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Chapter 1

Ginika wouldn’t have chosen this spot for their goodbye 

picnic tea, but Dad kept chan ging his mind. There had 

been a nice wide street not far from their old flat.  

She could have stood there and looked up at her old 

bedroom window, but Mum said she couldn’t get near  

the place without coming out in a rash. Then there had 

been the road right next to her favour ite train line, but  

a wailing man holding his head in his hands spoilt it  

for Dad.

But after Kingsland Road, Dad had snaked and jerked 

the rattling camper van down clever side roads to give  

her a view straight through to a distant Tower Bridge  

and glit ter ing skyscrapers. She’d glimpsed the river, seen 

silhou ettes of boats and buses. She’d been part of a roaring 

surge of traffic, so that now, sitting at the camper van’s little 
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picnic table, she felt power ful and brave enough to do this: 

persuade her parents to let her carry on living with them.

In this camper van, on these London streets.

She put down her fork, swal lowed her mouth ful of jollof 

rice and started soft and easy, repeat ing what she’d rehearsed 

to perfec tion. ‘You know, I really don’t mind being squashed 

up in here. I don’t need space at all, or a bedroom of my 

own. I’m so much smaller than you that you’ve prob ably 

forgot ten how tiny a space I can fit into …’ Her words ran 

into the usual expres sion on Dad’s face whenever she raised 

the subject: fed up. Tired. Mum had looked down at her 

hands as soon as she’d started speak ing.

Ginika took an extra-deep breath and tried to keep her 

mind on the prize: life in a camper van! She’d be the only 

one of her friends to live like this, and they would be so 

jealous. ‘I know you think I need a proper house, but I 

really don’t—’

Dad held up his hand. ‘Ginki – I know what you’re 

going to say and we’ve been through this. You can’t live in 

here with us.’

‘I so can!’ Even if the camper van was small, it had to be 

better than moving hundreds of miles away.

‘Darling,’ Mum said, ‘you’ve been as brave as anything 

about the move and we’re proud of you. All this mess is 

nothing to do with you – there’s no need for you to be 

9781526622211_The Storm Swimmer_3rdPass.indb   2 09/09/2022   12:06



-1

0

+1

3

squashed up and slum ming it with us. You can have all 

that healthy space and normal ity by the sea.’

‘But why right now?’ Ginika said. ‘We’ve got loads of 

stuff planned for the last summer holiday before big school. 

Everyone’s coming. And the end-of-summer show – how 

can I miss that?’

Mum stared into her jollof bowl and sighed. ‘There will 

be other dance shows—’

‘Not ones I’ve rehearsed so perfectly. Everything’s in it. 

Every move I’ve ever learned.’

Mum shook her head. ‘It has to be now. And you love 

Grandma and Grandpa! It’ll be so nice for you up in 

Cumbria. The fresh air! The beach! Sea! Jellyfish!’ She 

glanced between Ginika and Dad as if she had to give 

them equal eyeballing. ‘And Clawdy-puss. He loves you. 

It’s going to be a treat.’

‘Why don’t you just talk to me like you talk to each 

other?’

‘We do,’ Mum said. ‘We are.’

‘You’re not. It’s all fairy stories.’

‘Ginika—’

‘It’s all you’ll love it, such a treat. If it was so fant astic, 

you’d be coming with me.’

‘We have to work.’

‘There are jobs around Grandma and Grandpa’s.’
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‘No there aren’t, Ginika!’

That made no sense.

‘Yes there are,’ Ginika said. ‘Grandma and Grandpa 

work really hard in their board ing house. They never stop. 

You’ve told me that.’

‘Yes, but there aren’t jobs for us. You don’t under stand.’

Ginika looked from Mum to Dad, but neither spoke. ‘I 

don’t want to live there without you,’ she said into the 

silence. ‘I don’t want to leave my friends, or miss the show, or 

miss … everything. I live here. If you’re staying, why can’t I?’

‘Look,’ Dad said. ‘Neither of us is going to be here 

enough to take care of you. It’s going to be non-stop work. 

It’s as simple as that.’ He took a sip of tea and a huge bite 

from his yam croquette, as though the subject was closed.

‘But I don’t mind you being busy,’ Ginika said. ‘Mum, I 

could go to Alisha’s after school and when you do the 

sleeping-over-at-work thing—’

‘Ginika, I’m going to be doing sleep-ins prac tic ally every 

other night,’ Mum said. Her voice was getting higher and 

louder. ‘And anyway, we can’t all fit in here.’ She wiggled 

her shoulders and pulled away from the cupboard she was 

leaning against. ‘Not comfort ably. Not in every day life. 

Dad can’t go on sleep ing on the floor. Can he?’

Ginika shook her head. ‘But—’

‘There isn’t room for three in this bed.’
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‘So why don’t we just rent another flat with room for all 

of us—’

‘Because the camper van solu tion is the obvious one,’ 

Mum and Dad said together, as though they’d been 

rehears ing too. As soon as they spoke, some thing clattered 

outside and three or four boys’ voices suddenly rippled  

into laughter, close by, just under the window next to  

the bed.

Everyone looked at the window. Clip-cloppy foot steps 

faded away.

Beads of sweat were forming on the dark brown skin of 

Dad’s fore head. ‘We have some serious debts to repay, 

Ginika. We hung on and tried to make the rent for much 

longer than we should have. We’ve got nothing for a 

deposit.’ He made one-potato, two-potatoes with his fists on 

the table with every word, like he was stack ing all the 

reasons on top of each other, think ing he was explain ing 

everything, but really, he was crush ing it. And he looked 

like he had more reasons, spare reasons, piles of them.

‘But if you sold this,’ Ginika said, drained now, her voice 

close to a whine, ‘wouldn’t you have a bit of money for a 

new flat?’

Dad laughed. ‘Sweet, this van’s a wreck!’

‘It isn’t worth more than a couple of months’ rent, and 

anyway, then what?’ Mum said. ‘Keeping the van means 
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paying no rent for a while. No rent means the differ ence 

between surviv ing and going under.’

She made it sound like they were drown ing.

‘Perhaps I could stay at Alisha’s quite a lot then,’ Ginika 

said. ‘And just live in here with you at week ends!’

Dad shook his head. ‘We need to get you far, far away, 

where you’ll be safe.’

Mum’s little finger touched Dad’s, and pushed it slightly. 

If Ginika hadn’t been hyper and focused, she wouldn’t 

even have noticed. It was so subtle. The hairs on the back 

of her neck tingled. There was defin itely more to know 

than they were telling her. And last week, just before the 

last of their belong ings were taken away from their flat, 

there had been a quiet struggle going on between the two 

of them. They were very discreet and clever about it, but 

not clever enough for Ginika.

‘Safe from what?’ she asked. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’

Mum closed her eyes for a few seconds, as though 

fight ing to stop herself from speak ing. She was cross with 

Dad. He must have done some thing. But what?

‘Safe by the sea. Comfy, with space all around you,’ Dad 

said, but he looked hot and edgy, as though he had a spring 

coiled in his spine and was ready to leap.

There was defin itely some kind of extra trouble going 

on. Ginika could tell that from the way they looked at 
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each other, and from the times they tried not to look at 

each other.

And Dad’s face had been weird since the evic tion. 

Whenever Ginika saw him before he knew she was there, 

before he’d had time to make sure he looked ‘cheer ful’, his 

face was pinched, like he was think ing of horrible things. 

And he was rest less, as if he was expect ing someone to 

jump on his back. He always managed to pull himself 

together, but she could see him doing it – it was like a 

curtain coming down. His legs would relax, and then  

his arms, but his neck stayed hunched and stiff and ready 

for action. It was as though he thought someone was 

hunting him.

Were they? Why? What had he done?

‘We’ll build up again and be back on our feet in no 

time,’ Dad said. ‘But for now, Mum and I need to just 

squash in the camper van while you stay healthy and 

spacious by the sea. With you up there, Mum can take 

more shifts at the care home and I can do unlim ited hours 

in the deliv ery van, and it’ll all come good much faster.’

Ginika pushed her fork around her bowl and took a 

deep breath. ‘But what if I didn’t even have any grand par-

ents here?’ she said. ‘Where would you have sent me then? 

Would I be going to Nigeria, to live with Grandma and 

Grandpa Orendu?’

9781526622211_The Storm Swimmer_3rdPass.indb   7 09/09/2022   12:06



-1

0

+1

8

Both of them looked at her. Dad didn’t gasp, and neither 

did Mum, but the air around the little table now felt gaspy 

and shocked and knotted.

‘Ah, Ginki, Ginki … not good,’ Dad said, shaking his 

head. ‘Grandma and Grandpa Orendu would love to have 

you, but you do have grandparents here, who are also 

lovely, and that means you can have a nice, comfort able 

home with them by the seaside, out of the way of this 

ridicu lous mess we’re in, because why should you go 

through this rubbish too?’

Mum’s shoulders were getting lower. So was her head. 

She looked like she would disap pear completely under her 

blonde fringe if she could.

‘You haven’t even said how long it’s going to be for,’ 

Ginika said.

They looked at each other again.

Dad said, ‘We’re not sure just yet…’

Dad’s knees bumped Ginika’s under the table again. It 

happened every time he moved even the smal lest amount. 

Everyone’s breath was too close. Normally, this camper van 

smelt of ink and oil and summer. Tonight, it smelt of rice 

and yams and people.

‘See, darling?’ Mum said. ‘It’s just too much of a squeeze. 

We’d all get bad-tempered with each other if we tried to 

move you in here. It’s bad enough with just me and Dad. 

9781526622211_The Storm Swimmer_3rdPass.indb   8 09/09/2022   12:06



-1

0

+1

9

Come on, it’s nearly five thirty. Let’s get to the park. 

Message Alisha to meet up. You’ll feel so much better 

when you’ve said goodbye prop erly and made some plans 

for video-calling each other. You could do dance routines 

together that way!’

There was another silence. A heavy one, full of deep and 

uneasy thoughts.

 ‘Please be brave, sweet,’ Dad said. ‘I know you can.’
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