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            Upper Rooms

         

         All Communist families are alike. Each family made up of Communists leaves a unique, indelible mark, exceptional as a snowflake, on those raised in it.

         When I was a child, I was acutely aware that no other children my age were living in a family quite like mine. No other children spent Saturday mornings at Communist Party meetings or marching on protests or helping out at Party bazaars. No other children ate the kind of food we ate or talked the way we talked or understood what we understood (which was everything).
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         ‘If you had to describe yourself in a single word, what would it be?’

         We’re sitting around our dinner table under the halogen strip light in the early evening dark. October 1983. I’m eleven. My mother has recently decided the family should be vegetarian, so dinner is Hungarian goulash with mushrooms, sour cream and cheese. The melted cheese has turned stringy and stuck to my teeth. Flattening his ears back like an owl, our cat mews outside the kitchen window – a pure-black boy cat called Morris. Morris Morrissey. We tend to name or acquire things that sound just like us. At one point we even had a Morris Minor. Whenever we got a lift to school instead of having to walk, my brother and I ducked our heads while my mother parked, in case anyone saw us.

         ‘Isn’t that a fascinating idea?’ says my father. ‘A single word.’ 12

         ‘Well, it’s possibly a bit reductive,’ says my mother, getting up to let the cat in and sitting back down again.

         ‘Yes, okay, perhaps. But this way you get to the essence. You know. Like the relations of production, but in terms of the personality.’

         ‘Can I have some more?’ I hold up my bowl.

         My father dishes me out a second helping. Paprika swims in the sauce.

         ‘What would you say, Conor?’ asks my father.

         ‘Human,’ replies my brother, instantly.

         ‘You see?’ says my father. ‘That’s so interesting.’

         ‘Why is that interesting?’

         ‘Well, it’s the essence, if ever there was one, for a start. Your true gift, Conor, is seeing to the heart of everything. You never get distracted.’

         I take a sip of water. We’ve had a fancy filter installed under the kitchen sink with its own separate spout for drinking water. The filtered water tastes funny. I prefer water from the tap. My mother finishes eating and puts her spoon down.

         ‘Wayfarer,’ she says quietly, joining in.

         My mother has dark brown eyes and mahogany hair. She tans without trying. Occasionally, she wears hoop earrings and looks convincing in a headscarf. I know the story of her great grandmother, Hannah Stanniforth, a Roma who ran away to marry a gadjo blacksmith, over the sea in Derbyshire, where my mother comes from. Hannah Stanniforth was cursed by her people and never allowed to go back. She bore seven children in a cottage on Glasshouse Lane but was griefstruck all the same, as though she’d suffered an amputation. When Tom, the father of my grandfather, was small, she took him to a gypsy wedding. They hid behind a hedge. The slicing of hands. The blood. The salt. One Sunday morning, while her family were at church, Hannah hanged herself from the banister. 13

         When my brother was born, my mother wanted to call him Stanniforth. She wanted to call me Nadine. My father wanted to call me Tamara Aksinia after And Quiet Flows the Don.

         ‘Wayfarer,’ says my father, nodding. ‘Yes, I’d say that’s about right.’

         He reaches over and rubs the back of her neck. They both smile into the middle distance. My mother starts clearing the table for dessert. It’s my turn to do the dishes, but nobody’s turned up unexpectedly, so there aren’t that many. When my parents throw gargantuan dinner parties – six courses for eight people – Conor and I are left washing up for hours, like Victorian servants. If someone ends up drinking too much, which they invariably will, I might get woken by Dad at two in the morning and asked to swap my bed for the sofa. Besides, we have a dishwasher now, so it’ll be quick.

         ‘What about you, Sinéad? What’s your word?’

         I don’t have to think very hard.

         ‘Poet.’

         A couple of weeks before, again over dinner, my father had burst into verse. ‘Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore – ’ What was this? I was transfixed. It was like being electrocuted. It was better than Brecht. A fortnight later, and I’ve already learned ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allan Poe in its entirety by heart. I’ve already recited it to both my parents, who were very kind.

         ‘Of course!’ exclaims my father, delighted. He makes a grabbing gesture at the air and snaps his fist shut, as though snatching a perfect idea out of the ether.

         ‘What’s for dessert?’ I ask my mother.

         ‘Fruit salad.’

         Conor groans. We always have fruit salad. Fruit salad or baked apples with dates and walnuts spiked into their hearts. 14

         I turn back to my father.

         ‘Well, what’s your word?’

         ‘I’ve been thinking about it all day,’ he says. ‘Communist. Communist is my word. It’s the single word that makes sense of who I am.’
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         Other than my brother, I don’t know anyone else who was a Communist Party child. And certainly not an Irish Communist Party child. And certainly not a Northern Irish Communist Party child. But I’ve been drawn all my life to people with quirky upbringings because I sense, however deludedly, some thread of connection between their childhoods and mine.

         One of the first things a friend told me about herself was that her parents were ‘Reichians’, namely followers of Wilhelm Reich, the psychoanalyst who coined the phrase ‘the sexual revolution’ and believed in orgone energy: an invisible magical force suffusing the universe. Instead of an armchair in their living room they had an orgone accumulator. Another woman I know grew up in New Age squats and communes. On the way to her wild, free school on the bus, she’d pass kids from the local comprehensive and feel sorry for them. Another friend was raised an Evangelist. For the purposes of conversion, her family had a house-by-house street map of the area where they lived, marking out the saved neighbours from those doomed to hellfire, as though one’s status in the afterlife were an incontestable fact, like height or eye colour.

         Nothing connects my Marxist-Leninist upbringing with the idiosyncrasies of these other alternative lives. I can only snatch glimpses of what they were like by listening to my friends talk about them. Whatever an orgone accumulator might mean can only be effectively communicated by the 15one who knows everything about it to the one who knows nothing at all. Guesswork cannot help. Guesswork always lands wide. Guesswork tends to dredge up abstract nouns – embarrassment or abandonment or grief, fervour or safety or love – missing the point.

         And here I state the obvious.

         All families are strange.

         Every child growing up in one feels lonely.

         I wasn’t wise enough to know this at the time, or self-confident enough to accept my parents’ eccentricities with grace.

         Between the ages of six and ten, I lived in a little white house on the campus of the Ulster Polytechnic in Jordanstown, where my father was a lecturer and warden and my mother was a student. I attended Whiteabbey Primary School, a squat institution built on the eve of the Second World War with tiny toilets that still flushed with a chain and a GIRLS entrance and a BOYS entrance, a GIRLS bad-weather shelter and a BOYS bad-weather shelter (because people were keener on gender segregation back in 1939, and generally smaller). The purpose of Whiteabbey Primary was to school the surrounding children of middle-class Protestants in God, good manners and passing the Eleven Plus. If the Troubles were raging ten miles away in Belfast, or even on the Monkstown estate within walking distance at the top of the Jordanstown Road, they certainly weren’t raging here.

         Nobody else in my class lived in a student village. They lived in bungalows with front and back gardens on streets with names like Glenariff Park or Rostulla Drive or Dunsona Avenue. Their fathers were businessmen or accountants. Their mothers were housewives or had part-time clerical jobs. On the mornings my brother and I walked to school, passing the security barrier at the edge of the Poly grounds, we swapped universes. 16

         Who were these other children I went to school with? In a sense they could have been anyone. In a sense I made them up. A Marxist-in-the-making, I rarely thought of them as individuals, with complex family backgrounds of their own. Instead, I saw them as manifestations of their wider class. Except society was divided into two classes, not three: the Ordinary and the Extraordinary. We were definitely Extraordinary, which pained me. Not quite understanding what Ordinary was, but desperate to find out, I set about trying to define it.

         A girl in my class once invited me back to her house after school. Her house, when we got there, a hundred yards down from the Poly entrance, may as well have been Mars. Lounge chairs in the back garden. A garage. A conservatory. A mother who greeted us when we walked through the door with a cheery hello and snacks. This girl, I quickly decided, was very ordinary. Was the pinnacle of Ordinariness. Was Apex Ordinariness itself.

         Sometimes we walked home together along the Shore Road, schoolbags banging off our hips, stopping for lemon bonbons in the sweet shop along the way. She wanted to talk about sex. I wanted to talk about food. We chewed while we talked.

         ‘I know what you have to do if you don’t want to have babies.’

         ‘Do you?’

         I’d never considered either having babies or not having babies before. Babies as a concept had not yet impinged on my consciousness.

         ‘You keep your pants on at nighttime. If you keep your pants on at nighttime, you can’t get pregnant. It’s a rule.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘My mum says giving birth’s like trying to pass a melon. Whole. Through a hole this size.’ She made a circle with her thumb and forefinger. It looked really small. 17

         I had more urgent matters to discuss.

         ‘What are you having for dinner tonight?’

         ‘Dunno’.

         ‘Do you have a weekly menu?’

         ‘What, like, in a restaurant?’

         ‘I mean, do you have the same things on the same days of each week?’

         ‘No.’

         The wind off the sea blew into our faces and whipped up our skirts. Our legs were freezing. We arrived at the traffic lights and pressed the button for the green man.

         ‘Do you ever have curry?’

         We had curry every Sunday with glasses of buttermilk, curry and rice and banana dahl my father baked in a tray in the oven with chillies and cardamon.

         ‘Yuk. I hate curry.’

         ‘Do you ever have Eggs Florentine?’

         My mother made Eggs Florentine when she got home shattered from her lectures. The spinach came frozen in a block and we had a special little poaching pan.

         ‘Eggs what?’

         I was constantly seeking permission for my at-odds, sticky-out life.

         If a classmate did something, eat quiche for tea, say, or stay up past eleven on a Saturday night, this became normal. Which made me doing the same thing normal, too. Except my family and my classmates’ families rarely aligned. Food was an unhealthy focus. Lunchtimes excruciating. Mortified by my homemade, wholemeal, doorstopper sandwiches, glued together with some unmentionable paste, I’d clock the contents of everyone else’s lunchboxes and yearn hopelessly (I was a realist) for egg-and-onion white-bread sandwiches sliced into triangles with their crusts cut off. 18

         Whiteabbey Primary School Girls wore their fine long hair in ponytails, knew the Lord’s Prayer by heart and played genteel musical instruments – the oboe or the violin – they carried into school in special black cases. I had crooked teeth, throughother hair and wore my jumpers inside out. I was interested in the lessons themselves to a degree that was not just uncool but uncouth, precociously advanced in certain subjects, and a poor dissembler.

         Even when I tried to fit in my efforts went angular. I asked my parents if I could take up piano lessons, assuming this might help. We’d no room for a piano. There was barely room for ourselves. But living where we lived meant there were lots of pianos I could practice on. Across our back field, Dalriada Hall, home to the School of Music, had a piano in every room and a polished baby grand you could see your own reflection in. The front door was always unlocked. On rainy days, I’d drift from room to room, making noise.

         ‘I’ve found you a piano teacher,’ said my mother a week later.

         That was quick. Though she’d get round to it eventually, my mother usually took longer to action school requests. A square meter of gingham for needlework or – horror of horrors! – a fancy-dress costume.

         ‘Who is it?’

         I pictured an old lady in a parlour with a sleeping cat and a metronome.

         ‘I asked around. He’s called Frank. He’s a student. He wants some extra cash. You’re all set for next Thursday afternoon. He’ll call here after school and walk you over to Dalriada Hall.’

         When Frank arrived to collect me, my parents weren’t in. Frank was twenty, willowy, long-haired, in army surplus khaki trousers and Doc Marten boots, smoking a roll-up. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. His chest blazed. I didn’t know where to look. 19He held out his hand like an old-fashioned suitor and seemed even shyer than I was.

         ‘Hello Sinéad. I’m Frank.’

         Didn’t my parents get it? Nobody in my class had a piano teacher like this.

         I was crushed.
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         Even if I don’t know what an orgone accumulator is made of, what its dimensions are or how hot it gets inside one on summer afternoons, I believe I do understand how the particular orgone accumulator lurking in my friend’s childhood apartment made her feel. Dramatically, all-at-once and in the form of the most apposite objective correlative imaginable – a trap for magical energy – the boxy contraption in her living room marked the edge of the belief system into which she’d been born, the borderline where the fundamental assumptions of her family rubbed up against, contravened, realigned or even upended the fundamental assumptions of everyone else’s, setting her howlingly apart.

         Marooned inside Whiteabbey Primary School, I stared at my face in the blotched mirrors over the sinks in the toilets and longed to be transformed into someone blander and less conspicuous – like Cinderella in reverse. But at home I felt completely at home.

         We never had anything as talismanically other as an orgone accumulator in the four different houses I lived in as a child. There was only one poster of Marx in my father’s study and no statues of Lenin. Our homes were always clean and in a reasonable state of repair, though my brother and I helped to keep them that way to a slightly unusual extent, as though we existed in a microcosmic version of a Russian Pioneer camp. 20

         Our parents did not treat the two of us as children, but rather as comrades-in-arms. If this meant we lived uncomfortably close to the maelstrom of their private lives, it also bestowed independence at an early age and a dense sense of insider-privilege. Living in my family was a shut-off experience all its own. Brilliant. Hyper-charged. Lit from within. A trap for magical energy. There was abundant love in it. Its twin engines were laughter and fascinating ideas. It provided an unusual view. The things I heard in school and the things I watched on television directly contradicted what I had already learned at home. And even though that view was flawed – and it was criminally, monstrously flawed, there is no shirking it – by positioning me at a right angle to everything else, it was the richest gift of all.

         Counter-cultural children, of whatever ilk or hue, hold kernel truths in their hearts which, even if they don’t speak them out loud, they nevertheless believe. Or believe sometimes. That Christ will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead in precisely two years, three months and twenty-two days. That rain can be manufactured with a cloud-busting machine. That a Socialist Revolution will erupt in Northern Ireland. If lobbed at the correct second and pitch, like a hand grenade, such truths hold the power to set the ordinary world on fire – a useful secret weapon, especially if the ordinary world in question happens to be haranguing you by taking issue with your socks or the contents of your pencil case.
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         ‘Are you a Protestant or a Catholic?’

         ‘I’m neither.’

         ‘But you can’t be neither.’ 21

         My mother was English and my father was Irish and my mother had been baptised Anglican but had given it up and my father had been baptised Catholic but had given it up and I’d been baptised by my Irish granny in her kitchen sink as a Catholic in extremis but had given it up before the holy water dried on my forehead and my English granny went to church every Sunday in her Yardly lipstick and my English grandad had died in a coalmine before I was born and my Irish grandad had been interned during the Second World War for being in the IRA but after the Soviet victory at Stalingrad had given up fighting for Ireland and now fought for the Workers of the World instead and I’d tottered off to one state school after another where I’d learned the Lord’s Prayer and not the Our Father and where teachers called me Siobhán because they could only hold one weirdly spelled Irish girl’s name beginning with ‘s’ in their heads at a time.

         I couldn’t unravel it.
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         ‘Daddy,’ I’d ask, back in the little white house on the Poly campus, ‘is the Revolution going to be soon?’

         ‘Very soon.’

         I doubted it. There didn’t seem to be enough of us.

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Because we’re planning it. And because your grandfather’s involved. He’s at all the meetings. And he’s great at Revolutions.’ My father twinkled at me. ‘He’s very good at guns, your grandfather. You know, from his IRA days.’

         ‘I don’t think the parents of any of the kids at my school want a Revolution.’

         ‘Of course they don’t. But they’re the bourgeoisie. They don’t count. It’s the proletariat who count.’ 22

         ‘Are the proletariat the working class?’

         He nodded.

         ‘And are the bourgeoisie the middle class?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘But aren’t we middle class?’

         Our exact class status flummoxed me. So far, I hadn’t been able to fathom it.

         ‘Well, it depends,’ he answered, warming to his theme. ‘We are and we’re not.’

         My father had long narrow fingers. He’d rope them into any argument, slicing the air into compartments as he talked. Sometimes it looked as though he was chopping people’s heads off.

         ‘We’re not middle class because we don’t own any property.’

         ‘Yes we do. We own a car.’

         ‘Okay. We own a car. But it isn’t a very grand car. And we don’t own a house. And we don’t own the means of production.’

         ‘What’s the means of production? A factory?’

         ‘Exactly.’

         Who owned a factory? Who owned Harland and Wolff?

         One person. How ridiculous.

         ‘And we don’t own any small-scale company either,’ he continued, ‘like a shop or a business.’

         ‘So does that mean we’re working class?’

         We didn’t seem very working class. Nobody in my family did any work. My father was a lecturer, so he talked for a living. My mother was a student, so she read books. True, my mother used to work in a factory. The Summit Works on Whittington Moor. She used to make circular saws. But that was before she joined the Communist Party and came over to Belfast on a Communist Party holiday and met my father at a Communist Party meeting and had my brother and then me, two scrunched-up bundles in a row, quick as a blink. Now, at thirty, she was a mature student studying History and Politics 23in the same department my father taught in and living off a government grant.

         ‘No, we’re not really working class either. Or at least not anymore. You see, Sinéad,’ said my father, sighing, as though the answer had just come clear in his head. ‘We’re what you might call the engaged intelligentsia. A sort of middle-class-without-means.’

         ‘So what’s the Revolution got to do with us?’

         ‘Well, everything. After all, Lenin always said the proletariat needed a vanguard. A spearhead. An advance task force. That’s us. That’s our task. We’re the vanguard of the vanguard. We light and lead the way.’
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         In the late summer of 1981, my mother arrived home from the German Democratic Republic after a three-week course on Marxism-Leninism for foreign Communists. She stopped wearing makeup and started wearing dungarees. She pinned her hair straight back from her forehead, as though fringes were a Capitalist frippery. She wore GDR Worker Boots every day for weeks and discussed the imminent Northern Irish Socialist State in urgent, practical terms, ferrying us around in our rusty Morris Minor (my father couldn’t drive). She attended a Communist Party protest one sunny Saturday in Belfast dressed like this. Reagan! declared her banner, in her elegant, pointy handwriting, You Can’t Have Your Banana Republic and Eat It!

         Communism shimmered in front of me, phantasmagorically close. The prospect filled me with queasy alarm. One afternoon my father arrived home in sparkling form. I was eight. 24

         ‘The Revolution nearly happened today, Sinéad, but JP forgot to bring the guns.’

         I liked JP. JP was softly spoken and wryly amused. All Communist Party men were amused. Being amused was a prerequisite for entry. But JP was less raucously amused than other Communist Party men, whose ten-decibel belly laughs intimidated me. I could believe JP forgot to bring the guns because I couldn’t imagine him shooting anyone. I couldn’t imagine my father shooting anyone either, though he had rougher edges and a criminal lineage. So this detail, at least, rang true. But if there were guns, then people must be armed and ready. And if people were armed and ready, then the Revolution must be poised to unfold. And if the Revolution was poised to unfold, any doubts I had entertained were a category error, a failure of faith.

         ‘But what about the police, Daddy?’

         ‘The police?’

         My father laughed. I was clearly being ridiculous.

         ‘Sure, the police are on our side.’
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         Sometimes I wondered if my parents understood how heretical my school life was. Sometimes I imagined giving them tours.

         Here’s my classroom. We’ve been learning about Moses. The plagues, in order, and the parting of the Red Sea.

         Here’s our Assembly Hall. We sing hymns every morning. ‘We Plough the Fields and Scatter’. ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. And though I’d never dream of singing them at home, I do know all the words.

         This girl’s father plays golf. This girl’s mother volunteers at a mother-and-toddler group and holds coffee mornings for 25cancer charities. They all go to church. They all vote Ulster Unionist.

         Even I could see how much these people stood to lose, should the workers rise up at last, power get handed to the Whiteabbey Soviet (i.e. us) and absolute equality be made the rule of law. And here the light of conviction would dim and grow strange and my parents inexplicable.

         But at other times I believed.
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         Totally unlike Belfast Communism, Continental Communism was popular and cool.

         The Fête de l’Humanité, or Festival of Humanity (or Party of the People as I liked to translate it), held every year on the outskirts of Paris, was like Glastonbury for Marxists. From all over Western Europe, Communists came together to sell goods from their respective countries, mingle, dance, drink, smoke pot, and generally celebrate Life on the Left.

         In September 1984, as a delegate of the Communist Party of Ireland, my mother set off from Belfast in a hired white minivan to flog trashy Irish knick-knacks in France. Having survived a rough crossing from Rosslare to Le Havre and the death-trap of the Boulevard Périphérique – Mariachi music blaring from the speakers – she and her posse of comrades set up shop on a muddy field and sold the lot: Aran jumpers, linen tea towels, plastic bullet atrocity videos, Irish coffees made to order at the stall. Misty-eyed French and Italians queued to be served, in thrall to notions of Wild Éire and the romance of the war-torn North. (Communists around the world tended to offer uncritical support to the IRA in Northern Ireland in the same way they offered uncritical support to the Soviet leadership of the USSR: without actually having to live there.) 26

         She arrived home in time for tea one Tuesday looking pale and drawn from the journey. She wouldn’t tell me her adventures yet – that would come – but as she revived in the warmth of the living room while my father finished getting dinner ready next door, she dragged her suitcase over towards her feet and opened it. I perched beside her on the sofa, leaning in.

         ‘Look. I’ve brought you something magnificent, my darling.’

         On top of clothes, squashed packets of chocolates and boxes of smelly cheese, lay a large sheet of embossed paper folded into four with a tear along one corner.

         ‘This year’s Fête de l’Humanité poster. I knew you’d love it.’

         She laid the paper flat on the living-room carpet and smoothed it out. I saw a boy blown huge in a beret and dark waistcoat emerging out of smoke.

         ‘It’s a detail from Liberty Leading the People by Eugène Delacroix,’ she explained.

         The name meant nothing to me.

         ‘What’s he doing?’ I asked, pointing at the boy.

         ‘Storming a barricade.’

         I can’t remember if his two pistols, one over his head and one at his side, were included in the poster, or mysteriously softened into the background, but I adored him either way: his scarf, his shirt, his satchel, his open, kissable mouth.

         ‘Can I have it for my bedroom?’

         My mother laughed.

         ‘Of course. That’s why I brought it for you.’

         I carried the poster carefully upstairs and stuck it to the wall with Blu Tack.

         I first encountered the original Liberty Leading the People four years later on a family holiday to Paris, during an obligatory tour of the Louvre. I was tired. I’d brought the 27wrong shoes. My feet hurt. Resentful of the miles of gleaming galleries and the masterpieces on the walls, I looked up and spotted my first pin-up. My heart leapt in recognition, then slowed. It was the same figure alright, advancing out of a battleground. But where the person on my poster was solitary, here he was in company, a few steps behind the centrepiece of Liberty herself – bare-breasted, massive-armed, blazing like a torch. There were an awful lot of dead bodies, stinking heaps of them, piled up in the foreground (was Delacroix being ironic?). But even at sixteen, when I should perhaps have known better, I ignored them. Yet how clever the Party of the People’s marketers had been, transforming my barricade boy into his own light source! Until I left home for university, he kept watch over my bed – radiantly unproblematic. A candle-bearer in marvellous clothes. A beacon in a darkling time.

         In wranglings over the right versus the wrong side of History, Beauty helps.
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         The single constant Christmas tradition my family knew was helping out at the Communist Party Christmas Bazaar. We had a wavering relationship with other common-or-garden Christmas traditions, like Santa Claus or Christmas trees. Santa was such an obvious Capitalist ruse; my parents were lukewarm about him from the start.

         ‘How does Santa get inside our house, Daddy, when we don’t have a chimney?’

         ‘He comes in through the window.’

         ‘But the windows are shut. Does Santa smash the windows of the houses with no chimneys?’

         ‘No. At least, I don’t think so.’

         ‘How does he get inside then?’ 28

         ‘Well he’s… He’s magic, isn’t he?’

         My brother and I saw through Santa before we hit primary school.

         In the early years there was a tree, with baubles and tinsel, assembled from a box kept up in the attic, but my father soon put his foot down. Christmas trees were vulgar, the way crackers and hats were vulgar. For most of my childhood we didn’t have one. But every second week in December, we’d get up early, assemble at the Party Premises at nine o’clock sharp and get ready to sell the Soviet Bloc to whoever might turn up.

         Conor and I helped set up the trestle tables. We lifted assorted Communist wares out of boxes and arranged them in tidy rows – Russian tablecloths in red and green floral designs; Bulgarian rose perfume in painted vials. Wooden train sets. Bottles of vodka and tins of caviar, labelled in thrilling Cyrillic. In one corner, adults took turns selling a limited array of refreshments – tea and coffee, sandwiches, Irish stew. In another corner, a comrade manned a turntable, swapping Red Army Choir classics like ‘Kalinka’ or ‘Song of the Volga Boatmen’ with Shostakovich’s 7th symphony for the Leningrad Siege.

         Things were invariably slow to start. But by afternoon, the room would gradually fill with people. Anyone who’d attended a Communist Party meeting, ever. Trade Union men in suits, laughing, red-faced, doling out handshakes. A few bewildered shoppers lured in by the street sign – Christmas Bazaar! Get Your Last-Minute Presents Here!’ – who’d trail around briefly, then leave. After lunch, my dashing grandfather would arrive, his hareem of my grandmother and her sister in tow, in tights and buttoned-up coats and headscarves, clutching their handbags like AK47s. But even they wouldn’t stay long. As darkness fell, obliterating the alleyway outside, the buzz in the room would slowly ebb away. By five o’clock, we’d be back where we started, my brother and I skidding about in our 29socks amongst a handful of the Party faithful, packing up what hadn’t been sold.

         A year after my mother’s trip to France, a Communist from Paris turned up at our house. He’d come to stay for a few days. He was small and dark and wore round rimless glasses, like a character out of a Victor Hugo novel. As usual I gave up my bed and decamped to the sofa. I was pleased to think of my poster keeping him company – a little piece of home on the wall to make him feel at home. I tried practising my French on him at breakfast.

         ‘Bonjour Monsieur. Avez-vous bien dormi?’

         ‘Uh… oui, très bien. Merci.’

         My mind went blank.

         It was a relief to us both when I reverted to English.

         During his visit, the Communist Party hosted a Fête de l’Humanité of its own in a church hall on Rosemary Street – a wide bright room upstairs overlooking a pedestrian precinct. We used this church hall quite a lot, and if this was incongruous, given the Party’s militant atheism, it also provided a direct link to Belfast’s revolutionary past. William Drennan, founding member of the United Irishmen and a key light of the 1798 Rising, had been raised in this church and introduced to non-Conformist radicalism by his Presbyterian Minister father.

         The Fête de l’Humanité à la Belfast wasn’t all that different from the usual Party bazaars. The transition from ‘fête’ (music, joy, exquisite regional foods) to ‘bazaar’ (unorthodox jumble sale) tells you everything you need to know. It was dull outside. There were more Party members than punters. Though it was slightly more inclusive than usual. I couldn’t imagine anyone in the Communist Party in Belfast allowing the Trotskyite Socialist Workers within a mile of their hallowed space, even if they were laxer in France, but CND was here, and the League Against Animal Cruelty. I watched a dismal video 30about mink farms and signed a petition for an Anarchist in a studded leather jacket who looked lonely and cold.

         And there was an Extra-Special Guest.

         Later that evening, me, my parents and the rest of the Party’s inner cadre made our way round to the Duke of York on Commercial Court. In a narrow function room upstairs, for the first and only time in my life, I encountered a man I referred to later in a poem about the same occasion as ‘an actual Soviet Representative’.

         I assumed at the time – and I don’t know where I got this from – that this man was a member of the Politburo, though this surely wasn’t the case, unless he was being punished for some grave misdemeanour by being sent to the 1980s European equivalent of Outer Siberia. He was more likely a minor official, handsome, tall, dark-haired, in his late ’30s or early ’40s. He spoke reasonable English, inflected, I whimsically supposed, with the frosts of All the Russias, and wore a dark blue woollen overcoat. (Men on the Left of a certain generation were distinguished by finely tailored outerwear. All his adult life, my grandfather wore expensive Donegal-tweed overcoats and cut a movie-star figure at May Day rallies.)

         The Soviet stood up. The glasses at the back of the counter sparkled. It was dark outside but here in this upper room it was warm and bright. A mirror reflected a slice of myself, waiting quietly beside my father in his Bolshevik leather jacket, cradling a tumbler of whiskey. My narrow face. My terrible jumper. The Soviet cleared his throat.

         He brought the greetings of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and the good wishes of General Secretary Gorbachev.

         It was an honour to be here with us in Belfast.

         It had been an inspiring afternoon, a demonstration of Socialist solidarity and friendship between nations. 31

         And then he looked at us one by one, which didn’t take long. He may even have glanced at me directly. I can imagine my solar plexus lurching slightly, giving way. Here, among us, among friends, he was more glamorous than Hollywood (which we disdained). He was cleverer and more noble. He carried so much – Sputnik and wheat fields, sturgeon and chess, the defeat of the Fascist menace in Europe – I wasn’t sure how he stayed upright.

         ‘You may be small in number,’ he went on, ‘but you are very lucky.’

         Speechifying was the blood-pulse of the Left. Preferably with a megaphone, preferably from a high place, a stage, a table, a pallet, an orange crate, men – and it was usually men – would stake their claim on posterity with rousing rhetoric and sing-song intonation, learned like an alphabet from speakers before them and then loudly replicated. After he died, in the speeches of other people, I heard my grandfather’s voice. One of the reasons the Soviet was so remarkable was the quietness of his voice. He had the low, measured address of the supremely confident.

         ‘Change is coming. It cannot be stopped. Even if you are ignorant. Even if you wish to intervene and turn it back. It cannot be halted or reversed.’

         This was History-with-a-Capital-H stuff. This was Capitalism-becoming-Socialism-becoming-Communism, inevitably. Which I knew all about, because my father had told me. But this man saying it made it different. This man saying it made it true.

         ‘You may be small in number but you are lucky. Lucky, because you know what is coming, which means you will be waiting and prepared. Outside’ – here he held up one arm theatrically – ‘outside, they are not so lucky.’ 32

         I thought of shoppers round the corner on Bridge Street. Families tucking into lasagne and chips in Delaney’s. How surprised they were going to be.

         ‘Western Capitalism will come to an end and they will not be ready. But you, here in this room, you will be ready. You will be ready for the future because you know the face the future will wear. You will be ready and prepared.’

         I can’t remember anything else. Did we clap? I have no idea.

         In the silence after he’d finished, my usual doubts and oscillations vanished. Certainty surged through me. If the Soviet had asked me to join the Connolly Youth Movement, tithe a portion of my pocket money, abandon my family to build a hydroelectric dam in Murmansk, I would have done so on the spot.

         I sat in stunned silence in the car on the way home, the night grown sparkly with frost. My mother and the Parisian went inside to get warm by the fire. I stayed outside on the driveway with my father. I didn’t even have a coat on. I touched his arm. I had something important to tell him.

         ‘We’re right,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t actually sure before now, but we really are on the winning side.’

         ‘We are,’ my father shot back. ‘We are right. Not everyone can see it. Only special people can see it. But at least you’re the kind of special person who can.’

         It was like taking a seat at God’s Table, like knowing oneself among the 144,000 Elect destined for heaven. Communism in Belfast held meaning, not in spite of being marginal and broadly shunned. It held meaning because of being marginal and broadly shunned, which made the upper rooms we inhabited all the more dazzling, if only for an evening, if only for the span of a held breath after a speech, when it all made sense.
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         33In Stephen Poliakoff’s 1999 television drama, Shooting the Past, Timothy Spall, aka oddball Oswald Bates, drops some film off at his local photography shop, back when we still used film and had to wait a week to see what the ravenous little eye of our cameras had caught. Inside the shop hang strips of amateur snaps. Office parties. Birthdays. Holidays.

         ‘There are those who find other people’s pictures totally dull,’ announces Spall, à propos of nothing, to the shop assistant. ‘But I adore them.’

         CUT TO two women with their arms around a man in a Santa Claus costume. A woman in her kitchen, feigning surprise. Four regular families around four regular dining tables. All of it superfluous and everyday, with the dressed-down, lopsided feel of the minor occasion.

         ‘You just have to say one thing to make these pictures totally electrifying,’ Spall goes on. ‘These people, some of these people, are about to be hit by the most terrible change.’

         CUT TO a man balancing two small children on his knees, the three of them delighted, taken just so, and on cue, everything that might be about to happen next – suicide, radiotherapy, abuse – overshadows the happy scene and the photo morphs from boring to unbearable in a flash.

         Time ironises everything. Our childhoods. Our marriages. Our children’s childhoods.

         Fast forward a decade to the ruins of the Soviet Empire and this pep talk to the Belfast Party faithful would be beyond ridiculous. I was thirteen and hormonally disposed to believe it, but it was admittedly a bit ridiculous back in 1985, possibly even to the Representative himself, who trailed not Sputnik and wheat fields, but empty shelves, wildfire alcoholism and crumbling infrastructure in his wake.

         Peer inside the Soviet’s head as he was making his little speech and perhaps a completely different reality takes shape. 34A reality coloured, not by History’s glorious advance, but by rote talk and weariness, by an ever-widening gap between the thing and the word for the thing, that could well have been eating him alive. His public lauding of what we knew notwithstanding, he may even have held us in contempt for what we didn’t know, or pretended not to know, for what we kept on pretending not to know, dogged idealists that we were, which by then could only be classed as complicity in bankruptcy. Or held himself in contempt for what he knew but couldn’t say.

         Fast forward a decade and the Soviet in the dark blue coat who’d taken my breath away in the Duke of York would have probably been a Venture Capitalist.
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         What does Communism do to time?

         It postpones it.

         True Communism was always chimerical – set to unfold in some unknowable future. True Communism was our equivalent of the Rapture so many millenarian Protestants in Northern Ireland pinned their faith on, the Day of the Lord arriving like a thief in the night, lifting the saved into heaven in a single velocitous flash, leaving their shoes behind. If the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 had given birth to the world’s first Socialist society in practice (and was slavishly defended by Western Communists for having done so), its failings could also be continuously excused because Communism hadn’t quite happened yet. Existing in two tenses at once was Communism’s greatest trick. Or could be excused for several decades at least, especially by throwing White Army atrocities, Stalin’s saboteurs or Operation Barbarossa into the 35mix. Though there is only so long you can keep your eyes on the prize if the lifts don’t work and you can’t get a doctor’s appointment.

         What does the end of Communism do to time?

         It makes a poem.

         It locks the door on a roomful of people who were still talking, who for all they knew still had things to do and places to go. It renders them emblematic, when they never considered themselves any such thing.

         During the Communist era, and just over a hundred miles south of Belfast in Dublin, the poet Patrick Kavanagh was writing sonnets. A fierce opponent of systematic world views, Kavanagh was as critical of pasts warped by nostalgia as he was of visionary futures, carefully attending instead to what was around him in the present moment. In his poem ‘The Hospital’, he attests that the point of poetry is to ‘[s]natch out of time the passionate transitory’ – to rescue an aspect of lived reality from the tyranny of the time continuum, whose only end is the grave. The things Kavanagh rescues in ‘The Hospital’ are very ordinary: square cubicles, wash basins, a view of gravel through the window.

         Philip Larkin, too, describes a poem as a verbal device that can ‘preserve’ an experience indefinitely by ‘setting it off in other people’. ‘Preserve’, like a corpse in Ancient Egypt or an eel in aspic. The condition of being both finished and in danger of permanent dissolution appears a prerequisite for lyric attention.

         In ‘The Hospital’, Kavanagh doesn’t just build an after-the-fact hospital ward in language more indestructible than the physical ward in the Rialto Hospital where he was treated for lung cancer in 1955. He builds a sonnet, that four-square room of a poem if ever there was one, and locks the door, and so forces all the mundane objects stuck inside to resonate with meanings beyond themselves. 36

         Which is easy and rather cruel and what Stephen Poliakoff deploys so effortlessly in his one-and-a-half-minute sequence in which random individuals in photographs are transmuted into symbols – of loss, of grief, of entropy, of us – at a stroke.

         ‘Perhaps being old is having lighted rooms / Inside your head, and people in them, acting,’ muses Larkin in his desolate poem ‘The Old Fools’. Alongside Rosemary Street Presbyterian Church Hall and the function room of the Duke of York, my childhood contained other upper rooms of Communism now lost to me forever. And not lost because I grew up and left them behind. Or because the buildings that housed them fell apart. But lost because the Soviet Bloc collapsed at the end of the 1980s and nobody saw this coming. Like the flotsam of the everyday, rescued from time, these interior spaces still hang suspended inside my head, brilliantly lit, brilliantly wrong, with people in them, acting.
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         On any given day during the 1980s, if I went looking for my father or mother in Belfast city centre, I’d find them in one of two places: the Communist Party Premises or Transport House. A quick jaunt up Hill Street to Skipper Street to High Street brought me from the Premises to Transport House in less than five minutes.

         On the way I’d pass the Ulster Bank on Waring Street, whose grand Neoclassical dome had been bombed in the Blitz. According to family lore, my grandfather had helped piece this dome back together after the War, when he’d just been released from Crumlin Road Jail and construction sites all over the city were crying out for wiry young men like him.

         A keen local historian, my grandfather was happiest in tour-guide mode. 37

         ‘Did you know there’s a river buried beneath High Street?’ he’d ask me.

         How could you bury a river? Wouldn’t it leak?

         ‘The Farset. Or ford. That’s how the city got its name. Béal Feirste. The mouth of the sandbank ford. They covered it over in 1804.’

         Perhaps fish still swam in it, blind in the dark, under our feet.

         ‘Mind you,’ he’d add, throwing his hands wide, ‘it was clogged with all sorts of unmentionables by then. Human effluent and so on. So you can understand the solution to the problem.’

         Like all autodidacts, my grandfather had a wide vocabulary. He placed stresses in unusual places, as though he’d only read the words and never heard them spoken. ‘Effluént’, he might have said, and my mind would skip to catch up. I imagined him high up on some building’s exoskeleton through the freezing winter of 1947, with a barrow of cement or brick hod, one ear cocked for the Farset’s impossible splash.

         Dark and cheap, the Premises were a far cry from the sunlit wonder of the Ulster Bank. Hidden down a cobbled alleyway (or ‘entry’ in Belfast parlance) called Exchange Place, they suited the notion of the Communist Party as a secret society, plotting harm. The downstairs windows were barred for security reasons - ‘iron bars to keep the Iron Lady out,’ quipped my brother – while the whole building exuded an air of Dickensian squalor.

         On the ground floor was a bathroom I never used, the office of the General Secretary I never visited, and the print room, which I remember containing a printing press you worked by cranking a handle, as in those offices of Wild West frontier towns. But my father has since corrected me. The Belfast Communist Party newspaper Unity was conjured into existence on a surprisingly modern, electric machine. 38

         Meetings, bazaars, fundraisers and discos took place upstairs. The largest room had old wooden floorboards and windows along the right-hand side that rattled in the wind. Years later, when my brother and I were teenagers, our parents would bring us along to Connolly Youth Movement socials. At this point, they didn’t seem much older than we were. We’d sit together round a table, chatting, drinking the same pints of beer, like the very good friends we were, then get up to dance to the same songs. My mother, who’d danced all night at the Esquire club in Sheffield, would take me by the hands and twirl me under her arms.

         The Connolly Youth Movement soundtrack featured classics from the ’60s and ’70s mixed in with an ’80s indie vibe – Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, Simply Red – always hitting a grand finale with ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ by The Special AKA. We’d dance so wildly we’d collapse afterwards, panting.

         Yet so much of what transpired inside the Premises bored me to the point of almost physical pain. The round of ceaseless weekly meetings made my skin itch. I wanted to be reading the book I’d stupidly forgotten. Or to be elsewhere and away. Instead, trapped and resentful, I fidgeted beside my riveted father, who was biding his time to speak, as agenda items and points of order and labyrinthine debates over policy differences sailed over my head.

         Every upper room was cruddy with cigarette smoke. Sometimes I’d focus on a single blue line as it pirouetted towards the ceiling, with those neat turns cigarette smoke makes for no reason, turning back and then back on itself in a decorous square.

         Sometimes I’d watch a comrade fetch an apple from her string bag and peel it laboriously with a pocket knife. Sometimes I’d watch her knit, a Tricoteuse before the guillotine, though to the background drone of the price of teabags or the rota for selling Unity rather than screams. 39

         Often I’d look at the posters stuck crookedly round the walls. Beside Marx’s crazy-haired portrait, all beard and enormous head, a row of Soviet nuclear weapons transmuted wondrously into flowers. I’d study the slogan in Russian printed beneath the missiles and wonder what it said. Staring at the floor, I was surprised once to find a gap in the floorboards – a spy hole all my own! – though someone had noticed it first and used its crannies as an ashtray.

         As I write, Exchange Place in what’s now known as Belfast’s Cathedral Quarter has undergone a shiny post-ceasefire facelift, while Transport House at the bottom of High Street stands abandoned. But throughout my childhood, if only in my own head, Transport House was the Premises’ more salubrious twin. During my teenage years, my grandfather and mother both worked there, while my father may as well have, he spent so much time conferring with the Transport and General Workers’ Union General Secretary, John Freeman.

         Oddly pointy, clad in turquoise faience tiles, Transport House’s most striking feature was a Russian Constructivist mural depicting the industries of Ulster: a plane, a ship, a factory and a column of identikit workers marching along the base. On sunny afternoons, Transport House was so incongruously bright, you could spot it winking at you from the top of Black Mountain, back when buildings in Belfast were prone to explode, to be replaced by grey rectangular boxes as swiftly as possible.

         Completed in 1959, the interior of Transport House had a distinctly Cold War feel about it, but from the Soviet side – serious, sombre-toned, hushed. If I close my eyes, polished floors, a padded lift and massive windows filled with Belfast weather line up to greet me. The top storey looked out on the Albert Clock, a yellow-sandstone tower constructed on sleech, Belfast’s notoriously unstable foundation, and listing slightly. Further off, where the clouds gathered and sagged, lay the 40docks and heavy industry of the shipyards. When the IRA blew up the Clock Tower in 1992, the windows along the east side of Transport House shattered. The building wore plastic sheeting for months, like a blinded bride.

         All day long, men swept through the ground-floor reception and later swept back out again, swapping failsafe, jocular hellos.

         ‘How’s it goin’ there, Joey?’

         ‘Survivin’, Mike, survivin’.’

         ‘We must get together soon to talk about that Trades Council report…’

         I loved its wide white staircase best because my mother lived at the top and I knew where to find her: in an office with her name on the door beside my grandfather’s office with his name on the door. Transport House was the House of the Morrisseys. And as though it were actually Russia, and I a cherished Party child, the staff were especially friendly and John Freeman avuncular. If I was ambling around Belfast after school, I’d sometimes pop in to see my mother as a surprise.

         ‘Ach hello Sinéad love,’ one of the receptionists would say, seated near the entrance behind a Perspex screen with an earpiece over her head.

         ‘Go on up. She’s just out of a meeting. I’ll give her a wee buzz to tell her you’re here.’

         After my mother left, and the waters of Transport House had long since closed over the gap, I called in once to visit my grandfather, who was still working aged seventy-six. My mother’s gait ghosted through my gait, and her face through my face, I was making my way up the staircase just as an old friend of my mother’s was coming down. Catching sight of me unexpectedly, this woman placed her hand over her mouth in a sudden tug of grief and gasped.
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         41The silliest book I have read about Communism must be Kenneth Newton’s The Sociology of British Communism, though my second-hand, first-edition copy is also the sweetest-smelling book I own. I lift it and smell it again now. A bookshop in a basement springs to mind, with a bell above the door and a Superser; wood shavings, ink, apple, bergamot, pine.

         Who was its former owner who smelled so sweet? A Mr ‘DM Shapiro’ of ‘The Treasury’, so the flyleaf tells me, who purchased his copy of The Sociology of British Communism in 1970, a year after it was first published, and who bothered to cut out, annotate and store within its pages a review by ‘Mr Neal Wood from Political Quarterly, Volume 40, July, 1969’ – this last written out in meticulous script.

         In 1969, The Sociology of British Communism mattered.

         And it mattered because in 1969, Communism mattered. The Soviet Union mattered.

         In 1969, my father first travelled to the USSR to represent Ireland at an international Komsomol conference. He almost drowned trying to swim in the Volga River. He met a veteran of the Battle of Stalingrad in her ordinary headscarf and boots who looked two decades older than she was and who, to this day, every time he thinks of her, still makes my father weep.

         Amidst diagrams attempting to explain why an individual might join the Communist Party, Newton divides his analysis between middle-class Communists and working-class Communists. ‘The approach of the working-class Communist,’ he explains, sounding exactly like the Two Ronnies, ‘is even less theoretical than that of his middle-class comrades; he reads fewer of the Communist classics, understands less of them, and in many cases is little more than a militant trade unionist.’ ‘[W]hen we are studying British Communists we know more or less who we are studying and what they believe,’ he asserts, in the tone of a scientist observing rats in a lab. 42

         In his poem ‘A History of Color’, the Capitalist Fine Art dealer Stanley Moss mourns ‘the colors / fixed by exposing wool to air of the morning seas near Sidon, / or the sunlight and winds on the limestone cliffs of Crete – all lost’.

         I mourn my childhood. I mourn its upper rooms. Sometimes we were dancing.
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