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About the Book


This is Part One in a brand-new serial from Katie May.


Meet Deb, newly separated from her feckless husband and struggling to start again on her own.


When she begins to swim every day at West Beach, she soon gathers a group of new friends around her – each of them at their own crisis point. Soon life is full of friendship, hope and possibilities.


But can Deb escape her past, or will family ties and personal demons drag her underwater again?


The Whitstable High Tide Swimming Club is an irresistibly charming novel told in three parts – taking you through a year in the life of Deb (fraying bikini, sunglasses), Maisie (black wetsuit, swimming shoes, goggles) and the other high tide swimmers.
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For my Grandad Jim,
who taught me to swim in the sea,
and never let on that he was afraid of the water.




PART ONE


Diving In


 


 


 


It’s not easy to swim at Whitstable beach. At low tide, the sea retreats so far that it almost vanishes, and the water is barely deep enough to cover your ankles. Locals joke that you could paddle all the way to the Isle of Sheppey. I have no idea whether that’s actually true, but I do know that you’d have to wade through an awful lot of mud to find out.


Not that there’s anything wrong with low tide; all kinds of strange and beautiful things are waiting to be found on the seabed. But if you want to swim, then you’ll have to wait for high tide when the sea rises halfway up the beach and is suddenly deep and tantalising. This only happens twice in twenty-four hours. Miss it by an hour, and you’ll find your knees brushing along the bottom as you attempt a front crawl.


No, to swim at Whitstable – properly swim, without your feet touching the ground – you’ll need a tide table and a military sense of punctuality. And, probably, a pair of swimming shoes, because the shingle beach is a killer on bare feet. Even then, if you time your swim to perfection, you’ll find muddy-brown Channel water rather than the clear, sparkling waves of the Atlantic.


However, if you’re willing to brave all of these things – the tides, the shingle, the looming suspicion of uncleanliness – you’ll find that the Whitstable sea has its rewards. It’s never as cold as the Atlantic, and nor does it have those crashing waves that can suddenly overwhelm you, leaving you spluttering and spitting out seaweed. By midsummer, it’s as warm and smooth as bathwater, and you’re never far from a cup of tea (or a glass of wine) when you’re done. There’s a lifeboat station just around the corner, which is a comfort. But best of all, you’ll come out of the water with the distinct sense that you’ve found a secret passageway through life, one that leaves you feeling renewed and restored. It may take a certain kind of person to appreciate the charms of Whitstable beach, but for those discerning souls, it’s almost perfect.


So when Deb spotted Maisie swimming at West Beach every day for two weeks straight, she knew they had to be kindred spirits. Granted, this other woman was properly kitted-out in a full-length wetsuit, bootees, goggles and a neon orange swimming hat, which seemed a little excessive for the warm weather. Deb was more of a ‘throw on a bikini and maybe tie your hair back if you can find a spare elastic in your handbag’ kind of a swimmer. She preferred to limp across the stones than to bother with special shoes. Once upon a time, this difference would have been enough to make Deb believe that Maisie was probably a bit too fancy for the likes of her, and that she was best avoided. Not so long ago, she had some sharp words to say about the ‘Down From Londons’ and their ridiculous Farrow & Ball perfection.


But things were already changing for Deb by this point. She watched Maisie’s careful routine for a few days, and thought that this was the hallmark of a sophisticated woman. This was the kind of person she needed to associate with from now on. Go on, girl, she told herself, go up and shake her hand.


So that’s what she did. It was eight o’clock on a Wednesday morning in June, and she had finished her ten minutes of breast stroke (head upright), and was drying off when Maisie waded inland, caught one foot behind her buttocks to perform a neat quadriceps stretch, and then climbed up the beach to find her belongings. This was Deb’s chance. She hid her packet of cigarettes under her sarong, slipped on her flip-flops, and crunched over the stones towards a complete stranger, hoping that this would be yet another step towards her new life.


‘You’re doing the high tides too,’ she said, and stuck out her hand. ‘I’m Deb.’


Maisie had a microfibre towel draped over her shoulders, and was in the middle of unpeeling her bathing cap from her short-cropped hair. She glanced at Deb, startled. ‘Oh,’ she said, and took the hand in an unsteady grip. ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’ She ran the towel over her head and around her neck, looking utterly disinterested. ‘And you are too, I take it?’


‘Yes,’ said Deb. ‘Haven’t you seen me? I’m here every day.’


‘Oh,’ said Maisie. ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t really been paying attention.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Deb, ‘I’m not really very memorable. Or at least, I try not to be, if I can help it!’ She laughed, but it wasn’t actually a joke. Maisie wasn’t even looking at her any more and was instead staring out to sea, vaguely, as if searching for something she’d lost. Or maybe it was just a look of disinterest. Maybe she was trying to be anywhere but in this conversation.


‘So,’ said Deb, when it was clear that Maisie wasn’t going to pick up the conversation again. ‘Are you a DFL? You look like one to me.’


‘A what?’


‘You know, a Down From London. The enemy of the Natives.’ She laughed again, because it was obvious, surely, that this was a joke. No one really cared all that much about the DFLs, except, perhaps, that bloke on Regent Street who had put up a sign in his garden saying ‘DFLs Go Home!’ But nobody took him seriously, and anyway he’d taken it down after his neighbours complained.


‘I suppose I am,’ said Maisie. ‘But I had no idea that it made me anyone’s enemy.’


‘Right,’ said Deb. ‘Can’t we all just live together in peace?’


She was beginning to think this was all probably a mistake. She would now have to talk to this awkward woman every day for the rest of her life, or else find a different beach to swim on. Maisie had taken a bottle of mineral water out of her backpack and was using it to rinse out her goggles before drying them carefully on her towel and folding them into a plastic case. She seemed to be almost absurdly prepared, as if she could bear to leave nothing to chance. The bathing cap was rinsed and folded – presumably to make sure the seawater wouldn’t rot it – and then she stood on her towel while she removed her neoprene bootees, shook them out in turn, and placed them in a special mesh bag. Everything was carefully brought under her control.


Just then, Deb heard someone calling her name, and she turned to see Derek puffing over the stones towards her, waving a fistful of papers in the air. He had parked his stupid great big red truck over the lane that led to the caravan site, its doors open and the radio still blaring out Phil Collins.


‘Oh God,’ said Deb, and knew for certain that Maisie would never be her friend now.


‘Deb!’ shouted Derek. ‘Oh, Deb! Darlin’! What are you trying to do to me, babe?’


‘Oh God,’ said Deb again, and this time she saw that Maisie was looking right back at her, with inquisitive eyes.


‘Postie delivered these just now,’ said Derek, his jowly face red and unshaven. ‘You can’t mean this, babe! You can’t do this to me!’


‘How did you know I was here?’ asked Deb as coldly as she could manage. It was hard not to feel sorry for him, but only in the way that you’d feel sorry for the last dog in the pound.


‘I texted Cherie, love,’ he said, ‘and she said I’d find you here.’


‘I’ll kill her,’ said Deb.


‘She just wants to see her old mum and dad back together,’ said Derek, tears – real, genuine tears – in his eyes now. ‘It’s ripping her apart. It’s ripping all of us apart.’


‘She’ll get over it,’ said Deb. She took in a breath and stiffened her shoulders. ‘Anyway, I’m glad to see you got the letter. You need to fill in the forms and post them back. Let’s keep it quick and easy, shall we?’


‘But darlin’,’ said Derek, wiping his nose on his sleeve, ‘I don’t know what I’ve done wrong! I don’t even know where you’re finding the money…’


Deb had been trying very hard not to snap, but this found her faultline. ‘Why don’t you just…’ she began, but then she felt a hand touch her forearm. Maisie gave the gentlest of squeezes, and stepped between her and Derek, her back straight and her gaze calm and fierce.


‘I think it’s clear,’ she said, in a clipped voice that radiated authority, ‘that your presence here is not welcome. I’m sure this is an extremely difficult time for you, but you will gain nothing through harassment.’


‘Now hang on,’ began Derek, but Maisie raised a hand.


‘Go home and fill out your forms. Have dinner with your children and assure them that you will no longer expect them to take sides. And if you want to speak to my client in person again, then I suggest you arrange a mutually convenient appointment.’


Derek looked from Deb to Maisie and back to Deb again. ‘Client?’ he said.


‘Do as I ask,’ said Maisie, and just like that, Derek shrugged, turned and slumped back up the beach.


Deb watched the door slam, and then the truck reversed away too fast, leaving a cloud of dust.


‘I hope I didn’t overstep the mark there,’ said Maisie. She was smiling, and Deb suddenly saw that her cheeks were freckled.


‘Your client?’ said Deb. Was Maisie interested in her, now that there was something she could organise?


‘Old habits die hard,’ said Maisie. ‘Shall we get some tea?’


This is how the club began.




Chapter 1


Deb had tried to insist that the teas were on her, but she got the same solemn raised hand that Derek had received, and it stopped her in her tracks just the same.


Instead, she sat and watched Maisie order at the counter, all the while feeling the last remnants of seawater from her bikini soaking through her clothes. Maisie, of course, had a special garment just for getting changed on the beach, into which she zipped herself, and then emerged, fully-clothed, after a few small, efficient movements. Deb had just pulled on her denim shorts and vest top as usual, but then she usually rode her bike straight home and stripped off there. Today, she felt uncomfortably damp, and had just glanced down to notice two wet circles over her breasts, like a child’s drawing of a bra. She draped her wrap around her neck, and although that was damp too, at least it hid the impression that she was somehow leaking.


Maisie placed Deb’s builder’s tea on the table, and then her own, a clear, bright green liquid full of floating leaves.


‘What’s that?’ said Deb.


‘Fresh mint. I’m trying to cut out caffeine.’


‘Don’t blame you,’ said Deb. ‘Makes you jittery.’


‘Something like that.’ Maisie stirred her tea, releasing the smell of new potatoes on the boil. ‘I take it that was your husband then?’


‘Ex-husband.’


‘Not quite yet, I’d say.’


Deb sighed. ‘I thought all I’d have to do was walk out. Turns out that was the easy bit. Thirty years of marriage, and he barely noticed I existed. Now, he’s suddenly…I dunno, Romeo.’


‘You’ve given him one hell of a wake-up call.’


‘It’s too late for that. He’s had his chances. Hundreds of them.’


Deb fell silent for a few moments as the hurt washed over her yet again. When she talked about her divorce to other people, she always tried to keep it light, to show how well she was coping. It was a Punch and Judy show, except she was damned if she was being Judy. Problem was, she wasn’t sure who else she could be yet: the Policeman, the Judge, or maybe just Toby the dog, yapping and chasing its tail.


‘So,’ she said, trying to change the subject, ‘when you called me your client earlier…’


‘I slipped into role a bit too easily there. Sorry.’


‘You’re a solicitor?’


‘Corporate lawyer. Or I used to be. All that I know about divorce law is from personal experience.’


‘You too?’


‘Me too,’ said Maisie. ‘I left my husband when I turned fifty, and moved down here.’


‘When was that?’


‘Three months ago.’


‘Blimey,’ said Deb. ‘Same time as me. I didn’t think you were from round here. Where’re you from, originally?’


A slight flicker of Maisie’s eyebrows, and a definite tensing of her jaw. ‘I was born in London,’ she said.


‘Oh God,’ said Deb, ‘I didn’t mean because you’re…’ A few months ago, she’d have said coloured, and thought she was being polite, but then the tutor at the Adult Ed college had corrected her about it during class, and she still felt ashamed not to have known. She scrambled for the right word. African-Caribbean?


‘Black,’ said Maisie.


‘Right,’ said Deb, ‘black. Oh God, I didn’t mean that. I meant, I didn’t think you were from Whitstable. I’ve never seen you around before and, well, the varnish hasn’t quite worn off you yet.’


‘Oh,’ said Maisie, ‘right. I’m not sure what that means.’


Deb wondered if she had actually dug herself into a deeper hole. ‘I mean, like, nothing stays perfect by the sea. You paint your windows and six months later it’s all peeling off. You wash your car, and the salt’s got to it by the end of the day. It’s the same with people too. You can’t stay perfect in Whitstable. You’ll end up with sand in your hair either way.’


‘Well,’ said Maisie, running her hand over her head. ‘I thought I’d taken care of that when I bought my clippers.’ She laughed. ‘But I’m sort of glad you think I’m still glossy. We must cling to what little glamour we can.’


‘Right,’ said Deb, who noticed that Maisie has already finished her tea. She would be moving on soon, to what was certain to be a busy, important life. ‘Hey,’ she said, ‘I thought I might catch the tide tonight too. About nine o’clock. I mean, you’ve probably had enough of me for one day…’


‘I’ll be there,’ said Maisie. ‘See you at nine.’




Chapter 2


Deb’s front door was certainly peeling, but it lacked any faded seaside charm. It had originally been red, she assumed, but had faded to pink, with silvery wood showing underneath it. The door was eternally swollen; she shoved against it with her shoulder, and it slammed against the wall inside. That would be another mark on the paint, and another black mark from the landlord.


Nobody ever said ‘bedsit’ any more, but that was what it was. You could call it a studio all you liked, but that wouldn’t take away the fact that it had a bed at one side (single), and a mean couple of gas rings at the other. She supposed she should count herself lucky that there was a door on the bathroom. But it never felt all that lucky when she was settling down to sleep with the smell of dinner lingering in the air, or arranging a throw and cushions on the bed the next morning, just in case she had visitors. Couldn’t have people walking in to find an unmade bed where the living room should be.


She never had visitors anyway. Not that she was short of friends – everyone in Whitstable knew Deb – but these days she preferred to bump into people in pubs and cafes, rather than have them round to hers. The flat was in the basement of a town house on Oxford Street, and was accessed through a dark alleyway. It was was dingy, tatty, and too small, and she didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for her. There was nothing to feel sorry about. She always saw her kids in their own houses anyway, and tried to make herself useful. Cherie, now thirty years old with two kids of her own, was grateful of the help, even if she only showed it by pointing out all the things Deb was doing wrong. Feeding them too much sugar. Letting them watch too much TV. Using the word ‘bum’ instead of ‘bottom’. None of these things ever did Cherie any harm, but then everything had changed since then. Deb couldn’t decide whether she was infuriated, proud, or sick with envy when she spent time with her bossy, ambitious daughter.


Cherie had planned her kids, two years apart, starting from when she was twenty-six. A girl and then a boy, who came along a year ago. She announced the pregnancy just as Deb was getting ready to walk out on Derek. It was bad timing, really; she had to shelve her plans for a while. But then she realised she could have waited forever for a good time to leave.
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