a lot of movement of their stock in
trade and this pulls focus from Roisin’s lack of presence.
Drew and Roisin hitch the length of the country to see
The Jam play. On the ninth they’re in Dundee and by the
eleventh they’re in Leeds. And it’s the thirteenth before anyone
really misses them. When Drew fails to come home from the
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fictional geography field trip all hell breaks loose in London.
Drew’s parents try to find Mary, but no one in The Hippy House
is answering the door. His parents are terrified that Drew might
be in there with Roisin. The residents are concerned the irate
couple outside might be undercover cops. Drew’s parents are at
the end of their tether and don’t know what to think but, since
they are parents, they think the worst. They call the police.
Meanwhile, Drew and Roisin are full of lyrics and living
their lives through the songs ‘Thick as Thieves’, ‘Saturday’s Kids’
and ‘Eton Rifles’. Nothing else matters or exists for them. They
have lost all sense of consequences, even though Drew knows
something will have to be faced when they return.
They oh so nearly pull it off. On the thirteenth The Jam
are playing at The Rainbow, so Drew and Roisin show back up
at Drew’s house for some food and a change of clothes (long
overdue) just as the police are about to head off to The Hippy
House.
The police don’t want to make much of it. The kids are
back, they’re safe. Job done. It’s up to the parents to sort things
out. At Drew’s house there are all the predictable scenes: ‘we’re
disappointed rather than angry’, ‘you’re grounded’ and all the
schemes caring parents try when they realise that too late
they’ve bolted the stable door. They have no real sanctions left
and they don’t know what to do about it. They didn’t think this
would happen till he was sixteen or seventeen at least and they
can’t work out how they’ll deal with the next four years till they
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can pack him off to a good University. They’re having to catch
up fast and they don’t want Roisin to be part of the deal. They
may not have got inside her house, but the outside façade was
enough to prove that she’s ‘no good’ for their boy. And behind it
all is the burning question they want to ask but dare not, for fear
of the answer – have Drew and Roisin been having sex?
Banning orders will of course just fuel the flame of young
love. No one is going to stop Drew and Roisin being together.
Nothing will stop them having sex if they’ve already done it. So
after much heart-searching and embarrassment and a family
‘conversation’ which ends with Drew swearing blind he and
Roisin haven’t had sex: he ‘respects her too much’ followed by
‘we’re not that stupid’ and ‘we just wanted to see the band play
live’ which is more or less convincing if not reassuring, it is
agreed that Roisin and Drew can still see each other but that
they have to be ‘honest’ to their parents.
Roisin gets off far lighter of course. She turns up at home
expecting Mary to go off on one about something, though she
can’t predict what exactly it will be, to discover that Mary isn’t
even there. That’s when Roisin learns that Mary is in the local
mental hospital – suffering from ‘depression’. Roisin almost
laughs at the irony that no one has even noticed she’s not been
there. It would be sad if she didn’t have Drew but she has Drew
and she has a chance to escape from this hell of a life and so she
feels a great sense of power and elation that her way out of The
Hippy House is assured if only she can keep Drew for the next
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couple of years, so that when they are sixteen they can fulfil
their plan to quit school and live together.
Roisin spends a lot of time wondering if she should have
sex with Drew. She’s got to make sure she does everything she
can to keep him interested after all. He’s not been pushing her.
They’ve spent nights snuggled together in a sleeping bag but it
was too cold and they are both young enough to still be
embarrassed about their bodies too much to do anything other
than a bit of groping. The embarrassment is stronger at the
moment than the pull of the hormones but Roisin knows this
won’t last for ever. She decides that if he wants to, they’ll do it
on her fourteenth birthday. At least she’ll make the offer.
When it comes to the bit though, it doesn’t happen. It’s a
night of surprises but not that particular surprise. Drew
arranges to meet Roisin at seven o’clock and they go into town
to The Rainbow, to see The Jam one more time. They relive
their life on the run and as Drew walks Roisin home after the
gig the topic of conversation roams freely from the worst
breakfast they ate while away, to the political situation (fourteen
year old style) and just before Roisin is about to drop the
bombshell about how she’s going to give herself to Drew for her
birthday, he asks,‘ Roisin, do you know who your dad is?’
And instead of losing their virginity they spend the next
three hours with Roisin telling Drew everything she knows
about Che Guevara, which turns into just about everything
about her past, about Mary and Agamemnon Road and the
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whole shooting match and, before they know it, it’s two in the
morning and Drew realises that he’s bust his curfew and that his
parents are going to skin him, so he runs the half mile between
his and Roisin’s house, running from one world to another to
face the music.
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MOVING ON
1984
London
ROISIN

October 1984 and Mrs Thatcher’s still in power. Everything else
has changed. Drew ran up the road home five years ago and
pretty soon after that he was just another memory. His family
moved to Sweden and even after trying to keep up a pen pal
relationship, by 1980 he was, like all first loves, little more than
a few photos and letters and some poignant memories of ‘good
times’ re-lived through song lyrics.
The Jam have become the Style Council. Punk is dead
and the New Wave is looking old hat. It’s hard not to think that
Paul Weller has sold out when it seems that in Thatcher’s
Britain style is everything and substance nothing. And there is
Paul, mooching around smoking French cigarettes, singing
French lyrics and calling his album Café Bleu. What happened
to the angry young man?
Success may have mellowed Paul Weller, but there are
plenty of other angry young men to take his place. Sex and
drugs and rock n’ roll has changed as well. In 1984, it’s art and
music and politics which holds sway.
We’re all fed up with the cynicism and the constant
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references to George Orwell. It’s been 1984 since 1948 and for
those who understand the novel it will probably always be so.
But 1984 in 1984 reaches the public consciousness, becomes
fashionable and then forgotten. And 1984 lives on. We’re all
doomed before we even begin.
By October 1984 a lot of other things are memories too.
Holland Park for example. It’s been a funny year. In the
summer Roisin sits A levels in Art, Music and English. Mary
wanted her to take a language but Roisin finds languages hard
and has no incentive. No motivation like her mother had. Sure,
she needs to escape but music is Roisin’s escape. She’s moved
around enough in her life not to want to travel except in her
mind and music takes you places without you ever leaving the
room. Drew’s been gone a couple of years now but she still
remembers how great it felt on that magical first ‘date’ at Evita.
A whole load of doors and possibilities were opened that night
which Roisin is still exploring. At least he left some kind of
legacy.
Even though Roisin’s real interest is music, it’s not the
kind of music that would get you taken into a music college.
And no decent university will look at you with only one
academic subject. So Katie Grace and Roisin agree with the
Head that applying for art school will be the thing to do. They
‘agree’ on Saint Martin’s, but the agreement seems to come
from different motives. Roisin knows that it’s a place where a
lot of up and coming musicians hang out, she’s not that
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bothered about ‘art’ itself and certainly not really into ‘fashion’
which is one of the key things Saint Martin’s is renowned for.
Roisin isn’t really that bothered about carrying on studying but
she doesn’t know what else to do. Mary isn’t that keen on Roisin
carrying on studying but Katie Grace makes sure that it’s clear
that Roisin will be on a full grant so it won’t cost Mary a penny.
In fact it will be like money coming in. As long as she lives at
home.
It’s even more important to Roisin that she earns money.
She knows she has to support herself. She’s had enough years
with the financial ‘flexibility’ that has characterised Mary’s life
and she wants more security for herself. Mary is constantly on
the edge. And sometimes over it. More often than not over it at
the moment. In and out of hospital.

Rehab isn’t really

fashionable yet, Thatcher’s still working on

‘care in the

community’ and privatising addiction and mental health
services is a work in progress. So it’s admission, sectioning,
release. The ultimate vicious circle. Like prison, it’s the kind of
life that more or less guarantees you’ll never get off the drugs.
And the drugs have changed. Mary’s now got a heroin habit.
She thinks Roisin doesn’t know, but Roisin knows. She also
knows there’s no point caring because there’s nothing she can
do. Only Mary can clean up her act and Mary’s beyond wanting
to. Psychiatric care has become as much a part of her life as the
drugs. You’d think Springfield was Butlins the regularity with
which Mary visits it.
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As soon as the last exam is over, Roisin goes out and gets
a job. She doesn’t really believe she’ll get into art college. Or get
a grant. Who’s going to give her something for nothing? A job is
the only option. And lucky to get one in these days. Or so she
keeps telling herself. It’s in telesales. She hates it. But it keeps
her out of the house. Or flat. Because they are no longer in The
Hippy House. They are in real rented accommodation. The
three of them; Roisin, Mary and Patrick, plus whoever Mary’s
habit is entertaining, exist in a two bedroom flat three stories up
in Battersea. South of the river. Shows you how far beyond
caring Mary is. Moving there was one of the many attempts to
break from the past but when the past is actually your present
reality, it’s impossible to break from and Mary never quite
manages it. She just finds new dealers, new drug buddies and
new ways to forget past, present and future. New ways to die in
the moment.

And it’s not that far from Springfield. Mary

prefers Springfield to The Maudsley. Don’t ask her why though.
She’s not telling.
They move to Battersea in January 1984 and

while

Battersea to Holland Park every day in time for first period at
school is not the easiest of trips, it gives Roisin time to think.
Time to see the outside world and crossing London in 1984 is all
about the miner’s strike. You’d think that the miner’s strike was
only in evidence ‘up North’ but every day Roisin’s bus goes past
the TUC HQ and there are strikers out there picketing. Every
day she is confronted with the inequalities of life and at
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eighteen you think about these things. Because at eighteen you
are part of the inequality. Especially if you’re Roisin.
Come August and Roisin is amazed to find out that she’s
on the winning side for once. She gets the grades and the place
and the grant to go to Saint Martin’s Art School. A whole new
life. Maybe not the one she actively chose but Roisin, like most
eighteen year olds, doesn’t really know what or how you make
life choices. They just happen and you go along with them.
Roisin is just glad that this means that after barely two
months, the telesales job will be a thing of the past, though the
money was certainly useful. Mary takes money from her grant
for rent of course, though Roisin’s never sure it’s actually going
on rent. Roisin buys her own food where possible. Mary never
spends money on food. Even with her commitments, Roisin still
has more money than ever before. Money to spend if not money
to burn. And it all gets spent on music. She’s a decent collection
of tapes now and can listen on her walkman (yes, she even has
a walkman) wherever she goes. It makes the journey to and
from work bearable. It almost makes work bearable but not
quite.
She works right up till the Friday before College is due to
start and doesn’t have much time to think about how life will
change. Consequently, Freshers week hits her between the eyes
and hits her hard.

Saint Martin’s in 1984 is a wild and

wonderful place. Unfortunately to Roisin some of this wild and
wonderful is rather too reminiscent of life in The Hippy House
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to be really something she wants to buy into. But she’s getting
paid to be there, so she goes every day. Takes classes. Holds
back from making friends because they all seem to be
fashionistas, and at this point in their lives, are busy
‘experimenting’ which of course means they’re getting into
drugs. Roisin’s been there before. She’s experimenting as she
has been for years with getting out of the drugs culture, while all
her contemporaries are rushing headlong into it.
So Roisin buys out of Saint Martin’s almost before she’s
bought into it. You might think she never really gives it a
chance. It becomes part of her life by necessity but not the main
part. It represents nothing she feels she actively chose or wants.
She’s not really making friends amongst her fellow students as
much as she is trying to build a life for herself. It’s part of the
escape plan of her life.
She needs more money than the full grant will give her.
Of the nearly £1000 dished out in the first term, Mary hijacks a
large amount, one way or another and to keep independent
Roisin finds another job, working nights in the West End. She
becomes part of the great theatrical business empire. An
usherette. She heard about the job from a fellow student (a girl
rejoicing in the name of Karysma). Most of the students at
Saint Martin’s have names like that. And attitudes to match.
Roisin finds it strange that only five years ago she went to
a theatre for the first time with Katie Grace and Drew and now
she’s working in one every night. She’s got a prestigious gig –
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Les Miserables. Being a fairly low wage, it’s easy enough to get
work as an usher in the West End but the contracts are renegotiated every time the show changes, so to get on a show
that lasts is a guarantee of a steady income. And don’t the
theatres know it! They run their front of house staff with a rod
of iron. Getting a night off from Les Mis couldn’t be harder if
you were one of the cast!
It doesn’t take long for Roisin to reach burn out.
Although you wouldn’t think art college is exactly hard work,
there’s a lot to learn and Roisin has to negotiate her way in from
Battersea on the bus for a ten or eleven a.m. start, working
through till five in the afternoon. Then it’s off to the theatre
where she’s working six till eleven and then out to a late gig.
She’s usually not in bed till two or three in the morning and the
whole thing starts again the next day. Saturdays have matinees
and Sundays are the only day of rest (if you call doing your
washing in a south London launderette restful!) This lifestyle
certainly doesn’t leave a lot of time for thinking and that’s just
as well, because Roisin doesn’t want to think about her life at
the moment. Certainly not about Mary and Patrick.
In the few hours she spends at home there is constant
strife. Patrick is fourteen and constantly in trouble with the
police while Mary is constantly trying to keep out of the radar of
police and social services. At the moment all talk is of Patrick
being taken into care. The family is going into meltdown.
The high point of Roisin’s life is the access to gigs. There’s
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always something going on and as long as she can get out of the
theatre early enough she can head up the road for whatever’s on
at The Marquee or one of the other smaller, less fashionable
venues. Getting to her old favourite the Hammersmith Palais is
pretty hard when she doesn’t finish work till gone eleven at
night.

But the music is more important than the venue to

Roisin, and sometimes going to the only place with a band
starting at midnight means you see some incredible, underrated talent. And meet some interesting people.
That’s how Roisin meets Jim. Well. Not exactly. She’s
seen Jim around Saint Martin’s. When she first sees him she
thinks he’s a lecturer there, because he’s a lot older than your
average student, he’s pushing forty but he seems to be too
casual even for a Saint Martin’s lecturer.

It turns out he’s

nothing to do with the place. Like Roisin, Jim is interested in
the music output from Saint Martin’s. And possibilities. He
sticks up a poster for some club or other. Roisin takes note of it.
And goes there one night. It’s not exactly packed at midnight
but the feel of the place is like the Beatles in the Cavern,
BEFORE they became the Beatles and BEFORE it became the
Cavern. It’s dark, the band are giving it their all and their music
has something different. Roisin’s not sure she really likes it, it’s
raw in a different way than she’s used to and she’s not sure she
gets the lyrics, but it’s a new experience. The band is called A
Popular History of Signs. The song is October Already. And it is.
And there is Jim. Roisin thinks he spots her a moment
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before she spots him. And he buys her a drink. Unusual. But she
accepts. And they talk, at least as much as you can over the
lyrics demanding you pay attention to Lenin and the Russian
Revolution.

Then Roisin buys Jim a drink and they keep

talking. They keep talking right the way out of the gig at two
a.m. And Jim invites her home to his for a coffee. Roisin isn’t
naïve. She knows when a coffee is or isn’t a coffee. But she can
handle herself. Even though Jim is twice her age, he’s making
her laugh. He’s making her think and most of all he’s making
her forget the life she has in Battersea. So she goes back to his
flat for a coffee.
Five years on from Drew, this time Roisin doesn’t get a
chance to talk about Che Guevara before she makes love to Jim.
Inevitably, Drew and Roisin had sex several times, in a fumbling
teenage way, before he left for Sweden at the end of Fourth year.
They were both coming up for sixteen. Roisin hasn’t done it
since. Too many thoughts about how she doesn’t want to fall
into the same traps Mary did. But it’s different with Jim. This is
the real deal. Mary would take the fact that Jim has a poster of
Che Guevara on the wall of his bedroom (the same as the tatty
one she had on her own walls) as a sign. Roisin just enjoys it.
For a while, she forgets about Mary and Che and gives herself
up to Jim and the moment. In the background, on the wall, Che
is the ever present constant but he can wait for now.
When she looks back on her life, Roisin can never work
out whether Jim was a good or a bad influence on her. Jim is
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tall and lean with blond hair and is passionate about two things;
music and politics. He probably was a hippy in his day but he
moved on with the music. There is the odd moment where
Roisin wonders whether their paths might not have crossed
before, since Jim has the look of someone who might well have
hung out at Agamemnon Road in the sixties. And he smokes
dope. And does coke. Sometimes. But he’s discreet. And he
doesn’t push it on Roisin. And she doesn’t really mind. Best not
think about the past.
Jim has the most incredible record collection and an
encyclopaedic knowledge of music to boot. Roisin begins to
spend all her spare time there just listening to music. Studies
take the back burner. She still goes out to the theatre every
night to earn money, but the rest of the time, whenever she can,
she hangs out at Jim’s. He gives her a key and lets her go in and
out as she pleases.
Jim is a kind of record producer/talent scout/something
in the music business type person as well as being something in
radical politics. In other words, he’s always on the move. A sort
of non-capitalist wheeler-dealer. He is the definition of cool in a
subversive way. The antidote to everything 1984 seems to stand
for.
Jim is working on a project called The Politics of Music.
Roisin’s not sure exactly what he’s doing, but she’s happy to sit
and talk with him about it. She even shares the odd spliff but it
makes her sick so she only does it on rare occasions. Jim isn’t
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like your usual dopehead, who can’t be happy unless everyone is
sharing the same experience. He’s happy for Roisin to stay clean
and he never seems to be different after smoking anyway. He’s
not like the druggies Roisin grew up with, that’s for sure.
The sex is good. The chat is good. For the first time since
Drew, Roisin actually feels like her life is good. Despite the age
difference, Roisin feels like she’s found someone who
understands her. Someone who cares about her for who she is.
Someone who doesn’t judge her background or her family, or
her present. Coming up for nineteen, Roisin thinks she’s finally
worked things out. Finally got the life she wanted. She’s
certainly doing better than Mary was at nineteen. By nineteen
Mary was exiled in London looking after Roisin. However she
got there. Whatever happened. Whatever the true story.
Mary is back in Springfield again in November and Roisin
turns up at Jim’s door one night in a bit of a state. He’s unphased by the whole thing and suggests she just move in with
him. He won’t take rent. And he suggests she gives up the
theatre job. She won’t need the money if she’s not paying the
rent. And it means they can go to gigs together. How about it?
How about it? Roisin doesn’t think twice. She can spend
all her time with the man she loves, doing what she loves. She
hands in her notice at the theatre, despite Karysma’s
disapproving comments. Karysma is not quite as alternative as
her name suggests and Roisin’s liaison with a man old enough
to be her father is too much for most of the freshers at Saint
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Martin’s to bear. Roisin doesn’t care.
By December she’s hardly going to college either. She’s
spending all her time with Jim, working on the Politics of
Music. Doing artwork, answering phones, going to ‘meetings’ in
pubs and handing out leaflets at gigs.
Paul Weller may have sold out to the Style Council but
Jim introduces her to a whole new set of political musicians.
The big guy is Billy Bragg of course. Jim is working hard to get
Billy to take notice of his plans for The Politics of Music. Bragg
is interested but busy doing his own thing.

Roisin is just

amazed to be in the company of real musicians. Billy Bragg may
have the worst voice since Bob Dylan but his merging of politics
and music makes him an iconic figure for Roisin.
With Roisin, Jim finds a willing convert to his own brand
of politics. With Jim, Roisin finds someone who actually knows
something about politics. Someone who was there in the sixties.
Someone who also has a Che Guevara poster. For a reason
rather than as a fashion statement. She’s not going to repeat
past mistakes though. She doesn’t tell Jim that she believes that
she’s Che Guevara’s love child. Not right away. But Jim seems
like the kind of guy who might actually believe her. But the
moment is an inevitability. So, on her birthday she decides to
take a less direct approach. They lie in bed after a night to
remember and she asks him, ‘Why do you have a Che Guevara
poster on your wall?’
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TRUTH
1967
London
JIM

I feel a bit funny talking about it really. I try and live for the
moment and it’s a long, long time ago. A different world.
Although I suppose a lot of the things that happened then have
made me who I am today. It’s just a bit of a shock. To think
about it. But I’ll try and explain. I owe you that much.
You’ve heard of the summer of love. Yes, I know you were
alive then, but not really aware of what was going on now, were
you? How could you be? You were just a toddler. You see what I
mean, this is ugly. Makes me realise how much older than you I
am. Roisin, I know you know I’m old enough to be your father
but I don’t like to think about it. And more than that, I don’t like
the fact that it bothers me. Means I’m more reactionary than I
ever thought I would be. Right. That’s not taking us anywhere. I
need to focus. On 1967. The Summer of Love.
For a start, the Summer of Love was only a part of it.
There was the war in Vietnam for one thing. We all had a bitter
taste in our mouth about that. I know it was America’s war but
we’d all thought America was something to write home about,
till that point at any rate. We’d all got the aspirational bug from
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America and it was hard to accept that it wasn’t as cool as we
thought. Well, I guess we just decided that governments weren’t
cool any more (I guess Kennedy getting shot put paid to
presidents being cool) and if you scratch the surface he wasn’t
any cooler than the rest. Well, I guess we got politicised. I did,
anyway. Till then we thought that music would change the
world but whatever we did with our music the world just kept
changing for the worse and the only way to avoid that fact was
to get off your face. That’s my excuse. Oh yeah, it was fun but it
was about more than fun.
Of course I did plenty of drugs in those days. Everyone
did. I know it wasn’t sex and drugs and rock n’ roll for everyone
but it was for a lot of us. Especially in London. And I was in
London in 1967. I’d come down from Sheffield in 1966 and man,
I was in the scene. I was at Central Saint Martin’s, ‘cause I was
an artist then. Yeah, I know, we all went to art school eh? And I
guess how I got into it all was through art and music. Nothing’s
new in the world, is it? Not now, not then. But when you’re
young and you’re experiencing everything for the first time no
one can tell you it’s only the first time for you, that the rest of
the world’s already been there.
Boy, it sounds philosophical. Well, I was pretty clued up
then too, I thought. I might have been at art school

with

pretensions of being a drop out but really, dropping out was
being ‘in’ in those days and I kind of liked the art school scene. I
didn’t let classes interfere with my night life and art school was
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a good place to pick up girls. Look, you know my wild oats were
widely sown. Doesn’t mean anything does it? You and me, we’re
in the moment now and that’s what matters to us. Maybe I
shouldn’t have started on this. But you can’t talk 1967 without
talking sex. Well, I can’t.
I know you want to know about the poster. About Che.
About politics. I’m surprised you asked really. Nowadays he’s a
fashion which has passed and even though people still keep the
image on their chests, they usually don’t have a clue who he was
or what he stood for. I suppose I can’t expect much more. But
he was more... And the poster – that poster, well, it’s got a story
behind it.
In 1967 as well as the music scene, there was a big art
magazine, underground radical sort of thing going, a lot of it
round Notting Hill, Westbourne Grove area and I was hanging
out there a lot. And I got into a couple of magazines, did some
artwork for them. I sold them around the city at parties and the
like. Oz and IT they were. IT was the Independent Times but it
became known as IT because the Times got shirty. OZ had
originated in Australia and they came over to London with it
and we really took to it. I’ve got some old copies actually, I can
show you them. You can read them some day and see what it
was we were into. They could be worth some money now I
expect. What price memories?
Okay. Well that poster was done for the double issue of
Oz after Che had been murdered. Didn’t come out till 1968
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though, I think it was about January. I had another poster up
before that, got it given me free by a guy who was running
round making all kinds of prints of Che as posters to try and
raise awareness. No, not to raise cash ‘cause I think he gave
most of them away. I never paid, anyway. But when this Oz one
came out, I put it up instead. Framed now though, to preserve
its value I suppose. Not very hippy. No, I think it’s framed
because it deserves the respect of a frame. Sets it apart from just
being another old hippy with his iconic memories of the ‘good
old days.’
I don’t really know what you want to know. Are you more
interested in me in 1967 or in the world in 1967? I guess the
world is the more interesting thing to talk about but maybe
telling it from my perspective will give you something that’s not
a history lesson. I don’t think there are real facts in life but I can
tell you what I saw and what we thought and what we did. If I
can remember. You gotta remember that this was a really fast
living time and we were living from one deal to the next trip and
back again – if we were lucky.
I just thought. Maybe we met before. Maybe I was at
Agamemnon Road one time. Or more than once. It sounds like
the kind of place I hung out. But there were loads of places like
that then. Maybe that’s another path we don’t want to go down.
1967. Summer. College was out and we were tripping
most of the time. I was flogging Oz more or less full time and I
was getting to all the gigs and meeting all the faces. Well, you
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wouldn’t call them faces then. Folks were freaks or hippies. And
hippies didn’t really come in till that summer I guess. When we
all took our lead from San Francisco, put flowers in our hair and
began to believe in flower power. I don’t think I ever really
believed in it. But what young person’s not gonna believe in
‘make love not war’ eh? Then there was Sergeant Pepper. The
Beatles finest moment. And we all jumped onto that bandwagon
for sure.
Of course I hung out with the Beatles and the Stones and
no, I wasn’t impressed. You couldn’t impress me in those days. I
was twenty and nothing much impressed me. They were a laugh
and all but frankly it all seemed like a lot of hard work to get
pussy. The money wasn’t really the deal. The girls and the drugs
were the deal and I was getting plenty of both without having to
flog around touring, recording and thinking up clever lyrics and
tunes all the time. I could just sit around and paint a few things
and people would buy them. And if I had no inspiration, I just
sold the magazines. Or bummed off my mates. We all bummed
off our mates in those days.
But even then, I thought I was more of a political radical
than a musician or artist. I thought I cared more about the
world than anyone else, I guess. I just didn’t really know what to
care about and certainly not what to do.
When I found out that Che Guevara was in Bolivia, I
really, really nearly dropped out of art school. That was about
the March in 1967 I guess. I spent a couple of weeks trying to
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find a way to get to Bolivia to join in the fight but somehow I
got talked out of it. It wasn’t so cheap and easy to get a flight in
those days but I didn’t want to just sit around talking about the
evils of the world. I wanted to do something. I think really I
wanted to make love and war. If I’m honest I think that’s what
most young guys want. Yeah they want the pussy but they want
the macho stuff too. Of course I grew my hair but it seemed a
kind of weak way to make a stand. But Bolivia was not to be. I
did read papers, proper papers not just tabloid type, though I
didn’t trust most of what I read in them. I got right into the
Cuban revolution. I’ve still got a heap of books somewhere,
probably in the back row behind all the record albums and if
you’re that interested, you should look into it for yourself. You
should never really trust another person’s account. Everyone
gives it their spin and you need to find out for yourself. You
need to develop your own thoughts, your own opinions and –
well, anyway, get as close to the primary source as you can, I
say. Don’t take my word, or anyone else’s for anything. Find out
for yourself. That’s how you find out about yourself. In my
opinion.
People in London didn’t really care that much about
Vietnam I don’t think. And even less about what was going on in
Bolivia. Or Cuba. People were more interested in plastic. Plastic
was becoming the real ‘in’ thing. You could get just about
anything you wanted in plastic. It’s ironic now isn’t it, we
started the whole oil problem right back when we made plastic
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the ‘thing’. If we’d only made cars out of plastic, I guess that
would make the whole thing sicker... Well, I think when people
in another hundred years look back at the 1960’s, if they can
even be bothered, they’ll look at it as the plastic age and they
won’t give a shit about the music or the clothes or the wars or
any of that. In their context plastic will be the thing. But what
do I know?
For me the politics became more and more important.
And when I heard that Che had been killed in action it was like a
kick in the guts. Then when I found out that he’d been
murdered, I went beyond even angry. I guess I just checked out
for a time. I mean, I knew I could believe that they’d done that
but it was a lot to get my head round. I gave up on everything
American. I even chucked out all my American roots music. Of
course I bought a lot of it back again later; the history of music
is bigger than the history of America and I learned from the
Cubans that you can’t hate all the Americans just because they
have the evil empire for their government. If you judge a person
by their government then we’re all for the chop really aren’t we?
Well, I guess the point is that Che, and more importantly
his murder, became the thing that stuck with me as most
important in forming my character. It made me realise that war
really does end in killing. That a man can die and that it can be
nothing more than a waste of a life. That a myth and a legacy
aren’t as good as a living person, fighting for what they believe
in. And that it was my responsibility not to forget what he stood
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for and to do what I could, in whatever way I could, to live up to
that. Which is what I’ve tried to do, without losing myself in the
process.
I believe Che Guevara was a great man. But I believe in
him as a real man not just as an icon. He’s on my wall as a
personal reminder to me every day, not just of the life that I
lived and the life that he lived but of the life I should live today.
Of what’s important in life. Which is doing what you believe in,
to the best of your ability. And there’s nothing in that that’s
incompatible with sex and drugs and rock and roll, I’m glad to
say. So that’s my story. For what it’s worth.

102

CONFLICT
1989
London
ROISIN

1989 reads like a travelogue. Roisin has been round the world
and back by the time her twenty fifth birthday rolls around. She
spends it sitting with Mary in a mental hospital.

But the

madness has been all around Roisin this year.
It’s time for an update. Roisin is still with Jim. Just. The
relationship has been a habit for a while and it’s a habit either
Jim or Roisin will have to break soon. But this year has been
extraordinary and it’s never quite the right time to break up
even though a break up is inevitable. Roisin knows it. She just
doesn’t quite have the strength, or purpose, or direction. If she
can just hang on till she graduates next summer...
In the five years since Roisin met Jim a lot has changed.
Unsurprisingly perhaps she baled on the art college thing. Spent
a year or so mixing it with Jim and his ‘creative politicals’. She
does a lot of reading and a lot of thinking, in between the long
nights of the politics of music. The longer she is involved in it,
the less involved she feels. She begins to think that it’s just
another fashion statement and Roisin has never really been one
for fashion statements. And it seems you can’t be in the music
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scene without being in the drugs scene and Roisin doesn’t need
reminders of that life.
While Roisin draws away inside herself, practical reality
sees the miners sold down the river and Mrs Thatcher going
from strength to strength. As she celebrates ten years in power,
London becomes a boom town and everyone’s making mega
bucks. The money begins to flow and capitalism begins to spiral
out of control. For every up side there’s a downside of course.
Interest rates are rising and if you can’t keep up with the crowd,
you’re into a spiral of debt that will end in serious tears. For all
those who’ve never had it so good there are many more who
have never had it so bad. It’s just that no one pays any attention
to those people. Money is the really big drug in Thatcher’s
Britain.
In the late 80’s Roisin still feels like she’s swimming
against the tide and starts to develop an idea of what she wants
to do with her life. It’s synthesised in 1987, the twentieth
anniversary of Che’s death. That’s a tough time for Roisin.
She did tell Jim about Che being her father. She picked
her moment. It might not have been the best one. Jim was
pretty wasted and Roisin thinks that Jim thought it was a sort of
metaphor - Jim’s big on metaphor. Anyway, it’s kind of
accepted, or Roisin thinks it’s accepted in the private world Jim
and she inhabit, that Che is her father and so on the anniversary
itself they hold a private commemoration. Jim certainly knows
that Che is important to Roisin but maybe he doesn’t actually
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believe her story. However, Jim is pragmatic, his philosophy is
that you can believe what you like because belief and reality
don’t ever coincide in any sensible way. Deep, huh?
So for her birthday Jim gets hold of some transcripts of
speeches made by Fidel in Cuba on the twentieth anniversary
and Roisin takes them very much to heart. This becomes the
start of a great life change for her.
There’s a lot to read, and she reads herself into every
sentence uttered by Fidel:
People like Che are essential, men and women who
imitate him, who think like him, who act like him; men and
women whose conduct resembles his when it comes to doing
their duty in every little thing, every detail, every activity; in his
attitude to work, his habit of teaching and educating by setting
an example; his attitude of wanting to be first at everything, the
first to volunteer for the most difficult task; the most selfsacrificing; the individual who gives his body and soul to a
cause, the person who displays true solidarity, the person
without a flaw, who doesn’t live any contradiction between what
they say and what they do, between what they practice and what
they preach; a man of thought and a man of action.
This speech convinces Roisin that she’d better shape up
her life. Do something. She begins to feel that as Che’s daughter
she might in some way carry on his legacy. And at twenty three
she believes she could do this on the world stage. Or at least a
bigger stage than the one Jim and his mates inhabit. She looks

105

at them again and sees armchair radicals. She’s beginning to see
too many rich hippies. Too many who espouse radical theory,
but with comfortable capitalist lifestyles.
She retreats into the writing of Fidel. She reads: ‘Che
would have been appalled if he’d been told that money was
becoming people’s concern, their fundamental motivation.’ And
the penny drops. Or a penny drops. Roisin decides she’s going
to study Economics. So that she can understand the system she
wants to beat.
So it is that in 1988 she enrols at North East London
Polytechnic (who have an open policy towards mature students
without the traditional qualifications) and begins a course in
Economics. Of course the Economics is boring as hell but Roisin
sticks with it. She’s constantly in conflict though, because even
though the Poly is more left-wing than many places, radical
economic theory of the kind she’s interested in is not on the
undergraduate economics syllabus in Thatcher’s Britain.
Real life provides the lessons for radical economics in the
late 1980’s, represented by mandatory grant levels frozen in
1989 at £2,200. This is a forerunner of the abolition of grants
and the introduction of loans – the free market coming home.
For the moment though, however radical the students are they
are all taking the Iron Lady’s shilling in the form of grant
cheques. Their options will soon be more limited of course
when in 1990 all full time students become ineligible for
unemployment benefit and lose the right to income support and

106

housing benefit. We’ll get them on their bikes and out to work.
This climate does breed economic radicals in theory of
course

but practicality dictates that the economists who

prosper are the ones who embrace the system and Roisin just
gets on everyone’s nerves with her constant criticisms of those
using capitalist economic theory as a means to developing
socialism.
She quotes Fidel’s comments on Che ‘He was radically
opposed to using and developing capitalist economic laws and
concepts in building socialism.’ It meets deaf ears. For such
statements Roisin is just labelled an oddball, someone to be left
alone or ridiculed. Mainly she’s left alone because none of the
students or even the lecturers want to get into economic theory
arguments with Roisin. None of them are that interested in
economics after all. The students just want to get good jobs. The
lecturers just want to keep their good jobs! Generally Roisin is
just too much hard work for those around her. Too serious. You
might even say she knows too much economic theory for her
own, and everyone else’s good. Only one lecturer, Mark,
displays any interest in her but his interest has far reaching
effects.
It’s a time of change all over and North London Poly is
about to become the Polytechnic of East London. But Roisin is
going to make a bigger move than from Stratford to Barking.
She’s going way off the District Line. Her constant belly-aching
to Mark about the shallow restrictiveness of the economic
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theory they are taught has resulted in him putting her forward
for, and ultimately her getting a place on an exchange
programme. It’s a unique, ground-breaking exchange (for which
read: no one else would want to do it) Roisin is going to enrol
for a term at Peking Polytechnic – yes that’s Peking/ Beijing,
capital of China. She’s going to get the opportunity to study
Chinese economic theory as her research project.
Although at forty two Jim doesn’t really get excited as
such, he’s excited about the prospect of a trip to China. While
he won’t be able to get a visa for the whole time, he and Roisin
decide that they’ll go out as soon as exams finish in late May
and travel around China till Roisin’s language course starts at
the poly in mid-July. She will then be there on her own from
July till December, when she’ll be home in time for her
birthday.
Roisin is excited. She feels like finally she’s getting a
chance to do something, to experience something, to be
something. She has read a lot about Che and China and thinks
she’s going to be following in his footsteps albeit in baby steps.
It’s a chance, and Roisin hasn’t had a lot of positive chances in
her life. It’s the beginning of something and she’s ready for a
new beginning. She has no idea what it will be the beginning of,
of course. We never do.
The only real problem is she’s not sure how to break it to
Mary. Mary’s health is very fragile at the moment. Mary has
embraced crack cocaine in the 1980’s as a means of ‘controlling’
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her heroin habit. Unsurprisingly, it’s not successful. The only
thing that keeps Mary out of prison is her mental health record,
which means she spends regular stints in The Maudsley or
Springfield. Mary is lucky. You think? Well, read the papers.
Places like this are being closed down all over. Care in the
community is the coming thing. The only care Mary finds in the
community is people to supply her the wherewithal to chase the
dragon. At a price of course. Drugs and economics are firm bedfellows.
For Mary, the mental hospitals have become a revolving
door but it’s only a matter of time before someone with a degree
in social policy or some such decides she’s had her share of help
and needs a short sharp shock, or something similar. Mary is on
borrowed time. And she knows it.
When Roisin sees Mary in May, she’s in a particularly bad
way. She’s about to be admitted for the third time that year.
Roisin tells Mary she’s going away. Somewhere in the confused,
disjointed conversation Corfu is mentioned. If questioned,
neither Roisin nor Mary can remember who it was who said
Corfu. It’s never going to be clear if Roisin says she is going to
China and Mary hears Corfu, or if Mary says Corfu because she
wants to go on holiday there or if Roisin says Corfu because
Mary cries and complains that if Roisin is abroad there will be
no one to help her and she’ll be left alone. And they’ll keep her
in hospital if there’s no one to release her into the care of.
Patrick is (how can we put it delicately) indisposed at her
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majesty’s pleasure throughout 1989 and 1990. No need to go
into that one. He just got unlucky. He got caught. His mistake?
He gave Mary as his alibi and Mary was in hospital at the time.
Even the dimmest judge and jury could see past that lie.
However it happens, Mary is convinced that Roisin is
going for a holiday in Corfu. Without her. Mary would refuse to
be admitted if Roisin said she was off for six months in China.
But Corfu, for a fortnight gives Mary enough leverage of guilt to
demand Roisin be back to be there for when she gets out of
hospital. Roisin knows (and maybe Mary knows) that Mary
isn’t going for a fortnight. She’s going for a stretch. Patrick may
be out before Mary. This could be Mary’s last chance. So Roisin
doesn’t feel quite so bad about the lie – if she tells it. It’s a
confusing time for everyone.
Mary is admitted on May twenty fourth and on May
twenty sixth Roisin and Jim head out for Beijing as it is now
being called. By May twenty ninth they are in Xi-an seeing the
Terracotta Warriors and on the first of June they come back to
Beijing, walking right into the middle of the Tiananmen Square
protests. Which of course are impossible for Jim to resist. Plus,
it will save them some money on a hotel room if they camp out
in the Square. This is some real protest. Something to write
home about.
Roisin is a bit more troubled than Jim about the whole
thing. The protestors want democracy. Roisin doesn’t feel she
knows enough about the Chinese system to agree that
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democracy is the answer to their problems. With all the protests
going on around them, on the third of June, in the middle of
Tiananmen Square, Roisin and Jim have a furious row about
why they are in a pro-democracy rally when communism is a
superior system to capitalism. The row ends up with Roisin
storming off and booking into a hotel. A five star hotel. It’s the
only one she can get into as a Westerner. She has enough yuans
to see her through till December, so one night in a hotel isn’t
going to break her bank.
Consequently the communist sympathiser is holed up in
the hotel which is a testament to encroaching capitalist values
and the man accused of selling out to capitalism is in the middle
of the Square which traditionally sees the biggest communist
show of power on May Day bar none. Life is full of irony.
So it is, that watching CNN on satellite TV in her five star
hotel in Beijing just ten minutes from Tiananmen Square,
Roisin spends the fourth of June 1989 watching the events
unfold, wondering what’s happened to Jim. She tries to go
down to the Square but there’s no way through, certainly not for
a Western woman. She is bundled unceremoniously back to the
hotel. Not for the first time in her life she feels powerless. And
confused. And out of her depth. While the might of the Red
Army is being concentrated elsewhere, there are still plenty of
young soldiers left over to marshall the odd foreigner (tourists
are still an alien concept to the urban Beijinger) back to where
they should be. Without the basics of a common language,
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Roisin is powerless to protest. And she’s seen what happens
when people who do speak the language protest, so she’s not
feeling that committed to bravery.
Late at night there’s a knock on the door. She doesn’t
know how he found her but it’s Jim. Behind him stand a couple
of Red Army guards. They are younger than Patrick but with
guns in their hands you don’t feel like pointing out that they
aren’t wearing heavy boots and that their coats make them look
like refugees rather than soldiers. In June 1989 Roisin learns
first hand that guns change everything. When the door closes
Roisin doesn’t know whether to be angry, relieved, to cry or to
scream. Jim looks a bit the worse for wear but swears it was just
a result of the crush.
They spend the next day alone together in the gardens
behind the Forbidden City. High on the hills you’d not even
know that there was or had been anything untoward going on.
Except now, even in the outdoors they don’t feel free to talk.
There’s a sense of oppression in the very atmosphere. They
decide to get out of Beijing. The Forbidden City is most
definitely closed to them at the moment. Travel, which has
previously been difficult, is now made pretty easy for them and
they head off down South to Guilin and relative peace, to reflect
on the realities of China.
Roisin is destined never to study economic theory in
China. When they get back in time for her language course, on
July ninth, she discovers her student visa has been revoked and
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she’s sent packing. She spends the autumn term of 1989 in the
newly named Polytechnic of East London not in the Far East of
Beijing Polytechnic as planned.

She never gets to see the

Forbidden City from the inside. Fortunately for her, Mark has
been headhunted by LSE so she doesn’t have to face the
embarrassment of having let him down.

She certainly feels

she’s let herself down though. And Che.
It’s back to another autumn of the crush on the District
line tube and an increasing sense that the relationship she’s in is
as doomed as the course at Beijing. Jim can tell the Tiananmen
Square ‘story’ to anyone who is interested with passion and
candour but Roisin can’t talk about her time in China to anyone.
It has cut deeply into her sense of identity and her beliefs and
she is struggling to come to terms with it all.

She reads

everything she can find about Che and China. But she realises
that things have changed in twenty years. That London isn’t
Cuba and that even if she is Che’s daughter, her life cannot be a
mirror of his. She realises something that Che never knew –
that the Cuban revolution was a one-off. That the world has
changed. Not for the better. International revolution is a dream.
That’s what killed Che after all. His belief didn’t match external
reality. Not then, not now.
When she first read Fidel’s appraisal of Che, He was very
consistent in everything he did; he set an example in everything
he did, she vowed to be like this herself. She wants to ‘be like
Che’ as young Cubans are exhorted. But now, after Tiananmen,
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she has no idea how or what to do to achieve this. Constancy has
vanished from her life.
Even Fidel’s statement, Success or failure is not what
indicates whether a line is correct, is cold comfort to her now.
She reads. And reads. And shuts herself off from the world,
from Jim, from everything. She tries to lose herself in another
reality. To find Che. But in 1989, no one knows where Che is.
His body has never been found. There is no grave, no ‘remains’.
Nothing. Fidel summed it up, in the world today, in which there
is no specific place to go to pay tribute to Che’s remains, tribute
is paid to him everywhere and that is cold comfort.
Roisin’s tribute is going on in her mind. She begins to
have dreams. One night, while lying next to Jim in bed, Roisin is
transported to Cuba during the revolution. She is on a train,
next to Che. They are hunting him down and it’s important that
she keep close by him, to stop him from being shot. She has a
gun. He is young and very handsome. He’s funny, witty but
serious when he needs to be. Not full of his own importance. In
her dream, Roisin lives through a week or ten days and gets to
know her father so well that when she wakes she feels both an
incredible sense of loss and an overpowering feeling of wellbeing that she has actually met and spent time with her dad.
For days afterwards the dream feels more real than
anything that is going on around her in London in 1989.
Eventually though, like all dreams, it melts into a memory. And
the memory of a dream or of reality end up indistinguishable
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over time. Only a feeling remains. The same feeling she used to
get when she looked at Che’s face on the poster on her wall in
Agamemnon Road all those years ago. An emotional connection
she can do nothing about.
It is after this dream, sometime in December 1989 she rereads Fidel’s statement, ‘what we do is really the best homage
we can pay Che,’ which seems to echo Che’s own statement,
‘words that do not match deeds are unimportant.’ Roisin first
encountered these two statements some two years previously,
indeed they set her on the path to studying Economics. They
seem to mean something very different now. Roisin has lost
confidence that she can change a world in which it’s so clear she
is less important than an ant. Post Tiananmen Square Roisin
realises she could have been killed without a thought, just for
being in someone else’s quarrel, irrespective of what she
believed. She is powerless on a world stage. So what homage
can she pay? What can she do? She concludes that she has to
take a smaller step She can’t change the world but maybe she
can begin to understand her own place in it. She really has to try
and get to the bottom of the story of Che and Mary.
So it is that on her twenty fifth birthday Roisin sits down
with Mary to try and talk about Che. It’s not going to be easy.
Mary has been in hospital for six months now and the
prescription drugs don’t seem to be doing her any more favours
than the heroin that got her put there in the first place.
Roisin feels she’s struggling to get Mary to come back into
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her world, the real world, this world. Not least because she feels
she’s losing a grip on that reality herself. But it’s important. She
has to communicate. She has to find out the truth.
Roisin says, ‘Mum. I want to read you something.’
‘Is it something you’ve written?’
‘No mum, it’s written by Fidel Castro. About..’ She’s about
to say ‘my dad’ but she doesn’t feel she can make that ownership
statement now. ‘About Che Guevara.’
There’s a flicker in Mary’s otherwise dead eyes.
Roisin takes a deep breath and begins to read; ‘For me it
has been hard to accept the thought that Che is dead. I have
dreamed many times – I dreamed I spoke with him, that he
was alive. It’s a very special thing, a person whose death is
hard to resign yourself to. What’s the reason? In my opinion it
is because he has a permanent presence in everything.
He really lives on, almost as if his were a physical
presence, with his ideas and deeds, with his example. If one
imagines that Che is alive, that he is in action and that he never
died, it’s not strange if one feels his presence not only in
everyday life, but even in dreams. In the end we must reach the
conclusion that to all intents and purposes in the life of our
revolution, Che never died, and in the light of what has been
done, he is more alive than ever, and is a more powerful
opponent of imperialism than ever.’
Roisin pauses. Tears are running down Mary’s face. She
asks, is that how you feel mum?’
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For the first time Roisin thinks she might understand her
mother. That Mary’s love for Che might just be the thing that
has sent her into a grief so deep that it led to the spiral of drugs
and mental illness from which she is powerless and unwilling
now to return. What else is there for Mary in her life?
And sitting there, beside her mother, for a moment
Roisin is beginning to put a context to her feeling of
powerlessness. As a child she expected to feel powerless but as
an adult she thought she could change things, that things would
be different. Beijing showed her otherwise. That life is bigger.
And doesn’t care. And that if you don’t know who you are, you’ll
never become who you might be.
Mary’s tears fall and Roisin holds her, a physical
closeness she can’t remember having since Patrick was born and
she was about four years old, and Roisin says, ‘Mum, talk to me
about it.’
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ANSWERS
1965
Shannon
MARY

It is a Tuesday. March thirteenth. I remember it clearly. It’s the
first time I lie, seriously lie, to my mother. It’s coming up for
Saint Patrick’s Day and I am off school. I can’t remember why,
I’m not sick, I’m never sick but, oh, yes it’s an early lambing and
all hands to the pump. And I’ve claimed a day of study leave.
The vet is due out and when the phone goes I rush to it. The
phone is still enough of a novelty that it only rings for serious
occasions and I’m always the keenest to get to it.
He speaks in Spanish and for a minute I am confused,
disoriented. I was expecting the vet after all, not ‘Hola’ from
Commandante Che Guevara. I had never really expected to
hear his voice again. But there he is. He tells me he is at
Shannon Airport. His plane has mechanical troubles and he is
stuck there overnight. Could I come and visit him?
I am stunned. This sort of thing doesn’t happen to me.
Nothing ever really happens to me. I’m just a seventeen year old
Convent school girl from Collinstown. How can I possibly go, on
a whim, all that distance from Dublin to Limerick? It’s
impossible. But while he is talking to me the tone of his gentle
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voice and the beauty of his character which shines through it
transports me back a couple of months to when we met at
Dublin airport and I feel again what I felt then. That I would
and will do anything for this man. I’m going to Shannon.
Somehow – whatever the cost. Even if it means telling a lie.
We speak for just a few minutes. Enough for him to tell
me that he has been recommended to go to a place called
Hanratty’s Hotel which is on Glentworth Street and he says he’ll
wait and look out for me there. I try to explain that it is a long
journey from home to Limerick and it will take me the best part
of the afternoon to get there. I tell him I can’t guarantee being
there and certainly not till seven or eight in the evening. It’s
just about lunch time when he calls, I remember. I begin to feel
that I’m putting up the barriers of reality, but he just laughs and
says, in Spanish, ‘I know you will come, beautiful Mary, we are
friends and I will like to see you again.’
At this, I know I will get there. I know, somehow that
before the day is out I will be with Commandante Che Guevara
once again. Something I never thought would happen. I don’t
know how I’m going to get there but I start thinking fast. I put
the phone down and tell my mum that it’s my friend Carole
needing my help with some revision, that it’s urgent and that if I
get a lift with the vet I can stay overnight at Carole’s and come
back the next day. We’ll go to school together and I’ll come
back home after school tomorrow. So the vet comes and when
he goes I go with him.
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Mummy isn’t keen on me leaving the lambing but Daddy
isn’t keen on me staying at home when there is study to be done.
After all, my exams are coming up and he believes that my
education is important. The boys might all stay on the farm and
work but he wants more for his ‘determined’ daughter than the
life of a farmer’s wife. And he knows I want more than that for
myself too.
I only have about half an hour only to get myself ready,
my stuff together and all my savings out of my piggy bank. I
don’t know what it will cost to get from Dublin to Limerick. It’s
not a journey I’ve made before but I hope I’ll have enough and
really I just trust that everything will work out. If Che Guevara
wants to see me, I will do whatever it takes to get there. I would
have walked, barefoot, if necessary.
I leave, with my overnight bag and my school bag. I don’t
have time to talk to Carole and tell her she’s my cover story. I
know she won’t ring anyway. Carole isn’t allowed to use the
phone except in an emergency, so I know I’ll be safe as long as
I’m back to school on Wednesday. No one will ever know.
The vet drops me off in Dublin, as close to the train
station as I can get him to go without making him suspicious.
And I literally run into the station. I know it’s a long journey of
several hours and I don’t want to miss a train. I get to the
window and the ticket seller looks me up and down. More so
when it turns out that I don’t have enough money to cover a
return ticket to Limerick. He tuts and sucks in his teeth a bit,

121

and looks suspicious when I state firmly that I’ll be happy with a
single ticket and I have enough cash for that.
‘How will you be coming home then?’ he asks.
‘I have relatives in Limerick. They will give me the fare,’ I
reply, adding lie upon lie.
Not that it is any of his business but people do like to
make it their business don’t they? Or they do in 1965 anyway.
I’m not yet eighteen and people look at young girls on their own,
even if they aren’t very pretty.
Anyway, luckily for me there’s a train leaving very shortly
and I get on it, my heart still pounding. My brain is spinning
round and round. I can’t believe I’ve got away from home
without them knowing. I can’t believe I am on a train from
Dublin to Limerick. Three hours ago I’d been making bread in
the kitchen with my mother, thinking of nothing more than
what we’d be doing for Saint Patrick’s Day that weekend,
whether my brothers would all be at home and what the craic
would be. How quickly everything can change. Now I am about
to see Che Guevara again. And he called me. On the phone. It’s
like a dream. Maybe it is a dream.
I stay in a state of excitement for the whole long train
journey, trying to remember all my best Spanish, practising in
my head what I’ll say to him when we meet. Trying to plan it all
out in advance. Trying to make sure I’m prepared but I don’t
have a clue what I need to be prepared for.
The train arrives at Limerick about seven thirty and I
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have no idea how to get to Glentworth Street. I have so little
money that I know I should try and get a bus but I also know I
have little time and time is more important than money at this
stage. My priority is to get to Che as soon as I possibly can. To
keep my promise to him. The lies to everyone else don’t matter
as long as I keep my promise to Che. Nothing else matters.
So I get a taxi. My reasoning is that a taxi will be able to
take me to Hanratty’s directly. I have to check the price of
course. Be sure I have enough money to pay for the fare. I
might not care how I will get home but I don’t want to arrive at
the Hotel and have to ask Che for the taxi fare. I shouldn’t
imagine he’d have any Irish money anyway. I’m just thinking of
how can I get there and can I afford it, so, ‘How much to
Hanratty’s Hotel?’ I ask.
The taxi driver looks me up and down.
‘You want to go to The Gluepot?’ He sounds surprised
and a bit shocked.

In 1965 the swinging sixties hadn’t hit

Limerick. A young girl out on her own heading for a pub is still
a somewhat remarkable thing I suppose.
‘No. Hanratty’s Hotel. Glentworth Street,’ I reply in my
naiveté and I think it is this that saves me.
I think the taxi driver realises that I’m a country hick and
so concludes that I must have a legitimate reason for going to
‘The Gluepot’ as Hanratty’s is called; rather than that I am a
suspicious young woman of dubious morality. So he agrees to
take me.
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‘It’s called The Gluepot,’ he laughs. ‘You aren’t from
town?’
‘No, I’m from Dublin. I have to meet relatives in Limerick
and they said to meet at Hanratty’s. I have to be there as soon as
possible,’ I reply.
I don’t want to chatter on. I don’t feel comfortable
creating more of a story than I need to. I don’t understand at
this point that the more you tell of a lie, the more you make it
into a kind of truth. I feel everyone can see through me when I
say something that isn’t strictly true. So I try to keep as quiet as
possible. But he keeps pressing me, so eventually I say, ‘We’ve
had a bereavement in the family. And we are meeting for the
wake. Tonight.’ I try to look like I might be about to cry, and it
must have worked because he takes pity on me and stops asking
questions.
He drops me off outside ‘The Gluepot’ and it’s about eight
o’clock and that is the moment the full enormity of the situation
really hits me. Here I am just the other side of the door from
Che Guevara, a man I’d met so briefly just three months ago. I
must be crazy. How would I say hello to him? How could I just
walk up to him? How could I even open that door?
Somehow, I pull myself together. He asked me to come.
He wants to see me. This man, this extraordinary man who
travelled the world and had been responsible for a revolution
and... he wants to see me. And I am there. I won’t let him down.
I open the door and walk into the smoky atmosphere of The
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Gluepot.
He has his back to the door but I recognise him
immediately. He is wearing the same khaki greatcoat he had on
in Dublin. He has a group of burly men around him. They look
so out of place, larger than life amidst the smoke and beer of
Limerick. They are deep in conversation. I walk across the
room, trying to look like I should be there and it feels like the
longest walk of my life. I manage to pull on the sleeve of one of
his entourage. The man turns round and looks blankly at me.
I say, well I hope I say, because my Spanish is always a bit
questionable

under pressure, especially when it’s not a

classroom topic, ‘The Commandante wanted to see me, I’m
Mary, I’m here.’
And then he turns round.
He smiles. He laughs. He envelops me in a huge bear hug.
‘Mary. I am so glad to see you again,’ he says in Spanish.
Or words to that effect.
The sun shines. In that smoky, dirty pub, Che Guevara
makes the sun shine and the world stand still. While I am there
with him, I feel exactly as I did at Dublin Airport. That nothing
else in the world is really real. Nothing else matters, or would
ever matter again.
They make space for me and we move away from the bar.
Che is drinking a Guinness but he doesn’t look like he’s enjoying
it. I don’t know what to ask for when they come to order me a
drink so I ask for a ginger beer. I’m sure that I’m too young to
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even be in that place but I never feel I shouldn’t be there. When
I’m next to Che Guevara I feel like that is the only place in the
world I should ever be.
We sit at a table and we start to talk. He has to carry on
two conversations because his guards, or friends or whoever
they are, are constantly talking to him. So there are about three
conversations going on at the same time, all in fast Spanish and
it’s hard for me to keep up with it. But I can tell he wants to
speak to me, and it gives me the confidence to ask him what he
is doing here in Ireland again.
‘I came to see you Mary,’ he replies, laughing. ‘But my
plane couldn’t land at Dublin this time. Sorry for the journey.
We are all on a long journey today.’
It turns out they are going to be kept at the airport
overnight, but they had been allowed out into Limerick for a few
hours.
‘We have a curfew of midnight,’ he says ‘What about you?’
I tell him that I hadn’t thought past coming to Limerick.
That it was a long trip home and I wouldn’t go till the next day.
‘You cannot stay at the airport with me,’ he says. ‘I’m
sorry for that. But we can make things okay for you.’
I’m not sure what he means and he speaks very fast in
Spanish to one of his men who then leaves the table. When he
comes back five minutes later there is some more frenzied
speaking and then they all stand up. Che takes my hand and
says.
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‘Mary, it is very crowded in here and we cannot really
talk. I have only a few hours and I want to spend them with
you, not here. Please, come with me.’
He leads me out of the bar, and towards a set of stairs.
‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘We have secured a private room
for you. We can talk there until we return to the airport and you
can stay there overnight.’
‘I don’t have the money..’
I feel the slightest embarrassment but before I can even
really feel that, he laughingly replies, ‘The revolution has money
for tonight. Don’t worry Mary.’
He pauses for a moment, looking straight into my eyes. A
look I would die for.
‘You are happy to be with me, alone?’
I nod my head, struggling to put emotion into words. I
blurt out, ‘Yes. Yes of course.’
‘Good.’
And we go on upstairs to the hotel room.
They bring us up some food and we have coffee to drink.
It’s the first time I’ve ever drunk coffee, we always drink tea at
home. Che tells me that Cuba grows fine coffee, and sugar, and
he talks a lot about Cuba as if it was his homeland, though he
explains that he is actually an Argentine. But above it all he says
he is a revolutionary and revolutionaries are children of the
world.
We talk. I talk and learn more Spanish that evening than
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in four years study at school. But a lot of our communication
doesn’t really rely on language. It’s the way he looks, the way he
touches me, the way he smiles and laughs and I am absolutely
besotted with him. I would do anything for him.
If he had said, ‘Come with me back to Cuba and fight the
revolution,’ I would have had not a backward glance. But he
doesn’t ask me that.
You want me to tell you everything about Che and I want
to tell you everything. But there are some things that have to
remain private between a man and a woman and I’m never,
never going to tell anyone exactly what happens between us in
that room. It’s the only thing I have that is of him and me, us,
together. In a room where there was no time, no outside world,
no other reality; we shared an experience and my life was
changed for ever. You know the result of that experience. But
I’m never going to tell details. They would sound sordid or
cheap to anyone else but it was the most beautiful night of my
life. Then and now I respected and loved Che too much to ‘kiss
and tell.’ It is our memory, no one else’s and I will never let
anyone else share it because sharing it would take it away from
us and would destroy us in the process.
Some time after eleven we are disturbed and he has to
leave. He is taken from me. For the last time. I know it and I
don’t want to believe it, all at the same time. I know that the
present reality is that I must stay at the hotel and he must go to
the airport. I feel like we’ve had our whole life together and he is
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being stolen from me.
As he leaves, he kisses me and says, ‘Mary, don’t cry, I
have to go for the revolution. I will send you a postcard
whenever I can and we will meet up again, I hope, when the
fight is over and we have won. Revolutionaries have to be
strong. Don’t forget me and the revolution, Mary.’
And then he is gone, into the night.
I hardly notice the rest of the night, my first night in a
hotel. That day and night have been full of firsts. It is the
turning point of my life. I am glad that the most significant
moment of my life was being with Che Guevara. I will never,
never regret that. I couldn’t. It gave me, it still gives me,
something to live for. A purpose. A truth outside all of this,
common everyday life we have to call reality. The life I have to
live. Whether I want to or not.
I do remember that I don’t sleep at all though and I leave
very early in the morning, without having the nerve to go down
for breakfast. I have just enough money to get the bus back
from Limerick to Dublin which takes the best part of six hours
and I miss school that day too. I get home around my usual time
and no one has even noticed. No one suspects. In one sense I’ve
got away with it. But by now, I don’t even feel like I’ve told a lie.
I have a secret and I intend to keep that secret, whatever the
cost. The secret is more important than truth or lies, more
important than anything else. I go back to the dull normality of
my everyday life. School and church, dances and boys.
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In June I take my exams. I pass Spanish and French but
by that time it is clear to me, though I’m hiding it from my
family, that I am pregnant and I’m terrified what will happen
when I start to show. So in July, I leave Ireland. Without saying
a word. I leave a note of course, saying that I’m moving to
England and not to worry. I know my mum will fill in the gaps. I
know my dad will be raging but I don’t know what else to do. I
can’t stay in Collinstown now, not with a baby inside me.
Che said revolutionaries are children of the world and the
world is a big place. He gives me the strength to take charge of
my life. To move. When I think of the world he moves in,
London doesn’t seem that far from Dublin. My one worry and
regret on leaving home is that he will never be able to contact
me. If he phoned my home, he would never reach me.
But I have learned to trust in faith. I know that if it is the
right thing, I will find him again. Or he will find me. I have his
baby inside me after all. That must mean something. What I
don’t know is that in July 1965, when I’m arriving in London, he
is already in the jungle in Africa fighting again and that he will
never return to Dublin or London, or anywhere near me again.
He was lost to the revolution, to all revolutions and his life was
to be secret and short but very significant. My revolutionary
duty was to keep our secret, our love, alive.
By the time I arrive in London I have many other
immediate priorities and right up until I give birth I have many
pressing practical things to think about other than how I might
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contact Che. No one could contact him then. However hard it is
to live with I know I have to learn to live with it. It’s the price I
pay for the time we had. I know he would want me to get on
with my life. I know I have to bring up his child on my own
because that’s the only way it can be. I have to face the reality of
my life as a young unmarried, homeless mother in London in
1965.
Our baby is born a year to the day from when I’d first
met Che at Dublin Airport. I take it as a sign that this child, this
love, is being controlled on a stage bigger than I could possibly
imagine. And I learn to live with it all.
I’ve never felt like I felt that night, never ever again.
Whatever I’ve done, and you know I’ve done all kinds of things,
taken all kinds of drugs and lived all kinds of lies, nothing, none
of them, have ever lived up to the feeling of that night I spent
with Che Guevara in 1965. It changed my life. It defined my life.
It ruined my life as well because nothing afterwards could ever
live up to that night and that night could never, ever turn into
another day. You asked. And now I’ve told you.
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QUESTIONS
1994
London
ROISIN

Punk has become Britpop. Mrs Thatcher has given way to John
Major and in 1994 everything seems greyer and less exciting.
Roisin is inclined to agree with the Blur album title ‘Modern
Life is Rubbish.’ It’s not just her, it’s the same for everyone she
knows, everyone she works with, everyone she mixes with. Not
that she mixes much these days.
It’s nearly three years since she graduated with her
degree in Economics. Britain has gone through the boom and is
heading into the bust. Lots of people are making it but lots
more are faking it and many, many more are breaking under the
strain.
Roisin has little time for either music or radical politics
these days. These days it’s all work, work, work for scant
reward. Oh, she has her own little one bedroom flat, nothing
special, in East London (the part of Docklands that isn’t quite
up and coming yet) backing onto where the aspirational yuppies
are moving in on their shared purchase schemes and selling
their souls to market forces.

Everyone’s hanging on. By a

thread. All of which gives Roisin more work.
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After graduating Roisin still wants to make a difference.
There’s still a yearning to ‘Be like Che’ and so she decides to get
a ‘real’ job. With the imminent arrival of the Care in the
Community Act there’s plenty of work in social services. Plenty
of opportunity to sacrifice yourself trying to make things better
for people. But it doesn’t take long to realise that there’s no Care
in this Community and that the word Act in this context has
more to do with fictional realms of the theatrical than any
positive action to make things better. The Law holds sway and
Paul Weller’s early predictions shouted from the sweat filled
clubs comes to true – the rich get richer, the poor get poorer
and we’d all be best to go underground, because there’s nothing
left for most ordinary people in Cool Britannia.
Roisin isn’t cool any more. Doesn’t want to be cool.
Doesn’t want to mix in society. May actually be on the path to
clinical depression but she’s not going to admit to this. She’s
determined she won’t inherit Mary’s mental health problems.
She still has to deal with them second hand. It’s one reason her
flat is so small. That way there’s not enough room for Mary to
land on her on a whim. You’d think.
Mary is one of the Care in the Community ‘victims’ Roisin
works to help. But it’s easier when you aren’t related to the
people needing help. Roisin finds it extremely hard to spend
time with Mary. Whatever Mary’s needs are, Roisin finds it
impossible to fill them. Oh, she can spend fifty hours a week
working on behalf of her organisation, trying to help people
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with mental health problems access their ‘rights’ but it seems
that the rights of a mother don’t count for much in Roisin’s
world. For Roisin, charity definitely does not start at home. It’s
anywhere else but.
The landscape of Roisin’s life in 1994 is dull and grey. As
dull and grey as everyone thinks John Major is, because they
don’t know he’s knocking off the egg-woman Edwina Currie at
this point. Like everything, until you get beneath the surface
you’ll never really find the truth. They sell you what they want
you to see, and myth and metaphor are all mixed up in the mid
1990’s.
Roisin doesn’t even wonder if she’s happy any more.
Happy isn’t a concept she can deal with. She just hopes she’s
doing a valuable job but being confronted daily by people she
can’t help, in situations she can’t make better, makes her
wonder whether she really can make any kind of a difference to
the world. It’s hard to be like Che in East London in 1994.
Her life with Jim is a memory, like all the other
memories. Her focus is on work, that’s what she wants her
reality to be. But some things, some people, demand to be a
part of her current reality, whether she likes it or not. Patrick
shows up from time to time when he wants something. Usually
money. Mary comes too, when she needs somewhere to stay
because she’s been thrown out of accommodation for drugs, or
noise. For Roisin, family are like the proverbial bad pennies.
Always wanting something. Money. Time. Attention.

135

Roisin finds herself spending too many of her spare hours
trying

to

get

Mary

into

secure

units

or

sheltered

accommodation, or somehow trying to pass on what might be
seen as her responsibility. After all Mary gave up the best years
of her life for Roisin, brought her into the world and all that and
no one can emotionally blackmail you like a mother can. Try as
she might Roisin can’t help but resent it. She sees Mary more as
her problem than her responsibility and as such is about the
worst person to be ‘caring’ for Mary. Luckily for Roisin, working
as she does in a small organisation with good networking
contacts, there is always some way of pulling some strings. The
aim is to get Mary some sort of life that does not require
Roisin’s daily input. It’s usually successful, until things go really
wrong. Then you can’t avoid them.
Which is the case in July 1994. John Smith has just died
and the young pretender of all that is Cool Britannia, Tony
Blair, becomes Labour leader. He’s on a mission to create a
whole New Labour party (could have been worse, could have
been labelled Cool Labour) and the country is in an uproar of
grief. Well, those who are interested in politics. The rest have to
wait another three years until Diana dies – that’s when they get
their fix.
More importantly in July 1994, Mary turns up on Roisin’s
doorstep in a hell of a state. But that’s a given really, isn’t it?
This time Roisin can’t ‘place’ Mary anywhere and so for a month
Mary goes to work with her. Mary quite likes it. Most of the time
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she seems to think she’s actually got a job at the office. Roisin’s
trying her best to keep Mary on the straight and narrow, on the
medication and off the drugs, but even without drugs these days
Mary is so distanced from any objective reality that within three
weeks, someone in the office manages to pull whatever the
appropriate strings are and get Mary a ‘new start’ in some
sheltered accommodation, a half-way house. This is a situation
like gold-dust and Roisin hopes Mary will take to it. The only
problem is that it’s in Kent.
Mary’s not keen on going out of London and feels pressganged into it. She’s happy living with Roisin, going to the office
and entertaining the workers. She is living proof, after all, of
the people they are working to help. This fact is not necessarily
helpful to the staff. For all of them, like Roisin, it’s easier to help
someone who you don’t actually know. Easier to give them the
benefit of the doubt and believe their sob stories. Everyone
keeps telling Mary she’s very difficult to help. Mary just thinks
that Roisin is making excuses.
‘It’s your job to help people like me,’ she bleats.
‘Like you mum, not YOU,’ Roisin replies, not for the first
time. ‘I’m too close to you. I can’t help you. You need proper
help.’
‘If you’d put more effort into it. If you didn’t resent me so
much. If you listened to me…’
‘If I could ever believe anything you told me...’ Roisin is at
her wits end.
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The pattern of recrimination and blame is hard to lose
and cannot lead to any positive outcomes.
Then there are days Roisin really tries. ‘Mum. For once.
Let me believe what you tell me. Tell me the truth.’
‘I don’t know what you mean. I always tell the truth. I
don’t lie.’ Mary is aggrieved.
‘So, what about my dad?’
‘What about him Roisin. I’ve told you everything.’
‘You’ve told me all kinds of things, but I never, never
know what to believe. Why did you tell me my dad was Che
Guevara?’
‘Why do you think?’
Getting into a spiral of questions from questions is one of
Mary’s more usual ways of avoiding things she doesn’t want to
face.
‘I don’t know what to think Mum.’ Roisin is stumped. The
question is key but she’s not sure she wants the answer, or that
she’d believe any answer she got from Mary to this question
now.
‘If you can’t believe me when I tell you something,
private, personal, something painful to me...

You’ve always

been ungrateful and...’ Mary begins to resemble the young
Roisin about to throw a tantrum. It’s not a pretty sight. So this
is where the conversation has to end because otherwise Mary
will take pills or Roisin will turn to drink and no one will be any
the wiser.
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Roisin is lost in a vicious cycle. She deals with Mary the
best she can, then inevitably she pushes her too close to reality
and Mary backs off. And that’s the only peace Roisin gets, when
Mary walks away from the real world.
By August 1994 Mary has settled in Kent at least for the
short term and Roisin thinks about taking a break. She’s not
been abroad since the abortive China trip but she has a little
money saved up and maybe she could just forget it all for a week
or two.
Then Patrick turns up. Out of the frying pan and into the
fire for Roisin. Somehow, and Roisin will never work out how,
he gets his hands on the three hundred pounds Roisin has
earmarked for her holiday. So Patrick goes to Spain and Roisin
stays in Cool Britannia. Patrick is living it up in Ibiza with the
dance craze (probably making a fortune selling ecstasy to kids
on their first parent-free holiday) and Roisin spends two weeks
finding out that London is not the great tourist destination it’s
hyped up to be.
It’s true. In London in 1994 real life is rubbish. For the
first time Roisin begins to find some sympathy with those who
just give up on reality and find their own alternative. What is
reality anyway? Who can you trust and what can you believe
and what do any of us really know about who we are? Roisin is
twenty eight going on twenty nine and she’s finally accepting
that things may not work out. It’s impossible to ‘be like Che.’
And maybe it’s all a fiction anyway
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DESTINATION
1999
Cuba
ROISIN

It’s April and the plane lands in Havana more or less on time.
Roisin is overwhelmed and overtired and not ready for the full
force of the heat as it hits her in the face. It’s like she’s walked
into another world. The sun almost paralysing her senses.
Getting through customs with no Spanish is challenging
enough but facing the rank of taxi drivers is just about too
much. She manages to negotiate a fare to the Habana Libre
hotel and just for a moment she thinks of Mary’s story about
Hanratty’s. Is this the point where their lives meet? Because
Roisin is now looking for Che although she knows she’s over
thirty years too late.
The English speaking taxi driver means well, but Roisin
isn’t up to facing well intentioned questioning at this point in
her journey and fails to make the most of the opportunity. She
checks into the Habana Libre Hotel and tries to sleep amidst the
unfamiliar clunking of the air conditioner. There will be time
enough for Cuba tomorrow. Tonight, or three in the morning as
it is according to her body time-clock, she just needs to sleep.
It’s nearly midday by the time Roisin comes round and
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she’s missed breakfast. She goes down to the vast lobby and
skirts round the long desk. She can only hear Spanish being
spoken and she’s not ready for that yet. She looks for a
telephone. All the time she’s thinking ‘He was here. He walked
here. He might have stood here’ And it doesn’t help her to focus
on the task.
She looks for telephones. She sees one but as she
approaches it, it’s clear it requires pesos or some card she
doesn’t have. That will have to wait. She needs to eat. She spots
a restaurant (looking closed) and a café, much more downmarket and looking empty. She negotiates her way to the café.
It’s like someone has tried to sell Havana the idea of an
American diner but missed the point and she sits there, looking
at the menu, totally unclear as to what will happen next. The
menu is limited and it’s a long time before anyone comes her
way. She orders a burger. Surely you can’t go wrong with that?
But as if testimony to the fact that Cuba holds no truck with the
ways of the USA, when it finally arrives, it’s tepid, tasteless and
overpriced. Roisin eats it, manages to negotiate payment (in
dollars) and heads off to try her luck with the phones.
Finally she gets a card and a dialling tone that sounds like
the phone is engaged. But this is not the case and almost
immediately the phone is answered (in Spanish). It’s not
Roberto who answers but his wife Cecilia (who speaks no
English). Roisin thinks that she manages to convey who she is
and that she is at the Habana Libre Hotel but isn’t sure what
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Cecilia is trying to say to her. She doesn’t know whether to wait
here hoping Roberto will come and find her, or whether to try
and find his house on Vedado.
Roisin actually feels like crying. She can’t believe she is so
un-brave in this situation. She never thought about the reality of
being alone, with no language skills, in a place so different. She
thought that because Che had lived there, somehow she would
feel at home. She doesn’t. She feels as alien as you can feel. She
pulls herself together. She must make an adventure of it. She’ll
find Roberto and Cecilia and things will be all right.
And two hours later, it is. She’s sitting drinking a cool
Habana Libre; (the drink now, not the hotel) rum and coke to
the uninitiated, in Roberto’s apartment while Robertito who is
seven, is trying to teach her the basics of Spanish. The oboe
reeds she brought have been gifted and graciously accepted and
Roberto is preparing a meal which will restore her confidence in
Cuban cooking.
Later in the evening, Roberto talks to Roisin about her
plans. It is decided that once she leaves the Habana Libre, she’ll
come and stay with them for a couple of days before trying to
get transport to Santa Clara.

Roisin hadn’t bargained on it

being a flight, but Roberto tells her there’s no other reliable
form of transport at this point in time. Trains – forget them.
Car – impossible. So plane it is. Before that, he will take her to
the Cabana and the Museum of the Revolution since he knows
she’s interested in Che.
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Roberto and Cecilia are is somewhat younger. Both
appear to be of Hispanic origin, certainly both have the sort of
healthy tanned skin most Brits would pay a lot of money for.
Like most Cubans, Roberto is both proud of Che Guevara and
somewhat puzzled by why foreigners should actually want to
come and find out about him. For Cubans, after thirty years Che
is part of the furniture, the mythology, the lifeblood of the place,
but he’s no longer real. They have so many more pressing
immediate concerns and Che is no mystery to them, he’s part of
their history. The history of Cuba is so large and so complex
that Che just has to fit into the allotted space amongst all the
others. After all, he was not even Cuban by origin.
The next day, accompanied by Roberto, Roisin goes to la
Cabana (the fortress on the harbour) and once again gets the
experience she had been looking for; the feeling that she’s
standing where Che stood, seeing things he saw. But it doesn’t
resolve anything for her. It makes her feel, if anything, more
lonely and isolated and further away from him than ever. All
around her are small artefacts, everyday items that Che owned
and/or used and as she peers at them through the glass, she just
wishes she could pick one up and touch it to make a complete
connection. She imagines him sitting at his desk and wonders
what Mary would make of this room. Strangely, the experience
seems to be bringing her closer to an understanding of her
mother than her father.
Roberto tries to be helpful but his comments and
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explanations spoil any personal meaning the experience might
have for her. And he’s so obviously bemused by why she should
be on a Che pilgrimage anyway. All in all, the reality that Che
did actually exist and was actually here, almost makes him less
real for Roisin. It seems less likely that he could ever have
touched her life personally. She realises as she stands in the
gardens outside la Cabana that somewhere deep inside she had
hoped she would be able to come to Cuba and say ‘Che was my
father’ and be embraced by the Cuban people as one of them,
and maybe finally feel at home in the world. But faced with it,
she feels like a ghost, walking through a world she has no
connection to at all. It is disconcerting and depressing. She
tries to put it down to culture shock, but she knows it’s
something much more profound than that.
Roberto and Cecilia are lovely and try to make her
comfortable and to apologise for the state of the buildings, the
state of the roads, the state of the transport system, the state of
their lives. They never blame Americans or Westerners for their
plight, indeed they try not to talk about the ‘whys’ of their
situation; they are too busy living it. Roisin can’t find the right
questions to ask, or the right way to do it, so she spends her
days being a polite guest, a tourist, which is the last thing she
wanted to be.
By her third day there Roisin determines she must strike
out on her own, so she turns down Roberto’s offer of coming
with her to the Museo de la Revolución and armed with a map
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heads off into the city alone. Inevitably she gets lost amidst the
myriad of backstreets but emerges unscathed at the Malecón.
From there she somehow negotiates her way towards Capitolio
and thinks she’s on the right track. But eventually she has to ask
a local for help. Her Spanish seems to have improved, at least he
seems to understand and points and gives her directions in
Spanish. She thinks he says right then left but she’s not sure
which is which. However, she’s pleased that she actually had
the nerve to ask for directions. She knows that if all else fails she
can point the guidebook at them, because Cuba has a massively
high literacy rate and so everyone will be able to read the
Spanish and at least they will understand what she’s looking for.
Pointing and smiling will have to work for the fine detail.
She thinks of Roberto’s favourite saying, ‘¿Donde hay
ganas hay mana?’ which roughly translated means, where
there’s a will there’s a way. This it seems is his response to all
problems or crises.
She finally finds the Museo. Buying a ticket proves
challenging. The woman behind the desk purports no English
and demonstrates no understanding of non-Spanish speakers.
Instead she just keeps repeating her instructions. Roisin tries
all her half learned phrases in turn but she just can’t make sense
of what the woman is saying. She might be saying that part of
the building is closed, she might be saying you have to start at
the stairs, she could be saying anything and in the end Roisin
just cuts and runs, assuming that if she does something totally
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wrong one of the many custodians who seems to be standing
around in uniform will put her right.
The Museo de la Revolución is an experience and a half.
It doesn’t bring Roisin closer to Che but it does help her realise
why Cubans don’t obsess about the revolution in their daily life.
The torture weapons, the visually gory depictions, photos and
artefacts (everything is labelled in Spanish only) assault her
sensibilities and bring home to her the reality of civil war with
an immediacy and brutality she never expected. It seems trivial
to be asking questions about some mythic hero when the Cuban
peoples experience was so real and so brutal.
After a good few hours, including a walk-past of the
Granma (the cruise ship which took the revolutionaries to Cuba
at the start of it all) which looks ill designed even for a short
pleasure trip, Roisin goes past the ‘corner of the cretins ‘ (she
makes the translation herself) which seems to be a mural of
various US presidents and Cuban dictators. And then she hits
the unexpected. A row of coffins. The one in the centre has Che
Guevara’s picture above it. Roisin is transfixed. It takes her
minutes to regain any composure and she tries her most
ambitious Spanish sentence to date: she asks the attendant if
the body of Che is in the coffin. She hopes that’s what she’s said
at any rate.
The coffins are about half size, which is disconcerting.
Roisin remembers that the bodies were dismembered. She
knows that Che’s body was found and brought back to Cuba in
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1997 but she thought he was buried in Santa Clara. However,
perhaps that is just a memorial, and here he is.
The attendant, in his politest and slowest Spanish,
repeats two or three times, till Roisin is sure she understands:
‘No, the body of Che is at Santa Clara. But all the other bodies
here are in the coffins.’ At least that’s what she thinks he says.
Her poco Spanish means that no communication can be certain.
The attendant seems to think Roisin is interested in dead
bodies. Or maybe he, like everyone else here, believes that Che
is just one part of the story and not perhaps the most important
part. It seems that the Cubans understand Che’s purported last
words, ‘Shoot coward, you are just killing a man’ in a literal
way the rest of the world has ignored.
So Roisin leaves the Museo and tries to find some water
to drink (Havana is horribly humid) before getting a taxi back to
Roberto’s. They pass the evening talking about this and that, but
nothing of consequence. Roisin feels she cannot unburden her
emotions on them and so everything stays light and polite. The
next day she’s off to Santa Clara. Roberto has arranged the
flight and a place to stay in a newly opened tourist compound,
close to the city. Roisin is grateful as she’s sure her Spanish
isn’t good enough to negotiate flight and accommodation with
any degree of success. Things are hard enough in Cuba and
without Spanish she finds they are nigh impossible. She
reprimands herself that she didn’t she learn some Spanish
before she went. It was such an obvious thing to do but she just
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didn’t think.
Arriving at Santa Clara Roisin is far beyond having
expectations, although she had imagined that the rest of Cuba
would be rural and her recollections of the campaign in the
mountains made her think that Santa Clara would be more of a
village than an urban sprawl. Okay, it’s an urban sprawl Cuban
style but it’s not what she expected. Although she’s used to
getting not what she expects by now!
She is whisked by taxi to the ‘compound’ which is a set of
chalet style apartments with balconies set in acerage round a
pool and a restaurant. It’s fairly obviously a kind of tourist
resort and while it’s not what she came to Cuba for, Roisin
starts to feel a bit more back within her comfort zone. She could
be holidaying anywhere when she’s within these walls. There
aren’t many other tourists in evidence though. It seems this is
the kind of place people come for the day on coach parties, stay
overnight and move off to the up and coming beach resorts.
The Cubans acknowledge that Santa Clara will be a pilgrimage
site or a spot on the tourist map but it’s clear they really don’t
understand the concept of tourists at all.
Roisin spends a quiet night at the resort, trying to catch
up on her thoughts. She feels like tomorrow will be a big day,
definitive in some way and she wants to be ready for it. She
finds that, even with the vagaries of the flushing cistern, which
means that water drips constantly from the en suite (but she’s
getting used to the inconsistency of the water and power
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systems in Cuba) she is more relaxed and feels more herself
than she has since she arrived. She feels like she could almost
just stay in that room for the rest of her trip and never come
out. Hardly the intrepid explorer.
But come out she does, the next morning and gets a taxi
back into Santa Clara. She can’t see the memorial anywhere and
is beginning to wonder if it will be anything like it’s cracked up
to be, and then, turning the corner, turning her head the right
way – it’s there. The figure of Che stands high on a column
above the city. It’s huge. The proportions are of Tiananmen
Square and she expected nothing like that. The sky is bright
blue and the sense of space incredible. Looking like he’s
overseeing the whole of Cuba, Che dominates without exuding
power. The pose is active and the detail correct, right down to a
plaster cast on his arm. There are several huge white plinths,
with various depictions and slogans on them, (in Spanish of
course and therefore indecipherable to Roisin) and all of these
dwarf the human ants swarming over the steps leading up to
them.
Round the back is the entrance to the mausoleum and
museum.

Roisin is told strictly, in a language even she

understands, that no cameras are allowed and while she is
desperate to hold this most important of memories, she can
understand why. This place is not about the commercialisation
of Che. It is possibly the one place in the world where he is not
being exploited for commercial or ideological gain. This is a

149

place of respect. In the place the revolutionaries are laid to rest,
it is right it should be so.
She enters the museum first and this time is more moved
than at La Cabana by the pictures, the artefacts and the personal
writings and belongings. In this context, somehow, she feels
much closer to Che than she has since she arrived. It feels, in
some strange way, like he is really here – and that’s a feeling
she’d given up expecting. The museum tells the story of Che’s
life and the collection of artefacts is domestic and poignant.
After more than an hour, Roisin reluctantly leaves the
museum, turning right to face the heavy door into the
mausoleum. She pushes it with an effort and entering, is
overcome with emotion. It is half-lit, quiet, like a church and it
takes her all her cognitive and emotional senses to try and take
in what she sees.
On one wall there is a bank of what look like pigeon holes,
each with a plaque beside a box containing a flower, an orchid
or lily perhaps. To Roisin a flower is a flower. Each plaque has
the name and details of the revolutionary whose remains are
within, with the exception of several whose bodies have never
been found. Their boxes are empty but they are honoured just
the same. Roisin can’t help but look for Che’s plaque in the
middle; in a place of honour, bigger or better in some way but
there he is, as if it were random, on the right hand side but not
picked out in any special way. Just one of the boys. Roisin
wonders whether the boxes are listed in the order in which the
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men died, or perhaps the order in which they were found. On
reflection she realises that this is so right for Che. Here, in
death, he needed no more honour than any of the others. Any
life given up for the cause is as valuable as any other life. Che is
special outside, but here he is just a man like all the rest.
Confronted with the final resting place of Che, Roisin is
both full and empty of emotion at the same time. There is
nothing to say, nothing to feel. She is no part of this long past
event and yet this is a defining moment in her own existence.
And all this goes on in her mind while her body just stands,
stock still, amongst the few other people who are in the room at
this moment. A moment perhaps of no significance to them but
then most people travelling all this way will doubtless find
something significant in this quiet, darkened room, paying
tribute to life and death and honour.
Finally Roisin turns to her right and sees, at the end of
the room, a sort of oasis effect. It seems to be flowers and water
but she can’t determine in the low light whether these are real
or constructed. It is a calm and tranquil outdoor scene, held
here within this most sacred of places. Roisin hasn’t thought of
the word sacred since she was at her first primary school
(before Mary abandoned Catholicism )and she has never felt the
effect of the word. But no other word will do in this context.
Eventually, because she cannot stay there any longer
without looking like she’s taken up residence, Roisin leaves. She
wants to go back, but realises it’s one of these moments which
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you can’t have twice. You have to have it fully when you are
there and then keep it as a memory. The transition between the
moment and the memory is excruciatingly painful for her and
she goes to sit some distance away in the landscaped square, so
that she can get a vista of the scene and hopefully regain some
sense of objectivity, having been totally a subject within the
scene for what seems like all her life.
She’s been sitting there maybe half an hour, when she
hears a male voice, ‘Hi. Are you all right?’
She turns round and sees a man, English, and it is a
relief. ‘Uh… yes, just resting. It’s hot’
‘I’m Tom. Would you like a coffee?’
And that is how Roisin meets Tom Black.
Roisin shares a taxi with Tom back to the compound and
spends the evening out on the veranda with him, drinking coffee
then rum, watching the crickets and the sunset. And when the
mosquitoes come out in force they go back into his room and
they make love.
On reflection, Roisin isn’t sure how or why any of this
happened and she’s not sure it’s worth the reflection. It
happened. She’s out of space, out of time, out of control of her
life and her destiny, giving herself up to the moment. She’s
confronted something profound in her life and she doesn’t know
what the conclusion is; certainly nothing has been finalised or
rectified or clarified. Meeting him in the shadow of the statue of
Che seems to be enough of a reason to justify things. Tom is a
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man, he’s real and he’s here. And she needs someone real right
now.
It’s obvious to Tom why Roisin is in Santa Clara, she’s a
Che pilgrim. He doesn’t need to ask more and she doesn’t need
to explain. And Tom tells her he’s in Santa Clara on business.
He’s trying to develop exporting opportunities for Cuban coffee,
despite the embargo. He doesn’t want to talk shop though and
it’s clear that he’s less interested in questions and more
interested in taking advantage of ‘the moment’ they find
themselves in.
In all, it is a glorious, sensuous, magical night and the
experience matches up to it. But it’s one night and the next day
Tom is due back off on his business while Roisin has another
day to spend in Santa Clara. She was planning to go back to the
mausoleum but she knows it won’t be the same. Nothing is ever
the same after the first time. It’s an unwritten law of life. So
when Roisin and Tom part in the morning, exchanging an
embrace but not contact details, Roisin assumes they both
accept that this was one of those unique, unreal moments that
goes into memory. A brief encounter. The end. Until the airport
a week later.
The mind plays tricks on you when you’re tired and
somewhat wearily, Roisin looks up in response to the presence
of yet another man. She’s surprised this time for two reasons,
firstly because she recognises him as Tom and secondly because
he’s English, well, actually he’s a Scot. As tall, dark and
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handsome as she remembers from Santa Clara, with a soft
accent and an unconscious charisma which had already become
part of a pleasant memory for Roisin.
‘You flying out tonight?’ he asks.
‘Yes.’
‘Mind if I join you?’
‘Not at all. Be good to have someone to talk to, to pass the
time.’
At that moment the lights dim. Even in Jose Marti
International Airport the power supply is inconsistent and Tom
and Roisin sit in the airport lounge in the half light and begin to
talk as if they were back in Santa Clara – alone with the crickets
and the mosquitoes.
They have hours to kill and, Roisin wants to avoid the
conversation getting too personal. Tom is lovely, but she doesn’t
need more complications in her life. He’s a memory in the
making after all. Not a reality. So, in order for him not to ask
her awkward questions, Roisin asks him why he is there? How
did he get into the coffee business? And why Cuba?
And amazingly, Tom tells her a story she has heard
before, but from a different perspective.
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TRUTH
1964
Dublin
TOM

It’s 1964. Nearly Christmas. I’m fifteen and a half. Still six
months away from my first real test. Exams. Enjoying life. I
haven’t got any clues what I’m going to do with it of course, I
just take life as it comes. I’ll go to University then get a job, but
it’s all just passing the time. What I love is rugby. That’s my life.
That’s why I’m here in Dublin. I’ve made it into the first XV.
even though I’m not in fourth year yet. The coach says I’m fast
enough to make it worth the risk, and I need to be fast because
there’s a load of boys a lot bigger than me just aching to stop me
and they’re not too particular about how hard they tackle. It’s
my first time away from home. Our school is on tour. Well, the
tour has just finished and we’re on our way home. Won two,
lost one; so we’re returning with honour, if not bodies, more or
less intact. I scored a try. And I’ve got a cracker of a black eye
coming on.
We’re hanging around the airport with a couple of hours
till our plane goes and nothing much to do. My pal Stuart is
trying not to be noticed by a gaggle of Irish schoolgirls who are
singing carols. Trying so hard not to be noticed. I keep telling
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him there’s no point. What can he do in a couple of hours? That
doesn’t stop Stuart.
We’re just living our lives, like you do before an accident,
completely unaware of what’s going to happen next. It’s funny
how when you think of moments that change your life, it’s hard
to get back to the feeling of the moment before it happened,
because of course that was just like all the other moments when
nothing special happened.
Anyway, I remember turning round from Stuart, who
threw me a rugby ball. This was one of his ways to ‘not’ get
attention from the girls I suppose. I wasn’t expecting it and
before I could catch it, the ball was snatched from behind me.
I turned round, expecting the wrath of an airport official
but instead found this larger than life guy in khaki, surrounded
by a bunch of what looked like soldiers. He had long hair and a
deep, foreign voice and said something in Spanish. I didn’t
know what it was, but he seemed to be laughing.
‘Jesus Christ, it’s Che Guevara,’ said Stuart.
At which point he, Che, handed the ball back to me,
shook my hand and said something which I took to be a
comment about brotherhood in rugby.
Stuart is about doing his nut, because he’s clearly more
aware than I am of who Che Guevara is. I mean, I’ve heard of
him, but I try to stay out of politics and so I’m more taken by the
actuality of the man, rather than the reputation Stuart seems so
entranced by.
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But I’m not daft. I mean, I know an important event when
I’m in one. So I ask him if he’ll sign the rugby ball for me. More
in gestures than in words of course because I don’t speak
Spanish and he doesn’t seem to speak English.
He smiles, laughs and agrees. He signs the ball with his
trademark ‘Che’ and says something which I take to mean that it
doesn’t matter if we speak the same language, that rugby and
revolution are international languages.
I think that’s the end of it, convinced he’s about to move
off. Certainly the guys around him are looking agitated and I’m
guessing we’ve taken up enough of his time, a couple of Scottish
schoolboys bearing the marks of a decent roughing up from the
Irish. But he points to my blackening eye and says in broken
English, ‘You win?’
‘Yes. We won two out of three,’ I say. That’s winning isn’t
it? Best of three?
‘Good,’ he says. ‘You play, run?’
‘I’m a winger, yes,’ I reply.
‘Me, kick,’ he says.
‘Do you play rugby?’ I ask
We’re getting the hang of this conversation thing, even
though most of the words are accompanied with gestures.
‘Si.’ He nods. Then adds something which I take to be
about he doesn’t play now but did when he was my age and that
he misses it. Now he fights for the revolution and maybe when
I’m his age I will too. At least I think that’s the gist of what he
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said. He seemed to be using Spanish, French, English and sign
language combined.
By this point Stuart has just about got over the fact that
he’s in the presence of a famous man and asks Che to sign his
plane ticket. He doesn’t have anything else that would take a
signature. Che laughs, suggesting (and I agree) the idea of
signing his ticket is perhaps a bit daft. Instead Che reaches into
his pocket and brings out something written in Spanish and
signs it and gives it to Stuart.
He says, ‘I write, you read.’
Or that’s what we think he says in Spanish. And we nod
enthusiastically.
Then he’s off. That’s the end of the encounter. Or the
beginning really. We pored over that document for months. We
got a Spanish dictionary, we tried to find anyone who could read
Spanish and somehow the document landed with me. I didn’t
think much of it at the time. I took Spanish in my sixth year, in
1967 but that wasn’t a lot of help. That summer Stuart went
into the army and I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t bothered to
apply for University. No one in my family had done that. I got a
job. Two things happened that autumn. The job ‘let me go’
because they didn’t like me coming in with the facial injuries I
sustained playing for the F.P’s. And Che was killed. That turned
my life around. Reminded me there was more to life. I went to
college and took Higher Spanish. To make it worth it I took
another couple of Highers; Maths and Economics.
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And I

applied and got into University to study Politics and Economics.
Where I discovered that the ‘document’ was a page from a
speech Che gave to the United Nations.
To tell the truth, that meeting with Che Guevara changed
my life. It was fitting that a rugby ball started it because that
was the focus of my life at that time. But once I read the whole
of Che’s speech to the United Nations, in the aftermath of his
death, I realised the world held more to it than my small life and
there was more to life than rugby.
Don’t get me wrong, I still enjoy rugby. It took me a long
way, rugby. Places I never expected. Opened up opportunites
for me. But I’m here today, trying to set up export for Cuban
coffee, precisely because of what I read about economic
unfairness from Che’s own writing. And because we shared a
moment with a rugby ball in Dublin. I’ve still got the rugby ball
at home. And in fact I’ve got the document here. It’s in pretty
good condition because it got stuck in the attic for a good long
while, but I found it again after my last trip to Cuba.
Roisin asks to see the paper. How could she not?
And Tom takes out the document, complete with
signature, from a plastic wallet and shows it to Roisin. Even
more than in the mausoleum, this is the closest she’s ever come
to Che. She’s finally able to touch something he touched. Maybe
the trip to Cuba was worth it after all.
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RESOLUTION
2004
London
ROISIN

8th October 2004. It’s thirty seven years after Ernesto ‘Che’
Guevara was captured. It’s not a good day for Roisin. Not a
good day at all. The worst. The worst day of her life. Definitely.
The last day of her life. She is thirty nine years old. The same
age Che was when he died. In a couple of weeks she’ll be forty.
Except she won’t because she won’t exist. She’ll finally ‘be like
Che’. A memory. A myth. Nothing more.
9th October 2004. It’s thirty seven years after Ernesto
‘Che’ Guevera was murdered. The day Roisin has planned to kill
herself. The day Roisin kills herself. The end of the story. The
end of her story.
So how did she come to this?
2004 is a difficult year for Roisin. They have all been
difficult years since the millennium. Nothing much worth living
for any more. Just more of the same. And worse.
1999 was the last good year. The trip to Cuba. Meeting
Tom. Trying to make sense of it all, but finally finding that it
was all as far away as ever. Even if she is Che’s daughter, what
does this mean for her life? She can’t tell anyone, she can’t talk
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to anyone about it. The most important part of her identity has
to remain secret. And she never sees Tom again.
At the turn of the millennium Roisin decides to break all
links with the past, to move on. But living without Che just
makes her miserable. She feels purposeless, pointless, without
identity. She doesn’t know who she is without him. She doesn’t
know who she could be with him.
Mary is, it seems, in remission. The last re-hab seems to
have done the job and she’s been clean for six months or so.
Clean, but needy. Roisin and Mary meet, clash and part time
after time. Both realise the relationship is damaging but neither
can finally walk away. They are mother and daughter after all.
They share a bond. A history. They are all each other has. Apart
from Patrick. But Patrick has followed his father Liam and we
never see him any more. Just as well. He is a career criminal
and on the inside more often than the outside, so not a very
successful one.
In 2001 Mary moves to Kent. Gets a new partner. One
who isn’t into drugs but yes, one who also has a history of
mental health problems. Gary. Gary and Mary are wrapped up
enough in themselves and their joint psychoses to give Roisin a
break for a while and Roisin dreams of moving out of London.
But dreaming is all she does about it. She changes jobs, begins
to drift, stops being able to hold it together. She’s thirty five and
life seems to have passed her by. No husband, no children, no
mother (relief) no father (pain) and no emotions left to share
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with anyone.
2002 continues where 2001 left off. Roisin gets another
job. With each job change she seems to go spiralling down the
career ladder, not progressing upward. There is no upward for
Roisin. Not now.
Roisin doesn’t see Mary all year until her birthday. When
Mary turns up on her doorstep having left Gary. Or having been
kicked out. It’s not clear. But whatever the situation, it’s enough
to have got Mary back on drugs. Drugs are the only relationship
Mary really knows, the one constant in her chaotic life, the one
she turns to when things go more wrong than the usual bad
which is standard.
Roisin gives up her job to look after Mary. To try to get
her finally off the drugs. But Mary doesn’t really want to come
off drugs. She protests and demands and emotionally
blackmails and tells Roisin that if only Roisin paid her more
attention, gave her the love due to her, she wouldn’t need to
depend on the drugs. Roisin feels it’s all a ruse because she’s
come to understand that drugs are Mary’s only reality.
Roisin has given up trying to be like Che. But in 2003
when the Iraq war breaks out she once again wonders what the
world is coming to and what the point of it is. She has begun to
think that Che wasted his life because however great he was,
however strong his moral character and his ideology, ultimately
he died. End of. His life was wasted. Alive, he would have been
so much more important. Roisin knows a live person will always
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be more significant than a memory.
There’s an epiphany. All of a sudden in 2003, Roisin
realises that she is like Che after all. Neither of them are
appreciated. Neither of them can achieve what they should in
life because the world will not let individuals change things.
Everything is subject to politics and economics and whatever
little you try to do (however little or however much) your life is,
in the end, worth nothing. While you are alive you are worthless
and when you are dead your value is created by others and you
are forgotten or commodified.
Roisin decides that no one will commodify her. She hates
the world for what it has done to her father. She cannot stand
the posters, she doesn’t want to engage with the myth. She finds
it all distasteful. But she cannot bring herself to get rid of her
images of Che. He is her father after all. She has a right. It’s all
she has of him. She is different. She needs Che.
About this time Roisin reads an article by Aleida, Che’s
daughter, demanding that people stop capitalising on and
commodifying him through his image. Roisin re-discovers a
sense that there is a reality of Che beyond her imagination. She
had never thought about his other family. She feels mixed
emotions; jealousy and anger as well as empathy that none of
the other children really knew their father either. But Aleida at
least had some memories of her father. He existed for her as a
person not just as a poster. At four years old Aleida sat on her
father’s lap. At four years old, Roisin was introduced to her
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father as an icon. She might kiss him but he could never kiss
her back. She could not throw her arms round him, sit on his
lap, run her fingers through his hair. She could not smell him or
touch him or feel loved by him.
Roisin reads a description by Che’s daughter Aleida, ‘I
have few memories of my father… I think the most beautiful is
of the day he saw us for the last time. We didn’t know it was
him, because he was disguised as old Ramon. I was five and a
half years old... I banged my head on the table. He
immediately took me in his arms… I said to my mother,
‘Mama, I have to tell you a secret. I think this man is in love
with me.’
On reading this Roisin becomes convinced she must meet
Aleida. She must be re-united with her family. Somehow. She
begins to re-read all the old books about Che she’s kept in a box
since after she and Jim split up. She reads Che’s last letter to
his children,
To my children
Dear Hildita, Aleidita, Camilo, Celia and Ernesto,
If you ever read this letter, it will be because I am no
longer with you. You practically will not remember me, and
the smaller ones will not remember at all.
Your father has been a man who acted on his beliefs and
has certainly been loyal to his convictions.
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Grow up as good revolutionaries. Study hard so that you
can master technology, which allows us to master nature.
Remember that the revolution is what is important, and each
one of us, alone, is worth nothing.
Above all, always be capable of feeling deeply any
injustice committed against anyone, anywhere in the world.
This is the most beautiful quality in a revolutionary.
Until forever, my children. I still hope to see you. A great
big kiss and a big hug from
Papa.
The letter speaks directly to Roisin. She cries. She reads and rereads it. She comes to terms with the reality that Patrick is not
her only sibling. She has three older sisters and two older
brothers in Cuba.

More links to her father. She feels the

injustice. She cannot see what she can do to help the revolution
but increasingly realises that in her current life she is, indeed,
alone and worth nothing.
Roisin realises that in order to be ‘a good revolutionary’
she needs to do two things. Firstly, go to where the revolution is,
because there is no way of making a revolution in the life she
has now; and secondly, she has to meet her family. She wonders
if there was ever a moment where Che knew he was her father.
She knows that during Mary’s pregnancy Che was in the Congo
and returned to Cuba in disguise around the time of her birth.
Does anyone else in her family know she exists? Somehow she
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feels that if she just meets them, she will get peace, resolution,
answers. Maybe this was why her previous trip to Cuba was so
unsatisfying. She was looking for the dead and ignoring the
living.
For the rest of 2003 Roisin saves money, all the money
she can, with the goal of going back to Cuba as soon as possible.
She works two jobs, both low paid and pointless because she
can’t hold it together enough to do a ‘proper’ job, not with Mary
in and out of her life. Not with the thought that maybe instead
of inheriting Che’s fighting spirit, she may have inherited Mary’s
mental health problems.

Is she like her father or like her

mother? She has to know.
Roisin is struggling with her demons all through the
opening years of the new millennium. She can’t talk to anyone,
least of all Mary. She refuses prescription drugs for depression,
convinced that this is just a sanitised version of what has caused
Mary’s problems in the first place. Roisin cannot see how drugs
can be an answer when drugs are the problem. So she battles on
without medication. Without help. Without anything or anyone.
And it takes its toll.
When she arrives at Havana airport again in April 2004,
five years after her last trip, her tiredness is more than just the
jet-lag or culture shock. This time she stays for two nights in a
small, cheap hotel and two days is enough to show her that
Havana has changed. That Cuba is changing and changing fast.
Tourists are starting to infiltrate. Consumerism is hitting the
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town, not in a big way, but you can see brand names and jeans
on the street and of course it’s not long before she finds that you
can buy anything these days on the streets of Havana, even
Coca-Cola, if you have the money to pay for it. Even here there
is no escape. There’s no McDonald’s, but it will come.
It’s when Roisin finally realises that it’s pointless to fight
against capitalism. Che couldn’t do it, she can’t do it, it can’t be
done. Like 1984, we’ve all lost before the story even really
begins.
Roisin only has a week in Cuba this time and she wants to
return to Santa Clara. But before that, she wants to meet her
siblings. If she can’t have Che at least she can have them. Some
kind of family. But how will she do it?
She has a smattering of Spanish now, but not enough to
make real inroads. She goes from pillar to post, trying to find
Aleida or Camilo at their places of work, trying to find out where
Celia lives. At one point she thinks she has tracked down
Ernesto’s house, but it turns out not to be the case and she
leaves some very confused Cubans in her wake.
Then, as she has given up, and is about fly out to Santa
Clara, she literally bumps into Aleida. At the airport. Roisin has
always been good with faces, and she spots Aleida coming
towards her and steps into her path.
‘Hola.’ Well, how else would she begin?
Aleida looks surprised, but surprise turns to complete
amazement when Roisin begins babbling about the fact that she
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is also Che’s daughter and that consequently Aleida is her sister.
‘Nearly 40 years ago my mother met your father at the
airport and spoke to him, like I am speaking to you. Then they
met again and I am their daughter. I am your sister and I’ve
been looking for you…’
The conversation goes on for a good ten minutes, in
pigeon Spanish, but eventually Aleida takes in what Roisin tells
her. She doesn’t believe her of course. Thinks that Roisin is
crazy (maybe she is, she’s certainly acting crazy) and it all
sounds so improbable.
Even if Aleida thinks that Roisin is crazy, she is still kind.
She makes it clear that she doesn’t think it’s possible that Roisin
is Che’s daughter (and that she is in a hurry) but she gives
Roisin a card and suggests that when Roisin comes back from
Santa Clara, if she goes to this address they could do a DNA test
and that will reveal any relationship. It gives Roisin some hope
and peels her away from Aleida. Roisin makes it onto the plane
to Santa Clara with only minutes to spare. But with hope in her
heart. At last.
In Santa Clara beside the statue of Che, Roisin once more
finds peace and reflects upon the meeting.

She makes a

promise to Che that if she is proved to be his daughter she will
come and live in Cuba. With the rest of the family. Mary is
useless. Roisin needs to be with people who understand, who
have the same values. If Mary had really loved Che, would she
not have moved to Cuba years ago? Silently, Roisin also makes
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a promise to Che about what she will do if the test results prove
negative.
The mausoleum in Santa Clara in April 2004 is the last
peace Roisin ever finds. It is the place she truly belongs.
Back in Havana, Roisin has only one day before her flight
home. She goes to the address, where they are surprised to see
her, but polite. She takes the test. She imagines the result will
be immediate but they politely tell her it will take a few weeks
for the results to come through. Roisin explains that she’s
supposed to leave for Britain the following day. They politely tell
her they will post her the results.
Outside the building, Roisin thinks that maybe she
should stay in Havana till the results come through and goes to
try to change her documentation. But it is not to be. The Cuban
officials look at her with something between disdain and
disbelief and tell her politely but firmly that she has to use her
return ticket. Yes, of course she will be welcome in Cuba again
but now, she has to leave.
So Roisin leaves. She returns to London and waits for the
results. They don’t come and they don’t come. She hasn’t
enough money to go out to Cuba again. She can’t get through on
the phone. She doesn’t have an email contact that works. She
tries time after time to contact Aleida, Camilo, Celia, Ernesto.
She can’t believe she can’t speak to any of them, that they are
‘protected’ and begins to feel there is a conspiracy against her.
Then, in calmer moments, she reminds herself how impossible

170

communication to Cuba is and tells herself just to wait. It’s all
she can do. And it will be worth it in the end. She will be
vindicated. She will have a new life. A new purpose. A new
family.
In September, she can wait no longer and she goes to see
Mary. She’s made a decision.
‘Mum, it’s really important. You have to tell me the truth.
Is Che Guevara really my father or not?’
Mary doesn’t want to talk about this. She thinks Roisin is
trying to upset her. She is in a particularly paranoid phase,
having just taken up with Gary again, who is like a fan to flame
her mental distress. Especially now they are both on drugs. It’s
the way of the world. Have a relationship with a junkie and
before long to sustain the relationship you have to join the
party.
‘Why does it matter? Why do you want to know? Why
don’t you trust me? I’m your mother. And you have no time for
me…’
‘Yes, but I have to know the truth.’ Roisin is desperate.
‘You’ve never trusted me. I gave up my life for you, a
better life that I could have had than this one, and you…you
don’t deserve Che for your father. ‘
This is going nowhere. Then Roisin drops the bombshell.
‘Anyway, I’m going to Cuba.’
‘Two holidays in one year, you’re lucky, I haven’t had a
holiday since I can remember.’
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‘You have a holiday every day, mum, you just inject it, or
smoke it, or drink it,’ Roisin replies.
‘Get out,’ Mary shrieks. Roisin always does this to her.
‘I’m going to Cuba to live, mum. I’m not coming back. I
belong there.’ She’s voiced the decision. It’s not just a thought.
It’s going to be reality.
Mary sneers. ‘Don’t be so stupid Roisin. If you belong
anywhere it’s in Ireland. That’s where we both belong and that’s
why our lives have been ruined. I should never have left Ireland.
I would never have left if it hadn’t been for you.’
Roisin leaves. It hurts to leave Mary, but it hurts to stay.
She is serious about returning to Cuba. She’s going to Cuba to
find the DNA tests, or take them again. She has to know.
Meanwhile she has had time to reflect on what the future might
hold. If she can prove she is Che’s love child. It would rock the
world. She’s determined to return to Cuba, to speak to her
siblings and explain to them that she is no threat. That she
doesn’t want world recognition. She just wants to be part of the
family. Quietly work with them to promote and preserve his
memory, peacefully try to ‘be like Che’ once more.
Mary last sees Roisin on September the eighteenth.
Roisin leaves in a terrible state. And Mary never sees her alive
again. Roisin is refused a visa to Cuba on September the twenty
first, without reason and again on the first of October. So she
makes other plans. No one will lie to her again. No one will tell
her who she is again. She will create her own identity, take
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control of her own destiny. She will keep her promise to Che one
way or the other.
On the ninth of October 2004, Roisin writes the note that
will explain everything to anyone who can be bothered to read
it. And shoots herself. The blood spills onto the note, making it
unreadable. We’ll never know. Not really know.

The little

details are unimportant. Where she got the gun, why she did it,
none of these matter in the face of the act itself. Roisin is dead.
That is the reality. Nothing else matters.
Roisin’s death, as her life, is inconclusive. Motive and
identity and purpose remain forever unclear and unresolved.
Her secrets and her truth die with her.

As with all of us.

Whatever we tell other people, the real truth is carried inside,
never to be revealed. You have to be there to know it. If you
don’t live it, it isn’t real. And Roisin isn’t real. Passing from life
to death, she becomes more like Che. A memory. A myth. A
story. A commodity. A character in a story.
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‘I don’t want to talk about Roisin any more,’ Mary says,
and stops talking.
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ANSWERS
2004
Dublin

I put down my pen. I didn’t know what to believe any more. I
wanted to ask her so many questions, but I had finally come to
the point of realising that for Mary, notions of truth and identity
were so hopelessly confused that I would never get to either of
them. I didn’t know what to do, what to think, and certainly I
could not help her. At this point, I believe no one can help Mary,
not even Mary herself.
I last saw Mary on nineteenth December 2004 which she
variously claimed was her dead daughter’s birthday, the
anniversary of the first time she met Che Guevara, and the date
of her daughter’s funeral. We had undertaken four sessions
before that date, during which time she told me the ‘story’ you
have been reading so far. The telling of this story was the
‘therapy’ she undertook with me, a version of narrative
psychology. Working with her formed part of my doctoral
thesis.
The nature of narrative psychological therapy is such that
the self as narrator not only recounts but justifies themselves
through their account. Central to this is the understanding that
people use words not just as abstract tools but to construct a
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sense of self in the world and to make things happen. Words
form a vital part of the individual’s identity.
The experience of mental illness has been at least
partially characterised by suggestions that it presents ‘an
incoherent story’ and my aim was to see if this held true in
Mary’s case. I could expect, therefore that under therapy we
would experience the breakdown of a coherent life story as part
of the radical sense of disorientation in her life. It was not my
job to build her up again, just to note down the story as she told
me. The rest was to be left up to a fully qualified psychiatrist,
should Mary agree to see one when she had finished with me.
The questions I wanted to ask Mary were: How much of
this story is true? Did you ever meet Che Guevara? Who was
Roisin’s father? Is Roisin alive or dead? Did you ever have a
daughter?
But my job was to listen to her story, not to ask questions
of her. And as the therapy, or the story progressed, I realised
that my disbelief was so extensive that I was never going to
resolve anything, or help her in any way. Clearly for Mary,
everything she told me was linked and by being linked was real
and therefore true in some way. But where the truth lies was
becoming impossible for anyone outside Mary to fathom and I
felt she was becoming a danger to herself.
I remember thinking that if Mary did not have a
daughter, but was merging Roisin into herself, it was possible
that she might actually be preparing to kill herself. I didn’t know
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what to do about that. My questions were, What are you trying
to tell me? Did your daughter kill herself? Did you ever have a
daughter? Why can’t I ask her these questions? How can I help
her if I can’t ask her questions? Am I cut out for this?
At the end of four gruelling sessions I felt that Mary’s
careful fabrication was in danger of becoming completely
fractured. Only then did I get the truth (or another story). She
looked me straight in the eye in a way she had previously
avoided.
‘You don’t believe me?’ she said.
‘It’s not about me believing you, Mary,’ I replied weakly.
‘But you don’t believe me? You think I’m telling you a
story?’
‘Mary, you’ve told me a lot of things. I’m just having
trouble processing some of them, but really, that’s not the point.
My believing you isn’t what this is about.’
‘Where do we go from here?’ she asked, sceptically
‘Where would you like to go from here?’ I replied in good
psychiatrist fashion.
‘Don’t mess me around,’ she replied, ‘I’m not stupid and
I’m not a liar.’
‘I haven’t called you a liar, Mary.’ I said, as gently as I was
able.
‘You want proof? What proof do you want? What do you
want me to tell you, to show you?’
There was a hint of the hysterical, ‘Why don’t you believe
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me?’ in her voice and I didn’t want to go there.
‘You don’t have to tell me any more Mary. I think the
sessions are over. The story is over now, isn’t it?’
‘Whose story?’ she asked.
‘Sorry?’ I hadn’t expected that. But then Mary was full of
surprises.
‘This would have been Roisin’s thirty ninth birthday,’ she
said. ‘My daughter, Roisin. The one I’ve been telling you about
for the last weeks. The one you don’t believe killed herself. But
I’m telling you. There are some incredible links in life and
Roisin killed herself on the ninth of October, when she was the
same age that he was when he died. Che was killed on ninth of
October, 1967. You ought to know that. Everyone knows that.’
Her tone was challenging, if not threatening.
‘Thirty seven years ago,’ I added. I admit I was trying to
regain control of the situation.
‘That’s not important,’ she said. ‘That’s not the link. The
link is thirty nine.’
‘So, can I be clear here Mary, the significance you are
telling me is that your daughter killed herself thirty nine years
after you told her that you first met her father,’ I said, trying to
draw her out further.

‘The father you told her was Che

Guevara,’
Mary’s face told me that she didn’t like the ‘you told her’
construction. I felt I might be getting somewhere so I continued.
‘Why did Roisin kill herself?’ This was a question I was sure
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Mary could not have the answer to. Unless Roisin was her
construction. Of course, Mary had answers to everything,
because it was Mary’s story all along. Getting Mary’s answers
wouldn’t help with my questions but she was going to give me
an answer nonetheless.
‘What kind of therapist are you, when you don’t believe
me?’ she started but then didn’t give me time to defend myself.
Because even then, even with my disbelief, Mary was making up
the story and I was just a character like all the others.
‘I believe that everything in the world happens for a
reason. That you just have to look for the links,’ she continued.
‘Roisin committed suicide because she couldn’t bear the way the
world had become. She longed for her father, she wanted a
father, she wanted to ‘be like Che’ and after her second trip to
Cuba she realised she never would be. She couldn’t live up to his
expectations. It was nothing to do with me. It was Che.
Everything has been Che, all along. Not me. I just fell in love
with him. That was my downfall.’
‘No, Mary,’ I replied. ‘It’s not Che. It’s you. It’s all been
you, all along. Your story.’
There was a long pause.
‘And you can change it if you want,’ I added. ‘You can
make another story, build another truth, and I can help you, but
we have to work together and you have to tell me what really
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happened and what didn’t.’
‘I don’t know. I’ve told you... It’s all... It’s too hard...’ She
was finally breaking. There was a chink in the armour. Maybe
Mary herself was realising that she could neither go on keeping
her story intact and she couldn’t live the fractured life that had
become of it.
‘Will you come with me to the funeral?’ she asked.
‘What funeral?’ I was confused.
‘Roisin’s funeral. It’s today.’
‘But you said today was the anniversary...’ She had me
totally confused, and not for the first time.
‘You don’t believe Roisin existed, so come with me to the
funeral.’
And I went. Several things happened which surprised me.
But they are really part of Mary’s story, a top and tail if you will.
Framing. Re-positioning her life into an external reality. When I
look back on it I am both surprised that she wanted me there,
and then perhaps not so surprised. Mary used me as the testing
ground from one possible identity to another. Perhaps I was the
one who brought her back to the place she started from, gave
her the strength to face up to that other reality, the one she had
been running from all her life.
At Roisin’s funeral, because there was a Roisin; she had
died and Mary was her mother; I met Mary’s own mother. She
was an eighty odd year old, fairly frail woman who was both
embarrassed and destroyed by the event she was part of. She
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wanted to forgive Mary but she didn’t understand her, and
certainly she didn’t know how to reach her.
On speaking to the mother I found out that Mary had
come back to Dublin just before I started seeing her, which was
just after Roisin was found dead. The body was taken back to
Dublin because Mary was determined Roisin should be buried
there, but there was a delay while a post-mortem was carried
out and certain ‘irregularities’ of Mary’s story were looked into.
All this time, Mary was coming to me, telling me her story, her
truth, her narrative. And in another, parallel world, Roisin’s life
was being picked apart, pieced together and everyone else was
trying to make sense of her death – suicidal as it seemed.
Mary’s mother told me that Mary had turned up on the
family doorstep unannounced, dripping wet and in a terrible
state. She had not seen them for nearly forty years but she was
welcomed home without questioning. Mary’s father had passed
away several years before but one of the boys still worked the
farm and he and Mary’s mother dried Mary out and tried to
work out what was wrong with her. They still hadn’t figured it
out.
Piece by piece they got a story from Mary but I’m not sure
if it’s the same one I got, because I haven’t had time to talk to
Mary’s mother in any detail yet. I should do that, perhaps.
Maybe not though, after all, there’s client confidentiality and the
point of narrative psychological therapy is not to find ‘the truth’
but to help the individual find their own truth within their own
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identity. And it’s not my story after all.
I got a second surprise when Mary had been taken away
by her mother after the burial. I was about to leave the
graveside. An unprepossessing man in his early sixties came up
to me and pulled me by the arm. There wasn’t anyone else left
and I thought he was after directions or a lift.
‘Can I have a word with you?’ he asked.
‘Of course, but I don’t think I can help you,’ I answered.
‘Did you know my daughter?’ he asked, pleading in his
voice.
‘Your daughter…?’
For a moment I thought he meant Mary, but then realised
he had said ‘did you’ not ‘do you’ and finally understood he
meant Roisin.
‘Your daughter?’
He looked me straight in the eye, pain filling his soul and
replied, ‘Roisin. She was my daughter. But I never knew her.
Did you know her? Can you tell me about her?’
Martin Brady had been seventeen when he met Mary
Lynch. They had gone out several times and as with many
young people they had not been able to restrain themselves.
Their emotions ‘took control of them’ as he told me. She was
beautiful. He was in love with her. He thought she was in love
with him. He didn’t know she was pregnant till after she left for
England. One of her brothers came round on the warpath.
Martin explained to me, as he had to the brother, that he would
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have married her. He loved her. She didn’t have to leave. The
shame would have passed in time. But with a voice cracking
with emotion, Martin told me that Mary disappeared in the
summer of 1965 and he never saw or heard from her again. He
was only here today because her brother had phoned him and
told him. He thought Martin had a right to know. Blood is blood
after all. He was stunned, shocked, trying to deal with the fact
that he’d had a daughter all these years and he would never get
to know her.
‘Why did she do it to me?’ he asked me. ‘Why did she
leave me and never tell me?’
‘I don’t know Martin,’ I responded, but I felt he deserved
more than that. I didn’t know what I could tell him, but I knew
he deserved some kind of story to hold onto, something he
could make into a truth he hold his own fragile identity
together, so I said the only thing I could think of, ‘You might not
have known her, but Mary brought Roisin up to love her father,
Martin. She wanted nothing more in life than to know and love
her father and be loved in return.’
‘Do you know that for a fact?’
‘I know that for a fact.
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Well, what is a fact, except a fiction we choose to
believe?
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Other books by Cally Phillips
published by HoAmPresst Publishing.
The Threads of Time (2002)
Brand Loyalty (2010)
A Week With No Labels (2012)
To be published on 8th October 2017:
#tobelikeche. An alternative Bolivian Diary by ‘Jejenito’ – Che’s
‘secret weapon’ who survived the campaign in body if not in
spirit.
The One That Got Away. Not so much a sequel as a different
part of the story told from the perspective of Tom Black. We get
no more than a glimpse of him in Another World is Possible,
but this is his story – though not only his.

To find out more about Cuba you should check out
http://www.cuba-solidarity.org.uk/
The publisher Ocean Press owns the worldwide rights to all Che
Guevara’s work and is a good source of written material about
Che and Cuba in general
.
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