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About the Book


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


Deb’s ambitions have landed both she and Maisie into deep water, and they’re paddling furiously to survive.


As the pair find themselves thrust into the limelight, the life that Maisie left behind finally catches up with her, and she must decide where her loyalties lie. Meanwhile, Deb is wondering whether she can sustain the choices she made when she reinvented herself, as love, family, career and the roof over her head all seem on shaky ground.


Yet beyond their fragile world, other lives are unravelling too – and being remade in astonishing ways.


What would they do without the High Tide Swimming Club, whose intrigues, dramas and escapades keep them afloat in troubled waters?




THE WHITSTABLE HIGH TIDE SWIMMING CLUB


Katie May


[image: image]




For my Grandad Jim,
who taught me to swim in the sea,
and never let on that he was afraid of the water.




PART THREE


Making Waves




Chapter 1


When Maisie came home from swimming on Friday morning, she was not entirely surprised to find a public schoolboy urinating through her letterbox.


She stood by her front gate and cleared her throat. ‘I’d watch that flap if I were you,’ she said. ‘It’s got a vicious spring.’ The boy’s back stiffened. He was balancing on tiptoes in an effort to reach, and now he swung his head round to see who had spoken, whispered, ‘Oh goodness!’ and flinched as he tried to retract his penis from the door. But he was evidently now mid-stream and unable to stop, so he peed all over his shiny black shoes instead.


‘Damn!’ he muttered, as he hurriedly tried to straighten his underwear and button up his camel-coloured chinos. He turned to face Maisie, the colour high in his cheeks, and said, ‘I apologise for any foul language there. I would never usually speak like that in front of a lady, only, as you can see, I was under a little pressure.’


‘I’d say you still are,’ said Maisie, glancing down at the wet stain that was seeping across his crotch. He looked down and said, ‘Damn!’ again before gritting his teeth in fury and adding, ‘Sorry!’ while attempting to soak up the damage with the handkerchief that had been poking out of his top pocket.


Maisie, who was cold after her swim and desperate to get changed and drink a cup of tea, said, ‘I think you’d better come inside and tidy up, don’t you?’


It was always astonishing how quickly you adapted to new circumstances. A month ago, she would have been shaken to her core by an event like this; would have considered herself to have been grievously harassed and probably the victim of a racially motivated hate crime. But today, she couldn’t seem to register anything more than mild irritation. It was an inconvenience, that was all, and one that the boy would have to rectify himself.


In the four weeks since Deb had announced that they were standing for election against Whitstable’s incumbent MP, much had changed for Maisie. It had been quite a shock, Deb announcing their candidacy without consulting her, apparently spontaneously, and live on the radio. Ordinarily, Maisie would have sought a way to gracefully back out of the deal, with plenty of hard feelings; but for once, she did not.


Perhaps it was because she had only just repaired her relationship with Deb after their petty falling-out; perhaps it was because she could see that Deb was on the cusp of flourishing into the kind of woman that she’d always deserved to be; or perhaps it was because things had been changing for Maisie for a long time now. There was a little more devil-may-care in her these days, and that was partly because she was running scared from her diagnosis of Parkinson’s disease, waiting for it to bite harder than it already had, and dreading the day that it would disable her. Maisie feared disability – and its sister, dependency – above all other things, and had left her husband and all her friends behind in London so that they could never see her deteriorate.


But that was no longer the whole story. Since she had moved to Whitstable, she had found that she wasn’t just running away from her old life, but that she was also running towards a new life. It had been years since she had dared to try new things, to meet people outside of her own, slightly formal, circle of acquaintances, and to dabble with leisure (and perhaps even adventure) for its own sake – if, indeed, she had ever really done it at all. Because of Deb, she was seeing the world through a different lens, and finding that she rather liked it. They couldn’t possibly win an election, of course; but she was enamoured with the idea of pitching rocks at authority while they failed gloriously at it. On reflection, she wished she’d done it years ago.


The sane side of Maisie hadn’t gone away entirely. It was she who had checked the correct statutory procedures for registering a candidacy in a general election; she who had read up on the law and broken the news to Deb that a job share was technically impossible. It was she who had worked out an alternative solution, registering Deb as a candidate and standing on the same platform as a political advisor. It was she who had withdrawn £500 in cash from her savings account and paid the electoral deposit. Maisie, who was not a gambling woman, considered this to be the closest she had ever come to having a flutter. The odds were poor, but it felt good to throw away £500 just for the joy of aiming a potshot at the condescending Charles Brinton. There were more glamorous ways of finding your wild side in your fifties, but this method suited Maisie down to the ground.


It was Maisie, too, who had quietly submitted an appeal against the planned development on West Beach, which would knock down a row of beautiful old beach huts and replace them with what was politely termed a ‘leisure complex’, but which really meant a clutch of rowdy bars that would destroy the peace of her beloved wild-swimming territory. She was able to present fresh evidence that the original planning consultation hadn’t seen, namely that at least one hut owner had no idea about the scheduled demolition, and would have risked losing a pile of precious family memories had she not met Maisie and Deb by chance on the beach one day. In her appeal, Maisie had argued that there might be other owners, too, who had not had their chance to object to the plans. She was awaiting a response without much hope. If that failed – short of lying down in front of the bulldozers – their final option would be a legal challenge, and Maisie was hardly relishing that prospect.


As soon as their campaign was announced, she was taken aback by the viciousness that greeted them from some quarters. It was like being thrown head first into a bear pit. Maisie wouldn’t have minded a sane, reasoned critique of her plans, but what she and Deb got was a cacophony of abuse that seemed almost incoherent with rage.


There were those who simply thought that she was standing in the way of progress in her fight against the beach development. Fine. That was a matter of simple disagreement. Then there were the people who thought that she should keep her nose out of it because she wasn’t a Whitstable ‘native’, but had instead moved ‘Down From London’ recently, and was therefore part of the problem in the first place. She had some sympathy with this view, until someone spray-painted DFL GO HOME on her back fence. Maisie felt that this – and the patchwork of graffiti that quickly grew around it – was going too far.


And then there were the anonymous voices on local chat rooms or Facebook that chimed in to say that she should pipe down and get back into the kitchen because she was female, fat, a slag, stupid, black. They posted misspelt insults, nonsensical strings of words and thinly veiled threats that any idiot could see they had no intention of carrying out. It was like reading the translated gruntings of a field of animals, but it was nevertheless disturbing to sample the nastiness that floated around inside people’s minds.


In comparison, the boy who was currently scrubbing his own urine off Maisie’s front door mat was a minor irritant, a mere speck in a much fiercer ocean. He was actually slightly endearing, turning up dressed – she presumed – like his own father and then choosing a form of protest that was simply beyond his ability or imagination. He was, she already knew, the leader of a ridiculous club called the Young Traditionalists, who claimed to be in the business of upholding old-fashioned common sense. They had turned up to wave placards at the most recent meetings of the Whitstable High Tide Swimming Club, all four of them, dressed in button-down shirts and blazers, their sole female member wearing an ankle-length kilt that must surely have been borrowed from her grandmother. Maisie always made a point of engaging them in conversation, and found the detail of their views strangely elusive. They were happy enough to generally disagree with the kind of thing that Maisie and Deb were doing in running for Parliament, but they would not be pinned down on exactly why. It was just Too Much, that was all; A Step Too Far.


Maisie wondered if they even knew the detail of their views themselves, or whether they were simply parroting those of some particularly domineering parents. She handed the lad a J-cloth and a bottle of multi-surface spray, and drank her coffee as she watched him wipe down the walls either side of the door, just in case of splashes.


‘Shouldn’t you be at school, anyway?’ she said.


‘Friday morning’s my free period,’ he said under his breath. ‘I don’t have to be in until eleven.’


‘So you decided to waste your spare time peeing into my hall? Don’t you have anything better to do?’


The boy sat up on his haunches and closed his eyes while he gripped his forehead. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘will you please just let me know whether you intend to inform my school of this. I mean, I’m pretty sure they’ll consider it to be out of character anyway …’


‘Try harder than that,’ said Maisie.


‘Okay, okay … I’m willing to accept that this represented poor decision-making on my part, and that …’


‘Again,’ said Maisie.


The boy growled in frustration. ‘Alright! It was a stupid thing to do, and I don’t know what came over me, and for what it’s worth I’m genuinely sorry and embarrassed, and please – please – don’t tell my school. I’m applying to Oxbridge this year and I’m pretty sure that this won’t look good on my permanent record.’


‘That’s better,’ said Maisie. ‘What’s your name?’


‘I’m not stupid enough to tell you that.’


‘You don’t have to be.’ Maisie took her phone out of her pocket and snapped his photo. ‘I’m sure they’ll have no trouble recognising you in this.’


‘For heaven’s sake!’ said the boy. ‘Fine. It’s Alfie. Alfie Marshall.’ For a few brief seconds, it looked like he was going to shake her hand, but he thought better of it.


‘And so, Alfie, can you give me a reason for this sudden escalation in hostilities? This is surely a bit radical for your tastes, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said Alfie, ‘probably. Look, I got carried away. Charles Brinton came to address our club meeting last night. It was pretty stirring stuff – he reminded us of all that we could lose if we don’t defend our traditional British values. He said we must go out and fight this plague in whatever way we can. And, well …’


‘Did he actually suggest urinating through letterboxes?’ asked Maisie.


‘No,’ said Alfie. ‘He absolutely did not. That was an … imaginative leap of my own.’


‘Bet you wish you’d stuck with what you know,’ said Maisie, trying hard not to smile. ‘You know, waving placards dressed as the Amish.’


‘I can confirm that is the case, yes,’ said Alfie. He stood up and dusted his hands on his trousers. ‘Look, I’ve cleaned up your hall, so can we call it quits now? I promise not to do it again. But this doesn’t change my views. I still think you’re making a joke of a venerated political system, and I’ll continue to bear witness against that. You can’t stop me.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Maisie, amused. ‘I’m delighted for you to scamper off, and continue to argue against us for all you’re worth. In fact, I insist on it.’


Alfie regarded her for a few seconds, unsure of whether he was being patronised. Whatever his conclusion, he evidently decided to cut his losses and run. He even paused at the door to bow slightly to Maisie, who at that point could no longer hold back a burst of laughter that echoed between the damp walls of her hallway as the door slammed behind him.


‘Off you go, Alfie Marshall,’ she said under her breath. ‘I’ve got bigger fish to fry.’




Chapter 2


The tide was high at ten the next morning, and for once Deb was able to join Maisie on the beach. Since she had taken her post as a granny au pair, Deb had lost the ability to follow the tides every day, and was now barely aware of whether the sea was in or out. She walked Megan along the seafront as often as she could, and made sure she turned up to The Whitstable High Tide Swimming Club once a week. But after she’d fought the ever-rising tide of Frances’s untidiness, looked after the Facebook group she ran for the Save West Beach Campaign, and knocked on a few doors to talk about the election campaign, there was barely any time left to sleep. She was supposed to be tackling the reading list for her foundation degree that was starting at the end of the month. At this rate, she was going to be winging it more than the teenagers in her class.


Still, today she had made it to the beach, the sky was blue and the air was September-crisp. At the top of the beach, there were sloes and elderberries ripening on the bushes, and blackberries tangling around the path leading up to the railway line. Everything was coming to fruition, and Deb hoped that she, too, was part of that sedate, natural march of progress through which everything fulfilled its potential eventually. Perhaps she was just a slower-maturing variety, that was all.


The sea was still holding on to its summer heat. She had braced herself for a shock when she got in, but had been surprised to find it soft and still … not warm exactly, but certainly not biting yet. It had been her dream to keep on swimming through the tail end of the year, adjusting downwards through fractions of a degree so that she barely noticed the sea becoming cold.


But that was not to be. If she couldn’t swim every day, there was no hope of gradually adjusting as the sea cooled down. She would have to start again next year – perhaps Easter; perhaps later still. She already envied Maisie, who would carry on striking through the waves all winter, just as she was today, her neon-green bathing cap making her visible to all shipping within a three-mile radius.


Deb, meanwhile, had strayed no further than the end of the last groyne post, where she floated on her back and watched the black-headed gulls drifting above her. She wished she had the resolve to swim like Maisie did: fast, strong and rhythmic, full of stern intent. But then, maybe she was pouring all her willpower into other things at the moment, and didn’t have any will left. Maybe she sometimes needed the sea to hold her up for a while, because she didn’t have the energy to keep on doing it herself.


‘I keep meaning to ask,’ said Maisie, ‘what does Frances think of you running for election?’


‘None of her bloody business,’ said Deb, and then she thought for a moment. ‘Actually, I think she finds it funny. It’s this silly little thing I’m doing. I heard her say as much to one of her mates the other day: Deb’s a bit of a character.’


‘I suspect she finds you frightfully picturesque. A bit of local colour, you know. The real Whitstable.’


‘Yeah,’ said Deb. ‘Like she can’t possibly believe I’m serious about winning.’


‘You’re not serious,’ said Maisie. ‘Are you?’


Deb shot her a fierce look and added another item to the agenda she had been drawing up. ‘Well, put it this way,’ she muttered, ‘I’m not not serious. Otherwise I wouldn’t be bothering with all of this.’


‘All of this’ was the pile of papers scattered between them on Ann’s dining table: flyers, forms, drafts of speeches, press clippings, printouts of emails, and a mass of other things that Deb didn’t even want to think about. Ann was no help: for all her love of bureaucracy, the political campaign was too fraught with discord for her liking. It wasn’t so much that she hated confrontation, but rather that she liked it to only go her way. At the moment, she was making coffee, having wondered out loud if Deb and Maisie realised that the expense of laying on refreshments always fell on her. When Deb had apologised and promised to bring a replacement jar of Nescafé the following week, Ann had considered this an appalling act of aggression, and had retreated to the kitchen in order to clank the mugs and the kettle in high dander. Her mother, Edith, had glanced up from her iPad, rolled her eyes, and then returned again to her crossword.
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