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Author’s Note


The story of Undercurrent is mine, told to the best of my recollection. I have changed names and distinguishing details where necessary, but have presented everything with honesty and integrity, based on my own memory.


Memoir, like any account based on recall, is subject to human error and I acknowledge that this is my account of childhood, but this is my story, told the only way I know how, with heart. 


 


Natasha Carthew
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Prologue: Ebb


The overwhelming ocean is in constant motion when you are a child, the stink of seaweed and salt, and the way wet grit and earth smell at the end of a full tide storm. The crash of waves as you sleep and the sound of a soft intake of breath as it retreats.


There’s a Cornish saying that nothing is left behind in an autumnal tide: the powerful tug between the sun and the equator makes the water surface stronger, and it pulls and builds until we are left with what are known as great tides. As I stand here on my childhood beach in my forties, all I can see is the stretch of grey rocks and the serpent-scarred sand where the ebb has come and gone, and the over-shadowing feel of the village behind me, that sense of being looked upon. Downderry stretches all along the butt-edge of this part of the bay: a juxtaposition of old and new, rich and poor, of pretty fishermen’s cottages that line the coastal street, and the bullying millionaire houses that dominate the high north and easterly hills with their balconies, glass walls and swimming-pools. It is the village I grew up in.


The slow sift and drift of the tide of my childhood seemed always to be at that outgoing phase: no matter how I stood and reached for the water it always stretched and stopped just out of grasp, its draw slow, painful, retreating towards other continents and versions of me that I thought I would never get to see. I would never be a traveller, moving beyond the confines of my small world to the expanses beyond. And I would never be that writer, never be one of those names I traced on the covers of the books borrowed from the mobile library, the lifeline books. My destiny was sunk so deep in poverty that I would never have the opportunity to explore – this is what they told me, what the teachers said with their tuts and whispers, and what the parents of the posh kids who lived in those big houses up on the hill said with their titters: that their kids didn’t play with poor kids no matter how rich those kids were in heritage, how wealthy they were in the colour and depth of nature, the pleasure of simple, wild knowledge.


I stand here now with the sea spray on my face and the rhythm of the receding waves in my ears, and I wonder what it was about that quiet, abiding girl that snapped and kicked until, over time, she became this, not a slim shadow of her former self but a big punchy radiant light. What was it about the small world around me that made me want to reach out and tear a hole in its fabric, not content to accept my place at the poverty table? When was the moment that I decided to stretch my thinking further than what I could see, beyond what was expected of me?


There is still a part of me that hates this village, how each house and path and landmark holds some catch-breath memory as I walk the two-mile-long coastal road that connects Seaton to Downderry end to end. Memories that are embedded in every foundation, every step, the places I grew up and the places my father, his parents and their families were born, lived and died, our initials still scratched in concrete in each and every footing, but built over now with extensions, double driveways, patios. The road is the same but the buildings are higher, and the pockets of green between each house have been paved, the trees where we used to play in front of our flat replaced by too-big houses. The fields that surround the upper reaches of the village are no longer a sea of green and umber, but glimpsed tufts of what used to be: the swathe of gold that was our daffodil field a dead memory, nothing left of it but two neat borders of yellow in the front garden of a solitary oversized house, sitting heavy upon sacred land and my breaking heart as I walk to keep myself on track. Past the shop on the left and the butcher’s that’s now a house on the right, the Working Men’s Club that has been renamed and rebranded for the blow-ins as a soulless village hall, then finally down the dog-shit-covered path that passes the pub and the wall where we working-class kids used to sit and drink and think about the purpose of all of this, us. All those lonely hours that I walked this same stretch of hoary sand, a notebook in my hand trying to write the things I didn’t yet understand, the anger that was around me, in me. The glimmer of who I could be forever catching at the corner of my eye, that light of hope magnificent, then snuffed out with the crash down to the sea that was this cold grey peninsula place: reality. Scraping by, penury, scarcity of food, fuel and the freedom of simply being yourself without the dusting off, the oh-well, the getting on with things simply to survive, get by.


As a young girl I knew that I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life cleaning holiday homes, and I certainly didn’t want to marry a farmer – if anything, I wanted to be a farmer – but in Cornwall in the eighties that dream was strictly reserved for boys, sons of landowners. I was gay, a tomboy, different from all the other girls. I was ambitious, headstrong and, although as a young kid I didn’t know exactly what I wanted, I knew there was something out there worth fighting for, if I could just find it. My saving grace was the natural world, and every day the nature that surrounded and imprinted on me was dissected and copied down into my notebook, words to keep me safe, keep me hidden in the tangle of hedgerows and rock-pools.


I have returned to Downderry to write this. The same way a hand returns to a scar and a finger traces the outline of thin, damaged skin: curiosity is that kid wondering, and before you know it the thing you don’t understand starts bleeding.


It is September, early autumn, but already the bay has endured at least one high tide. I can tell by the trail of weed and driftwood banked against the muddy clay cliffs, and the way the tiny stream that passes our old primary school has settled into its usual winter shape in the sand, shrugging on the imprint of a serpent, like a snakeskin shirt, everything finding its place effortlessly, without thought, the obedience of nature breath-taking in its simplicity, but not me. I lift my collar to the sou’-westerly wind and walk towards the trim of rocks until my boots sink in, a little glue to hold me down, keep me home-stuck, if only for a moment. A minute too long, too much, too many memories resurface and I close my eyes, lose myself to the lift of warm wind and the sound of gulls circling, shouting, storm warning.


Like a flotsam-strewn shore, my youth is still a mess of vast, broken bits of unrecognisable rock and silt. Beneath the fine film of water that is the ocean there is another world hidden away from every other element, and it is still where I go in mind when I find myself overwhelmed by wonder. I’ve got good at shrinking myself down to childhood during times of great intensity. I still carry seashells in the pockets of all my jackets, like good-luck charms, have a way of running my nail over the spires, whorls, sutures and lips, a way to remember, a way to forget.


My memory is razor-sharp for the things that hurt, the inflicted and the self-inflicted and the drift of tide that washes between the lines of youth and all the landmarks and milestones you carry and pass until finally you are stamped an adult. The times I ran down onto the beach, punching my fists bloody against the slate rocks, or the night I climbed the cliffs and dared myself to jump off, the infliction of damage done by others, harm to the head and heart.


Bad memories are big, but they are mostly two-dimensional, like scenes in a movie watched over and over again. Good memories are always small, like trinket gifts of blue sea-glass, heart-shaped stones and exotic shells. They are beautiful precious things hidden in the lining of a forgotten childhood pocket. I am here to confront the bad, to press play all over again so that I might rediscover the good and pause the moments that somehow got lost in the sand.


The village of my childhood is the keeper of secrets: not only does it hold the key to my past, but to the lives of all those who grew up in rural poverty. Perhaps this filter of recollection through which I walk the streets of my childhood will unlock something of the truth of why we have arrived where we are now. Poverty and inequality in Cornwall are worse than ever, with twenty neighbourhoods in the county currently among the 10 per cent most deprived in England. My hope is that in some way the things I am prepared to learn about my past will ultimately inform the future.


The short-lived moments that pass through this place will be the things that, for visitors, will forever come to mind ‒ the beautiful far-reaching vistas after the fog lifts, the smell of an early catch as the bellyful trawlers return to harbour, the taste of cream teas and mass-produced pasties lingering on the lips ‒ but the truth of this place, the reality of it, is that Cornwall, my home, is a place of deep, long-lasting deprivation, a place of forever summers and even longer winters, filled with despair and hardship and fear.


These two things, the beauty of the Cornish landscape and the brutality of growing up nose pushed against it, have without doubt informed the greatest part of my life.


This, then, is that story, a story of what ebbs and flows just below the surface of a beautiful ocean day, the unseen, the undercurrent.


When the sea spray starts to thicken and become drizzle, I close my eyes and return to what I believe to be one of my earliest memories. My hands are plump, small, my eyes tightly closed. I can see my hands fixed firm against the ledge of the large, square window frame. Like today, and often in the Cornwall that holiday-makers rarely get to see, it is raining. Me and my sister are watching the oily raindrops as they smack up against the glass, and we are deciding which bead to bet on, fastest to the bottom. I remember the window shaking with the wind, the draught against my fingers ‒ that loose-framed sash-window always vibrated, especially when the gusts blew in from the south-west, the sea less than a hundred metres from our second-floor flat. Certain winds brought different weather, but those sou’-westers always had us believe we were afloat, the window in the front room, which doubled as our parents’ bedroom, becoming the wheelhouse on our pretend fishing trawler, the reflection of the lamp in the corner suddenly a navigational star out there in the pitch-black night.


Imagination was our thing, making stuff up and making do with the little we had not just out of necessity but a need to shut out certain things: the raised voices, slammed doors, fists punched into walls.


I open my eyes and narrow them to the darkening horizon to see a lone seagull come into the bay, glide towards the shore and land on the cool damp sand. I watch as she calls her two babies out of hiding. When she leads them towards the gully where the lugworms are at their fattest I’m suddenly reminded of my own mother, how she worked every available cleaning job in the village so she could provide for me and my sister. My father’s money was his own and went on fags, women and drink, my mother’s meagre wage on food, rent, and the clothes on our backs.


Some folk call seagulls opportunists, scavengers, thieves, but in truth they are intelligent, resourceful and loyal. They have found a way to succeed despite being thought of as the underclass of the bird world, adept at foraging on land, in the air and the sea. When their habitat is taken over by tourists they refuse to retreat, and I love that – it reminds me of Mum, a woman who argued that a council house in this village, the village that my forefathers built from the shore-side up, was the only place good enough for her girls.


This story is about opportunity and the lack of it, the story of poverty and of undercurrents, the hidden limitations that crash upon your own particular shore without you knowing it and wash into your dreams to drown you at night. It is a book of inequity, written with my experience as an activist and campaigner for equal rights firm in its foundation, but with my passion for nature writing at its heart, a modern telling of disadvantage and a county in peril. It is a lone seagull following the undertow, searching for scraps in order to survive.


My childhood homeland bequeathed me two things: the beauty and breadth of nature and all the things that a country upbringing provides, and the disadvantage of rural isolation, a contradiction that is hard to explain, hard to define, except it is all animal, a beast, part sheep, part wolf.


Standing in the wind and the rain, that ocean sound is as loud as a fist making contact; it is the smell of memory once decayed and the ebb of decline resurfacing, the beginnings of a storm gathering on the horizon, my own undercurrent resurfacing, an ocean of memories, rising.
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Blue Windows


That first memory. Storm. The rain that lifted from the ocean and hit out at our tiny flat, and the flashes of lightning that lit the front room with every shade and depth of blue.


‘Sheet, fork, cloud to sea.’ I had a way of knowing nature before I could read one word in a book or write my name, wildlife words that slipped into my consciousness like verse, perfect poetry that was written for me alone, pre-birth. It was what ocean fog tasted like on my tongue, the sound of the sea whispering in my ears, the sensation of cuddling, damp salty towels, and the warm silver sand sinking until soggy beneath my feet.


Our earliest memories are made up of all the senses waking and yawning for the first time: the smell of bland food or the look on your parent’s face, proud smile. Then there’s that first moment of senses joining together, the memory made clear, the sight of what I now know is the colour of dark, cavernous blue. First recollections are the sound of nature’s impact smashing against itself, and the feel of the huge loose window shaking against the palms of my hands, the smell of the salt sea rising and the taste of hot-milk chocolate silken on my tongue. It is lights out, power cut, the brief flash of the lighthouse, candles in corners and the safety of my older sister and mother pulling up closer. In that dimly lit room, my infant mind emptied of thought until the creak of timber stairs, floorboards brought a sixth-sense feeling that, at the age of five, was nameless, shapeless, but recognisable now as fear.


Storm is fire-flashes and unpredictable light; it is noise and that blue punching up against the window, a colour no daylight can replicate. It is other senses too, the pleasure in a child’s mug and three faces pressed together in love; it is the sound that angry boots make on the landing and the key turning, fumbling quick in the lock. It is a question softly spoken but full of noise: ‘Why are you all still up?’


Storm is the dream that starts with the suck-sharp intake of breath that is the ocean pulling from the sand and the lowering of tone as it draws back around. It is the breath of every childhood moment, all teeth and tarred fur. It is an incredible stillness trapped in motion. Storm is the ocean of infancy at night, an animal’s bite.


***


I grew up in the seventies and eighties in the sprawling village of Downderry, a small fishing and agricultural village settled neatly in the south-east corner of Cornwall, considered relatively new by Cornwall’s standards. The village’s origins date back to the early nineteenth century and it had been home to the Carthew family and my paternal grandmother’s Moore family right from the start.


It is a village of three building histories, that of the early days when fishing and farming families built their terraced cottages along the cliff edge, the second stage when the Carthews started to build affordable homes in the 1950s, and finally the giant contemporary homes that started to be built in the eighties and haven’t stopped.


Looking inland from the sea, the first layer of housing is the few remaining coastal cottages that peer out over the cliff edge in a thin line, their eyes on the ocean and the memory of a once robust fishing trade given way to tourism. If you squint you can imagine the crab and lobster pots stacked up on the neatly mown lawns, picture the large trawler nets hitched high against the wall-plugged hooks, the women stopping between chores to stand and look at the horizon, wondering, praying.


The second layer remains unseen, the council houses and the prefab holiday-park bungalows that act as temporary emergency accommodation, and the caravans that have been snuck into fields and hidden below the canopy of low-hanging trees, the homes that exist in the shadows of the bully buildings.


The third mark of residence is as fat and wide as the hills that hold it: the intimidating houses that jut up and out towards the beach, their glass walls and balconies imposing, bug-eyed, staring at each other like giant steel-and-hardwood-framed carcasses, soulless, glancing at the ocean only in passing.


A village has more to it than can be seen with a pure, peeled eye. The secrets of a place have other dimensions than bricks and mortar, buried deep in the depths of it. They are the things that catch on the breeze, the tall tales and confessions of love and hate, blather words, discretions given to the ether. The moments that take confidences by the hand and throw them to the wind, the waves, towards the wild ways of our ancestors, their wayward souls waiting like gossip-gatherers in the wings, reaching down to us, the next generation to carry the burden of stewardship.


As a small child, growing up on the south coast of Cornwall only ever meant one of three things to me: going to the beach, the beach, and returning home from the beach. As a small girl, yet to start school, it was my entire life.


If the sound of the ocean filled the nights with fear, the sight of it in the turn-a-new-page daylight meant it was not a monster but a kitten, a plaything, and every morning I couldn’t wait to get down there to look into its eyes and reassure myself that it was just soft sand, rock-face, slip-and-slide cliff clay, water.


The quickest route to the beach from our flat was across the road and a short walk beside the fences and hedges until you reached a gate that said ‘No Trespassing’ and opened into an incredible enchanted garden. The large ornate stretch of green had a sticky lily-pad pond at its core and neat labyrinth hedges that led to places we weren’t supposed to go, and statues that spat and peed and watched as you passed, making sure you didn’t dally but cut straight through to the gap in the hedge. The ornate gate that had lost its hinges and the wait for Mum to lift it so we could pass and the which-way rope and crooked steps that dangled you down the side of the cliff until you landed either flat on your face or firm-footed in the sand.


Mum always said it was ‘just us’ who were allowed to ‘trespass’, and although this was one house she didn’t clean, she told us that the lady in the big house liked us because me and my sister were well-mannered, respectful, good girls. We didn’t put our hands in the pool to feel for frogs and fish, didn’t climb the trees or pick the flowers: we kept to the path, the straight and narrow.


We didn’t speak unless we were spoken to, always said hello, yes, please, thank you. Our mum took pride in our obedience, took any compliment as her own, homemade badges to crimp and sew and wear to prove to the world that although she was a young mother she was a good one: she knew what it took to fit in, prove to the world that she could do this.


That ‘just us’ has stayed with me over the years. There were so many occasions in those early days when I thought we were treated as special, different, but I now know it was just pity, pity for the poor, pretty, polite girls. We were the only girls living on that lesser-populated westerly side of the village: there was an expectation that we would be good, quiet, abiding, so we were.


So silent, so mindful not to make a noise, we’d slip on our wellies in the hall outside the flat and make our way down the stairs towards the enchanted garden, down the cliff to the wide, beautiful expanse that called to us.


***


The beach at that age meant freedom. It meant my body could run and climb and hide in the bits of fallen roadside wall, and my mind could shrink down to the smallest secret find, fill my hands with sweet-sized pebbles and shells and sand-softened sea-glass, everything perfect, pocket-sized. The beach was season-less, timeless, a thin stretch of uneven sand-land and an ocean that extended as far as I could comprehend, a silver stretch of forever where I could run and jump and dig just for the sake of being in it. It was a world of my own where I could seaweed-sit and reach for the everyday jewels and riches that hid beneath the weed and banked-up at the edges of the first rock pools, Mum always beside me, smiling, encouraging me to look, always.


The enchanting sea-glass came in four colours and in order of value: the route from bottom to top went green, brown, white and blue. Green was everyday, like the big houses that were all over the village, while brown and white were like the old cottages you sometimes chanced across, and blue was the rarest find of all, tiny beads of glass that were like our flat and the caravans and council houses, secretive, dark, hiding out of sight.


The tourists always collected the boring green glass, along with the yellow periwinkles, gathered up in buckets to glue onto bottles and ashtrays later, but we locals, my sister and the older kids, cared more for the rarer colours, the early-bird morning catch: toffee brown, fizzy-pop white and the bubble-gum blue treasure. Nobody ever mentioned where the glass came from, but anything plastic, or rubber, arrived from across the Channel, the broken bits of crate and ugly jelly flip-flops were always from ‘nasty France’, and even the bust-away buoys with ‘Fowey’ inked on the side we marked as ‘foreign’, French, from the country that was ‘over there’, the one that stole our cod and scallops and made the trawlermen bang the shiny splashy tables in the pub.


But the beautiful blue glass that lifted from the bottom of the ocean and washed up towards the cliffs, that first glimpse of colour in the belly of a rock-pool and the way the early-morning sun caught in its cerulean tint and winked, was in my mind an eye that belonged to a mermaid, a story to make up for later, a fresh legend to tell, like my ancestors used to, a new world to create.


The pleasure that is sunshine seen through the blue of ocean-smooth crystal, the ripple of all that is Heaven and earth spied through the childhood prism of innocence, one small window but still as blue and brilliant as the one at home.


Perhaps looking through a bead of blue sea-glass was the moment when I first discovered what it was like to get lost, a minute of immersion into which I could fall, forget what I couldn’t understand and slip into some other world, no thinking words, not yet, but my recollection of blue windows has never left me. No matter how strong the sun or how great the storm, that tiny world in my hand was a newly discovered planet that perhaps one day I would visit, another world completely where I could stand shore-side and look towards my childhood, see the girl I once was looking back.


***


From the two large windows at the front of our flat, I was the one looking out, but I wasn’t yet aware of the world I existed in. I hadn’t worked out the differences between people ‒ locals and tourists, rich and poor, friends and enemies ‒ but I was conscious of some semblance of other, not us.


Other people were a leap away. They were the ones in the other flats, the old farmer who never left his two rooms and the young couples with babies who never seemed to stay longer than a few months, and the girl from the upstairs flat, held in my dad’s arms as they walked down our lane to the pub. Other villagers were the ones who walked past on their way to work, the woman who worked behind the fat metal counter in the butcher’s and the men I sometimes saw down on the beach, tinkering with their boats and laughing with butt-ends stuck to their lips.


The biggest leap were the tourists, the faces in cars that smirked and blurred as they drove too fast, the folk we Cornish call emmets, the incomers who every summer crowded into the lane below, shouted, laughed and beeped their car-horns to let me know before I knew anything at all that they were not like me and that I would never in a million years be like them.


A child who knows nothing but watches everything soon learns the difference between light and shade. I was that child. Always the most curious, I sometimes got mistaken for shy but in truth my hunger for knowledge and how things went meant that, like a camera, my eyes were forever taking snapshots, my ears pinned back like mini-microphones, recording everything.


The things I wanted to learn couldn’t be taught: they were not made of words but sense and feeling. From the youngest age people fascinated me, the nature of them, like the rock-pool animals that visited us daily: I learnt, by watching simple salt-water life, that some people were always stuck, like the immovable sea anemones, while others got to walk, like crabs.


When I went to the shop I noticed some people, the city tourists and the teens from the big houses, wore colourful clothes and danced around like they were on Top of the Pops, while I wore hand-me-downs from my sister, which were often handed down to her by our auntie, only a couple of years older than her.


Perhaps before I knew the detail of disadvantage I was preparing myself for the question, Why?


With the heavy-hearted hit of grown-up hindsight I know there is no particular answer, except just because. The beginnings of my life, like many children born into or unexpectedly thrown into poverty, there was no reason behind it. We were just poor and that was that.


Deprivation is not fair or unfair: it is the scarcity that exists by the skin of its teeth, alone and completely outside itself. The dictionary definition is ‘a damaging lack of material benefits considered to be basic necessities in a society’. Just is, just because: circumstance, misfortune, bad fucking luck.


Nick Carthew and Barbara Stephens met when they were teenagers. My mum was eighteen and my dad was seventeen. They first met in a youth club in Southway, Plymouth, where the city’s largest council-housing estate had been built in the wake of the Blitz, when demand for accommodation was acute. Southway was where my mum spent her teenage years with her parents, and where on one particular sunny afternoon, while sitting up in her bedroom window with her best friend, she watched my father, who had come to Plymouth from Cornwall to visit a mate, pass her house. She turned to her buddy and told her that she was going to marry him.


Love at first sight, for my mother anyway, or intuition perhaps, but when both of them were eighteen they got engaged and by nineteen Mum was pregnant with my sister. They married in a register office in Plymouth in 1967 and my sister was born six months later. During that time my mum was doing an art course in the city, studying painting, photography, window dressing and graphics. Off the back of that she had managed to do a short internship at Clarks Shoes in Somerset and had wanted to be a shoe designer. One of the highlights of her short career, short because she became pregnant so young, was being interviewed by Angela Rippon for West Country TV about the ‘end of course’ clothes she designed.


My dad worked for his father’s building firm, Carthew and Son, as a painter-decorator. The business had started with my great-grandfather Sam, and passed down to my grandfather Eric. I never knew these men, but they were the stuff of legend in our village, known for being dangerous. They were gamblers, freemasons, Cornish Mafia, and notorious for being tight with money, making their apprentices spend hours straightening nails instead of buying new ones and reclaiming floorboards from house fires to pass off as new.


My parents, like everyone’s, were people I sometimes knew well, but when I think of them as teenagers, falling in love, I feel like, in retrospect, I didn’t really know them at all, or why they did the things they did.


My chances of success were scuppered early on because my parents were young, they had no money, and their parents either had no money or no heart to help. In any case it meant when my mum gave birth aged nineteen to my sister, the three of them moved into a two-roomed corrugated-tin hut in the garden of my great-uncle, a hut that backed onto his pigeon coop, known simply as the Sugar Shack.


Family members lived in flats and cottages all around Downderry but the shack was where my parents set up their first home, with my new-born sister, smack-bang in the middle of December, winter. The shack never existed in my lifetime, but I remember the black and white photo of my mum snuggling my sister as a baby in a scramble of trees and briar outside it, smiling, content, in love. But nothing stays stable for long.


Blue windows; my first memory of home was the deep blue bead of sea-glass held between my finger and thumb, and the ocean looming large in the window, one small room, one wardrobe and our bunk-beds pushed tightly into the corner. Home to me was a draughty south-facing one-bedroom flat on the second floor of a low-rise block, five rows of three flats each, grubby façade, no garden, not much of anything except it was our home.


Less of a calm-water initiation and more like a baptism of fire, wind, cut knees and earth pushed deep into the wound. Before you know how to walk or run, you learn to exist on the back foot.


Disadvantage is a lonely word. It exits the limited realms of childhood knowledge and understanding. As a little girl I didn’t notice the size of our home, the cold as it came through the gaps around the windows. It didn’t bother me that my parents slept in the front room, yet the cut of poverty slipped beneath my skin without me noticing, carving deep into my flesh as I watched the world pass by outside the window every day.


Before the pandemic, more than one in five people in the UK lived in poverty, according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation UK poverty report for 2020‒21. That’s 14 million people, a fifth of the population living in poverty in this country. Four million of those people are more than 50 per cent below the poverty line, and 1.5 million are destitute, unable to afford basic essentials like food, housing, clothes, fuel, the things we need to survive.


It’s not just the statistical facts and figures of hunger and cold, it’s the emotional impact on a life that is so disadvantaged at its foundation. The experience of poverty significantly affects the way we think, the way we feel and act. It crushes our confidence, our hopes and dreams for something better and suppresses our ability to participate in society. Before the coronavirus pandemic, more than one in five people in the UK lived in poverty; today it is one in four.


Disadvantage is a lonely word, and when I was growing up my mother never uttered it once. Looking back, I know that the blot of that word must have stuck to us like skin-sodden fog. There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t tell us how lucky we were to have the sea at the end of the road, or that the mountainous fields behind our flat were meant for my sister and me alone. We collected dog whelks and tiny ribbed cowries for the sake of prettiness, picked yellow cranesbill and red campion for the sake of jam-jar love, and I also had my sea-glass jewels to look at when the things I was yet to understand got too loud.


In Cornwall disadvantage is still something that is easily argued away with the exclamation of ‘Look where you live!’ But you can’t keep warm and dry with a fascinating heritage, can’t kick hunger into touch with a beautiful view.


I had the sea and the fields to look at and immerse myself in, but during the economic crisis of the late seventies the country was besieged with power cuts, high inflation, an oil crisis and years of national strikes. Folk learnt what it was to have to struggle, and all the ways to avoid the constant brawl of poverty.


As an infant I wasn’t directly aware of these things, but I was aware of the tension, the words ‘Not enough cash’ on everyone’s lips, the men who got angry while we played out in the pub beer garden on a Sunday afternoon, the women who stood in line behind Mum in the post office every other week to collect their miserly family allowance, the whispers between them wondering how to stretch it, hide it, make it last.


I never knew half of the things Mum had to endure until that first memory: the blue window storm and the first taste of hot chocolate on my lips, the recognition of happiness, laughter, a cocoon of safety, Mum’s nest mixed with the sudden thump of boots on steps. When I close my eyes I find it easy to drop back down there, the rattling window and my podgy hands against the cold single-glaze, the rain falling against the glass like tears and that heart-stop thump feeling, fear.


‘Come on, girls, back to bed.’


There were many nights when me and my sister would sit on the bottom bunk in our bedroom and talk about Dad, but it was mostly what we didn’t say. Some nights the silences in the other room were worse than the shouts. Sometimes we fell asleep with the blankets pulled up over our heads until morning, false alarm, but I have one particular memory when we woke to the noise of shouting and smashing, the fear driving through us in waves.


‘You awake?’ asked my sister.


I pushed the blankets from me and sat up. ‘Yes.’ I rubbed my eyes. ‘Is it Dad?’


‘I think he’s drunk.’


I waited for her to slide off the bed and down onto mine, feeling the cord that connected us to Mum pull tight with dread.


‘What should we do?’ I asked.


‘Listen.’


I got out of bed and stood, five years old and helpless. I knew this.


‘Mum’s crying,’ said my sister.


I opened the curtain for a peek of moonlight. ‘Is she all right?’ In the golden half-light I could see my sister was scared. ‘What if she’s not all right?’


‘Dad wouldn’t hurt her.’


‘How do you know?’


My sister had good memories of him. I didn’t.


I wondered if I should put on my plimsolls, go outside and run to the village phone box, 999, Police, please.


‘We should go in,’ I said.


‘Don’t. It might make him more . . .’ I could see she was thinking of all the ways to say the thing, and then she just said it ‘. . . angry.’


I didn’t care. I was afraid but I was angry too, and I quickly pushed past her and opened the door, knowing she had followed because I could feel her hands holding on to the back of my pyjamas.


We stood in the doorway that separated our bedroom from theirs and looked down at the floor.


‘Tasha, mind your feet, sweetheart.’ Mum came towards the open door and bent down to us briefly, then turned back to Dad, who was standing looking out of the window at the side of the room.


‘Sit down, Nick, please. Calm down, for the girls.’


Mum’s tin of pretty things and useful things that usually sat central to the small pine table lay sideways on the floor, its contents strewn everywhere, making a big mess when Mum didn’t like mess, not even a small one. We got down onto our knees.


‘You’ve been drinking again, too much.’


‘Fucking bitch.’


‘Nick, the kids.’


We upended the tin and my sister was quick to fill it, while I occasionally stopped to play, like perhaps this was normal everyday okay, clutching the slippery silver magnets that when held together the wrong way made your hands shake, opposites, and the foreign coins that made me look up at the window, past Dad and out at the ocean, the out there, the world beyond Mum’s favourite pink vases and the statues of the man and the woman that he had placed on the outside windowsill, waiting for the wind to come and catch them, knock them down to the ground floor, smash.


As clear as the moon that reached fully into the window that night, I remember me and my sister, aged five and nine, standing in front of our mum while Dad charged the room and stood and punched and screamed so close that I will never be able to smell the stench of fags and drink on someone’s breath without thinking of him.


All the while we shouted, ‘Don’t touch her,’ and luckily for all of us he didn’t.


After every violent memory I find myself returned to our bedroom, bottom bunk, dreams washing in and out with the tide and the memory of Dad’s shouts, the muffled pop of everyday family things falling as he lashed out, another wall or a door gone into, and in the morning my small feet walking across shards of plaster, Mum up smiling, cup of tea, nothing to worry about my sweetheart. Quiet now, Dad asleep.


I never knew what disadvantage was. It’s said that kids only start to know about it at seven or eight, but even then it isn’t something you sit and think about. It’s just the simple nature of ‘us and them’. The origin of identity has its roots in a sense of self, perception, and I often think about that little girl who grew up drifting completely out of her depth. My father was a violent drunk; he gave up work as a painter-decorator and pushed us into poverty before I’d even started school. Suddenly we had less than we ever had, which led to arguments about money, something we kids never thought about until that moment.


Without knowing it my identity had suddenly become cemented in the hand-me-down clothes and the cold ‘heat-off blankets-on nights’ and the meals that were, more times than not, just simple hearty homemade soup.


The things I’ve naturally had to fight for go blade deep, all the wounds I’ve had to endure to ensure that I’m better today than I was yesterday, but I will always bear the scars.


When I think about disadvantage I think about my hard-working mother and all the early-morning late-night jobs she had to do. I think about the make-something-out-of-nothing food and the sink in the kitchen where we had strip-washes because she couldn’t afford the electricity for hot water. My mother is what the fair share of my early childhood memory is made of: an undercurrent of calm, beautiful, familiar tidal water.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Undercurrent



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Natasha Carthew



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Author’s Note



			Map



			Contents



			Prologue: Ebb



			WATER



			1 Blue Windows



			2 Underwater Love



			3 Hurricane



			4 Savage Water



			5 Teach a Kid to Fish



			6 Sink or Swim



			7 Immersion



			EARTH



			8 Cave



			9 On the Rocks



			10 Stone’s Throw



			11 Common Ground



			12 Pocket Full of Grit



			13 Freedom Fields



			14 Solitary Moon



			FIRE



			15 Hermit



			16 Grains of Sand



			17 The Sea or Suicide



			18 Heart Hit Hard



			19 Rock Punch



			20 Undercurrents



			AIR



			21 Wave after Wave



			22 Spirit of Discovery



			23 Lighthouse



			24 Sunrise



			Epilogue: Flow



			Notes



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
ure






OEBPS/OPF/coronet_logo1.jpg
CORONET






