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About the Book


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


Deb has finally cut her feckless husband loose, but in many other ways her life is spiralling out of control. With no home, no money, and a chaotic love life, she finds an unusual way keep body and soul together.


She’s not even sure of her friendship with Maisie anymore. But there’s still something that bonds the two women together: their determination to stop anyone building on their beloved West Beach. And yet, as they begin to mount their protest, they find themselves threatened and ridiculed, and must fall back on every ounce of their resourcefulness to keep going.


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 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.




THE WHITSTABLE HIGH TIDE SWIMMING CLUB


Katie May
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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 TWO


Undertow




Chapter 1


‘SAVE WEST BEACH!’


As Maisie raised her placard a woman walked past, dragging a child by the hand, and scuttled into the library with the stiff neck of someone trying not to make eye contact. You couldn’t blame her. Nobody was ever recruited to a cause by being harangued.


‘We need a song. Something a bit more enticing,’ she said to Deb whose skin, she noticed, had begun to goose-pimple in the grey August drizzle. ‘Haven’t you got a cardigan?’


Deb hopped from one foot to the other and hugged her arms around her chest. ‘If I wore a cardigan, it would ruin the whole effect, wouldn’t it? We’re supposed to look like we’re on the beach.’


Maisie reluctantly agreed, but it seemed to her that you should be able to plan a protest like this at the height of summer, without the need for thermal underwear and medicinal brandy. Apparently that was too much to ask. The Whitstable High Tide Swimming Club hadn’t ever meant to be a protest group in the first place, but they wanted to let the whole town know about the plans to concrete over the wildest part of the beach. Standing here today, though, it was clear that they just didn’t have a clue where to start.


‘Isn’t Whitstable supposed to have some sort of a microclimate?’ said Maisie. ‘When I moved here, the estate agent made it sound like a subtropical paradise.’


Deb snorted. ‘We do. It’s probably sub-zero in Canterbury today.’


Maisie looked up at the grey sky in hope of detecting a break in the blanket of cloud, but it was more of an entreaty really, a prayer to the heavens that this protest might not look as ridiculous as it seemed to in this particular moment. The sky offered her no comfort in return. If anything, it only mirrored the absurdity of the situation back at her. They were, after all, a group of women – and one, ruddy-faced man – standing in the centre of town in their swimwear, in broad daylight, shouting at passing strangers.


They were definitely less of a burgeoning social movement, and more of an assembled group of oddballs scaring the public. It was no wonder that the woman in the newsagent next door kept peeping her head out of the door to glare at them. They were almost certainly deterring any passing trade. She was surprised that the local shopkeepers hadn’t banded together with pitchforks to collectively eject them from the vicinity.


It had seemed like a good idea when they were planning it, but in retrospect, they were standing on the beach at the time, where the bathing suits and bikinis, goggles and swimming caps, were all in their natural habitat. Transposed onto the concrete pavement next to the war memorial, with parents filtering past them to attend Bounce & Rhyme, it all looked a little more, well, weird. And not in a good way.


The problem was that all this flesh didn’t transpose well from the beach. They lacked an essential element of glamour. Maisie herself was more grateful for her wetsuit than ever, because at least she was covered from head to toe in deeply comforting neoprene. Deb had opted for a full swimsuit instead of her usual bikini, which was a wise concession, given the temperature. But she had brought along her two grandchildren, and this added an unintentionally tragic effect to the whole affair. Little Sophie was holding her placard sulkily, shifting her skinny knees underneath a pink swimming costume. Her brother writhed in his pushchair, and occasionally cried out in frustration. It wasn’t exactly the joyous celebration of seaside culture that they had planned.


The others didn’t help. Being sixteen, Chloe was fully clothed and had spent the entire hour on Snapchat, sending messages to an unseen cast of friends and occasionally lifting her phone to pose for a photo, before slumping her head again and whirring her thumb over the screen. Maisie would have preferred, on balance, that she hadn’t chosen today to experiment with black lipstick, but she supposed that it was unwise to mention it. Julie had turned up, briefly, but they had all been alarmed by the way that her three toddlers were endlessly drawn towards the road, and it seemed sensible for her to take them into the library after a while. Every now and then, she appeared at the sliding doors and waved supportively, which was touching, if somewhat useless.


Their self-appointed Club Secretary, Ann, was there, trying to look at home in swimwear, but somehow you could tell that she never actually got near the water. Perhaps in compensation, she was brandishing her placard so angrily that it looked as though she was personally admonishing every passing pedestrian. Her mother, Edith, sat by her side in her wheelchair, exuding a quiet dignity that might just have tipped over into mortification if you looked closely enough. Their sole male member, Bill, hadn’t turned up at all, which was, on balance, a relief, given how embarrassed he was by basic human contact.


Instead, they had Brian, the bird-watching enthusiast they had befriended at the public meeting to consult on the development of West Beach. Even back then, he had told them that the planning approval was a foregone conclusion, and he was proven correct. Two weeks after the meeting, a notice was posted to say that East Kent Land Management had been granted permission to build a complex of bars and restaurants on the beach, knocking down a row of beach huts in the process. Brian was, Maisie supposed, an asset to their group, with his battle-hardened wisdom and deep knowledge of the local ecology. But today, as he stood on the High Street in his tiny swimming shorts and Santa Claus beard, it was hard to imagine that he was helping. In particular, Maisie questioned his decision to paint the words ‘Beach = LIFE’ on his round belly.


At that moment, the woman from the newsagent marched up to them, planted her hands on her hips and yelled, ‘I’ve called the police! You can’t do this here. You’re supposed to get a licence for this sort of thing.’


‘No we’re not,’ said Deb. ‘Maisie checked. You only need a licence if you’re marching.’


‘Yeah well you bloody well ought to,’ said the woman. ‘You’re scaring everyone away. I’ve checked with all the shops along this stretch, and none of us has had a single customer since you started.’


Maisie sighed. ‘Okay, I take your point. We’ll only be ten minutes more. I’m guessing the police refused to come anyway?’


‘Well …’ said the woman.


‘They tend to only come if an actual crime has been reported,’ said Maisie.


‘Actually, they told me off for calling 999. Said it wasn’t an emergency matter. The cheek of it!’


‘Indeed,’ said Maisie. ‘Anyway, I’m sure you don’t want to leave your shop for too long. We’ll have this all wrapped up soon.’


They both watched the woman trot back to her shop, clearly believing she was victorious. ‘For heaven’s sake,’ said Maisie. ‘I don’t know why we bother.’


‘Can you watch the kids for a moment? I’m going to have a fag,’ said Deb.


‘Sure,’ said Maisie. ‘And then we’ll call it a day.’


‘Really?’ said Deb, pulling on a long cardigan. ‘I was just thinking about chaining myself to some railings.’


‘That’ll really upset the kids when they come out of the library,’ said Maisie.




Chapter 2


Deb thought that it was best to sneak into the back garden of the Coach and Horses to smoke, so that none of the other protestors could see her and disapprove. If the pub’s management complained, she would point out that her ex-husband had probably contributed half their income for the last thirty years. They owed her a discreet cigarette where the grandchildren couldn’t see her, and probably much more.


In any case, the pub garden was completely empty – probably due to the protest outside – and this was her last packet ever, so she wouldn’t be troubling them much longer. She had weathered years of warnings about the dire consequences for her health, and was wearing pretty well, all things considered. But the cost had got her in the end. When you can’t afford to pay your rent, the fags have to go. And there was a little more to it than that. More and more, her smoking was making her look like a relic. Nobody did it these days, and to this new set in Whitstable, it was an unthinkable horror. You might as well have opened the gates of hell every time you lit up, for the reaction you got. She never used to care, but recently it was beginning to prickle her; it was just another difference between herself and the women she admired, and it was, on balance, the easiest one to fix.


Just three cigarettes left now in her final box. Should she puff through all of them today and make a fresh start tomorrow, or make them last over several days, gradually withdrawing? She would miss them, her good old friends. They had never let her down. She flicked her lighter and enjoyed the faint crackle as she drew the first puff of smoke through. The authorities had done all they could to take the pleasure out of it, but they could never take away the wave of relief that came with the first drag on your favourite brand. They could make you stand out in the street all they liked. They could put stickers on the packet to tell you your breath stank, that you would get cancer, that you would look old, that your legs would fall off. None of that had ever overcome the pleasure she got from five minutes in the garden with a cigarette and a cup of coffee in the morning, or a break mid-afternoon while you tried to get your head straight; or a last one before bed, just to pack the day away. She was going to miss them. But if it was a choice between losing them and regaining Derek, there was no contest.


Goodbye, lovely fags, she thought. I wish my children had been as loyal and obedient.


The stupid thing was, she would still be broke without them. Now that she’d given notice on the bedsit, she had three weeks to find somewhere to live, and, seeing as she had no income to speak of, the search wasn’t going very well. The problem was, she wasn’t qualified to do anything, and so the paltry work she could get didn’t pay enough to live on. It was all very well to make the grand, liberated gesture and leave your idiot husband, but it turned out that the world would only let you survive if you had his income as well as your own.


So now, she would be poor, homeless, and crabby without the fags. She would probably put on weight, too. That’s what happened to everyone else. That would make the appearance of a knight in shining armour a whole lot less likely. Not that she wanted one of those anyway. She wanted the opposite, really: a chance to get by on her own. It was just that, right now, she was failing at that very badly indeed, and she didn’t know how to get out of it. Push-comes-to-shove, perhaps Maisie would let her stay in that pristine spare room of hers, or if she was really desperate, she could kip on Cherie’s sofa-bed. She wasn’t sure which option was worse: revealing to Maisie just how low she was in the food chain; or giving her self-important daughter yet another stick to beat her with.


Bollocks to it, she thought, and lit another cigarette. What’s the point in drawing out a long good-bye. Might as well puff through the lot of them now, and get it over with. Maybe she’d make herself sick. That was a favourite story of her Dad’s: the time he was caught smoking when he was ten, and his mother made him smoke a whole packet, just to put him off for life. Didn’t work on him; they had to wheel him out of the oncology ward to have a gasper every hour. Deb didn’t suppose it would work for her, either.


She stubbed out the second one, and thought she might as well see the last one off with a bit of ceremony, so she stepped into the bar and bought a vodka and slimline tonic. Then, she went back to the garden, perched on the edge of a picnic set, and lit the final fag of her life. She would savour this one. She tried to bring to mind a pleasant montage of all her best smoking moments, but found that, after school, they were all filled with Derek, and so weren’t all that pleasant after all. Was there a single thing that he couldn’t ruin? She sipped her V&T. Perhaps this was good riddance after all.


Somebody was knocking on the gate to the beer garden. Probably kids. But then it opened just a crack, and she saw Chloe’s face peer in at her.


‘You alright, Chlo? Come in.’


‘I can’t,’ said Chloe. ‘It’s a pub.’


‘It’s only the garden.’ For someone dressed as an undertaker’s evil twin, the girl could be surprisingly proper.


‘Someone’s here from the radio,’ said Chloe. ‘You need to come.’


‘The radio?’ said Deb, and she leapt off the table, stubbing out the last, prized cigarette as she went. Apparently it was too much to ask to have the whole of it in peace. She swallowed down her drink and took off her cardigan as she ran out into the street.


A Coastline Radio car had pulled up in the driveway alongside the pub, and there was a man holding a microphone under Maisie’s nose. She was making her point clearly and serenely, her back straight and her face relaxed. Deb adjusted the legs of her swimming costume, wondering if she should go in there at all, given that Maisie was clearly doing a better job of making their case than she ever would. But then, the group of protestors did look a bit thin on the ground without her. She ought to at least join the others.


As she walked towards them though, the man from the radio turned, and Deb said, quite audibly, ‘Shit.’


‘Great to see you too,’ said the man. ‘Lucky this isn’t going out live.’


Deb clamped her hand over her mouth and then removed it to say, ‘What the hell are you doing here?’


‘Do you know each other?’ said Maisie.


‘Maybe,’ said Deb. ‘I’ll tell you later.’


‘This is 96.4 Coastline Radio, online and in your car,’ said the man in practised patter. ‘I’m your host Ricky Robinson, and today I’m out and about talking to a – shall we say – lively band of protestors, who, if I’m reading their signs correctly, are trying to save Whitstable’s West Beach by wearing their swimming costumes in the middle of town.’


‘So Deb, thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. You had even fewer clothes on when I last saw you. Don’t worry, I’ll edit that out.’ Deb could feel a blush spreading upwards from the low neck of her cossie. Maisie’s eyes were so wide that it looked as though she might be considering one of her interventions. This was sexual harassment, surely? Or character assassination. Or something. Surely there was a criminal offence designed solely to punish one-night stands who turned up in your everyday life, and would not go quietly. Well, okay, two-night stands. And a few texts that were, in retrospect, regrettable.


‘So Deb,’ began Rick again, ‘What exactly are you saving West Beach from?’


Deb took a breath, and tried to find the grace that Maisie had displayed. ‘From the greedy bastards who want to build on it,’ she said, and immediately felt the cold horror of her words. That was not what she’d meant. She should have used words like, ‘unwanted development’ and ‘ecological disaster’. That’s what she had planned, when she’d imagined this and left a message on the station’s Facebook page. She should, in retrospect, have had a quick look first to see who worked there. Knowing everyone in Whitstable wasn’t always a benefit.


‘Steady on there with the, uh, fruity language,’ said Rick in his bouncy tone that just seemed odd in real life. ‘You’re obviously very angry, Deb. What’s your problem with a few buildings near the beach, then? Aren’t you just fighting progress?’
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