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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





[image: Drawn map of town]





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





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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