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  ‘Probably the funni est and most authen tic novel that I’ve 
read about being an awkward, self-conscious teenage 

boy since I WAS an awkward, self-conscious teenage boy!’  
  John Boyne, author of  The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas     

  ‘Made me cry with laughter. A comic novel like this is 
a gift to the nation’  
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  ‘So, so funny and recog nis able – I imme di ately forced 
it on my fourteen-year-old’  
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  ‘Sharp, witty and bril liantly observed … I haven’t laughed out 
loud like that for a long time’  
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  ‘Great char ac ters, packed with wisdom and remin is cent of 
Adrian Mole (and there’s no higher praise, let’s face it)’  

  Sathnam Sanghera, journ al ist and author of 
 The Boy with the Topknot     

  ‘It made me laugh out loud on the tube’  
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   The sleep ing bag            

 It starts with a knock at my bedroom door. 

 Without waiting for an answer, my sister walks in, 

closing the door behind her as if she doesn’t want anyone 

to hear what she’s doing. 

 Rose never comes into my bedroom. She barely even 

speaks to me, but I suppose this is normal, since she’s four 

years older and thinks that compared to her seventeen-

year-old friends I’m about as inter est ing as a dust particle, 

so I have no idea what to say when she appears, says hi, 

then just stands there smiling at me. 

 There’s a weird silence, because she doesn’t seem to 

know what to say, either. 

 ‘What’s up?’ I ask even tu ally. 

 ‘You all right?’ she says. 

 ‘Yeah, fi ne.’ 

 The room goes quiet again. Her eyes slowly pass over 
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my posters and shelves, and I get the feeling she’s trying 

(and failing) to think of a topic of conver sa tion. Then she 

says, ‘You’ve got a sleep ing bag, haven’t you?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Can I borrow it?’ 

 ‘What for?’ 

 ‘Sleeping in?’ she replies, using the sarcastic statement-

as-a-question inton a tion that drives our parents crazy. 

 ‘Are you going some where?’ 

 ‘It’s not import ant where I’m going, I’m just asking if 

you’ll let me borrow it,’ she says, with her eyes narrow ing 

into a partic u lar stare she has – the one that makes me 

wither and obey. 

 As always, it works, and next thing I know I’m rumma-

ging under my bed, hauling out the sleep ing bag and 

handing it over. 

 ‘Thanks, Luke. You’re a star,’ she says, already heading 

out of the room. 

 ‘When will I get it back?’  

 ‘When I’ve fi nished with it,’ she replies, walking away 

without a back ward glance, which feels much more like 

the sister I know than the strange, smiley person who 

walked in. 

 A few minutes later, I hear the front door open and 

close. There’s no bell ring, just the sound of the click ing 

latch, followed by foot steps heading outside towards the 
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street, accom pan ied by the judder of small, hard wheels 

trundling over concrete. 

 I glance at my watch – it’s nearly 9 p.m. – then jump up 

and look out of the window, just in time to see Rose cross 

the road and go into the house oppos ite, wheel ing a small 

suit case and carry ing my badly-rolled-up sleep ing bag 

under one arm. 

 I head down stairs. Dad is on the sofa in front of the TV, 

but he isn’t really watch ing it because he’s got an iPad on 

his lap, but he isn’t really looking at that because he’s got 

his phone in his hand, but he doesn’t seem to be looking at 

that either, because his eyes are closed and his mouth is 

open and he doesn’t notice me enter ing the room. 

 I head for the kitchen and Mum is in her usual spot at 

the table, gazing intently at her laptop, ‘working’ (brows ing 

Facebook). 

 ‘Where’s Rose gone?’ I say. 

 ‘Nowhere,’ says Mum, not looking up from her screen, 

which is showing a picture of a cousin she’s always hated 

sitting beside a swim ming pool holding a cock tail. Mum 

grim aces, mutters the words ‘stupid cow’, and ‘likes’ the 

picture. 

 ‘Are you sure?’ I ask. 

 ‘How can she afford a holiday in Florida? She only just 

got divorced!’ 

 ‘Er …’ 



6

 ‘ That’s  how she affords it. She just got divorced.’ 

 ‘Mum …’ 

 ‘Took him to the clean ers, and every one knows she 

cheated on him fi rst.’ 

 ‘Do you know that Rose just left the house with a suit-

case? I think she went over the road.’ 

 This – fi nally – gets Mum’s atten tion. 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘I saw it out the window.’ 

 ‘When?’ 

 ‘Just now.’ 

 ‘Rose?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Over the road?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘With a suit case?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 Mum springs from the table and charges up the stairs. I 

hear her open the door of Rose’s room, close it again, then 

thunder back down stairs and charge into the sitting room. 

 I follow right behind her. 

 ‘I wasn’t asleep!’ says Dad, jolting upright as we walk in, 

sending his iPad and phone clat ter ing on to the fl oor. 

 ‘Rose has gone,’ says Mum. 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Rose! She’s gone!’ 
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 ‘Gone where?’ 

 ‘I looked in her ward robe and she’s taken her clothes. 

We think she’s gone over the road!’ says Mum, with an air 

of tragic climax that Dad clearly can’t make sense of. 

 ‘Er …’ 

 ‘With her stuff in a suit case,’ I say, trans lat ing Mum’s 

panic into words Dad might actu ally under stand. 

 ‘Oh!’ says Dad. ‘Right. So … you’re not saying she’s 

popped out. You’re saying she’s …’ 

 ‘Gone!’ 

 ‘Over the road?’ 

 ‘She borrowed my sleep ing bag,’ I point out. Dad tends 

to need things explained to him very slowly, a bit like a 

small child but without the fun. 

 ‘SHE TOOK YOUR SLEEPING BAG!?’ yells Mum, 

which is when I realise I should have kept this to myself. 

 I nod. 

 ‘WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL US!?’ 

 ‘I’m telling you now.’ 

 ‘After she’s left! Why didn’t you tell us when she took 

the sleep ing bag?’ 

 ‘Because she only took it two minutes before she went.’ 

 ‘Why did you lend it to her?’ says Dad. 

 ‘Because she asked for it.’ 

 ‘That doesn’t mean you just hand over a …  sleep ing bag  … 

to a vulner able teen ager,’ says Mum. 



8

 ‘What’s vulner able about her?’ 

 ‘Everything!’ 

 ‘She seems very confi d ent to me,’ I say. 

 ‘She’s run away from home!’ says Mum. ‘You don’t give 

a sleep ing bag to a teen ager who’s on the brink of running 

away from home!’ 

 ‘I didn’t know she was going to run away.’ 

 ‘What did you think the sleep ing bag was for? A camping 

trip?’ 

 ‘You always told me to be gener ous and share my things. 

Now I’ve done it and you’re angry with me.’ 

 ‘Not a  sleep ing bag !’ 

 ‘That’s not what you said. I don’t remem ber you ever 

saying, “Be gener ous with your sister and share all your 

things except your sleep ing bag.” ’ 

 ‘We’re getting off the point,’ says Dad, turning back 

towards Mum. ‘You’re sure she’s actu ally run away? You 

think she’s not coming back?’ 

 Mum sighs and for a moment her eyes glisten with tears. 

A heavy silence fi lls the room, and my parents stare at one 

another like two people who have just stepped out of a car 

crash and have no idea what to say or do next. 

 I should prob ably explain …  
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   The end of the world isn’t our fa ult            

 Why the big drama about a seventeen-year-old girl cross ing 

the road with a suit case and a sleep ing bag? Well, the 

boring street in the boring suburb where my boring 

home sits isn’t as dull and safe as it used to be, because 

the house oppos ite, which used to be even more boring 

than ours, has become a magnet for every climate protester, 

anti-capitalist, extinc tion rebel, outcast and dropout in the 

country. 

 How? 

 Well, to explain this you have to go right back to when I 

was small. Nobody seems to know exactly when rumblings 

were fi rst heard about a proposed new runway for the 

airport near my home. For as long as I can remem ber the 

project was on, then off, then on again, and there was always 

talk of a never-ending round of meet ings and consulta tions 

that some times sent the whole street into a panic about 
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threats of demoli tion, and at other times seemed like an 

endless drone of irrel ev ant back ground noise. 

 Then, roughly a year before the bizarre summer I’m 

going to tell you about, the project fi nally got a green light. 

On a morning that seemed like any other, the postman 

casu ally walked his usual route, unnoticed, deliv er ing a 

small stack of dull-looking brown envel opes which would 

change the street forever. Twenty letters landed on twenty 

doormats that day, telling every family who got one that 

their home was going to be bought from them, whether 

they wanted to sell or not, then demol ished. Ours was 

spared. All the houses oppos ite were condemned. 

 Local outrage ramped up as the row of build ings 

emptied out and got boarded up, and the story even got 

some news cover age. Then gradu ally the aban doned house 

oppos ite ours fi lled up again with squat ters: anti-airport 

protest ers, climate activ ists and, accord ing to my parents, 

anyone else who thought it might be a laugh to hang out 

in a derel ict house all day instead of going out and getting 

a job. 

 There’s an old saying:  my enemy’s enemy is my friend . My 

street is a good test case for this idea, and, so far, it doesn’t 

seem to be true. A more accur ate version would appear to 

be:  my enemy’s enemy is even worse than my enemy if he 

wears strange clothes and looks like he doesn’t wash and 

makes noise late at night . 
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 Yes, since the protest ers moved in over the road, all the 

nice, boring polite people on my side of the street simply 

don’t know who to hate any more. They don’t want their 

neigh bours’ houses demol ished in order to build an access 

road to a new cargo terminal, but even more than that, 

they don’t want weirdos waking them up at night with 

bongo drums, and they certainly don’t want their daugh-

ters going to visit anti-capitalist communes and decid ing 

they like it there. 

 That’s why the loan of my sleep ing bag (which, to be 

honest, I didn’t really think through as I was doing it) was 

more than a little contro ver sial, and why Mum ended up 

with tears in her eyes, staring at Dad in stunned silence, just 

because my sister had crossed the road pulling a suit case. 

  

 ‘I’m going over there,’ says Mum. 

 ‘What are you going to say?’ asks Dad. 

 ‘What do you  think  I’m going to say? I’m going to tell 

her to come home.’ 

 Dad pulls a scep tical face. 

 ‘Do you have a better idea?’ 

 Dad shrugs. 

 ‘You’re shrug ging? How can you shrug at a time like 

this?’ 

 ‘I just … I’m not sure telling her to come home is going 

to work.’ 
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 ‘Are you saying we should let her stay?’ 

 ‘No,’ says Dad, ‘I just think telling her what she can and 

can’t do doesn’t seem to be very effect ive at the moment.’ 

 ‘What’s the altern at ive? Giving up and letting her do 

whatever she wants?’ 

 ‘No … I … well, why don’t you give it a try? We can see 

how it goes.’ 

 ‘Thanks for the vote of confi d ence,’ says Mum, strid ing 

to the front door and closing it behind her with a slam. 

 I head upstairs and pretend to go to bed after Mum 

leaves, but I’m listen ing out for the front door, and I hurry 

down to hear the news as soon as she returns, which is 

surpris ingly soon. 

 ‘Well?’ says Dad, who has jumped up from the sofa to 

greet Mum in the hallway. 

 Mum hangs her keys on the hook behind the door and 

slowly turns back towards us. Her face is pale, and the tip 

of her nose has gone white, which is what happens when 

she’s trying to pretend she’s not angry. 

 She looks at us as if we are far away and barely recog nis-

able, takes a deep breath, then says, ‘It didn’t go well.’ 

 ‘What happened?’ says Dad. 

 ‘Well … she’s in a very determ ined mood. I tried to take 

things gently, and I told her that I admire her open-

mindedness, and I think it’s good she’s making friends with 

people from other walks of life, and that she can visit them 
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as often as she likes, but for her own safety she has to 

spend her nights at home with us.’ 

 ‘And … ?’ 

 ‘She just asked what I meant by “other walks of life”, 

and I tried to explain, but for some reason she didn’t like 

what I said and I got a long lecture about why I’m a snob, 

and how ignor ant and blind I am for having no clue about 

who the climate protest ers are, and what they’re trying to 

achieve, and how they’re the only people facing up to the 

most serious crisis the human race has ever faced. I tried to 

tell her I wasn’t talking about the end of the human race, I 

was talking about her coming home for bed, then she went 

off on one about how I wasn’t listen ing to a word she was 

saying and how the whole conver sa tion was a perfect 

illus tra tion of why she has to move out. When I asked her 

what this meant, she just told me I’m impossible to talk 

to. Can you believe that?  I’m  the one who’s impossible to 

talk to!’ 

 ‘So what did you do?’ asked Dad. 

 ‘I told her she was too young to be there, and it wasn’t 

up to her, and she was coming home whether she liked it 

or not.’ 

 ‘And … ?’ 

 ‘Well, that’s when things got a little heated. Honestly, 

where did she get that temper from?’ 

 Dad and I avoid eye contact. 
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 ‘So … what’s the upshot?’ says Dad, dodging Mum’s 

self-answering ques tion. ‘That it  is  up to her?’ 

 ‘No! But I can’t phys ic ally drag her back! What am I 

supposed to do? I don’t know what’s happened to her. 

She’s so  angry. ’ 

 ‘About what?’ 

 ‘Not sure. It’s either global envir on mental melt down or 

us telling her what to do. She talked a lot about both, but 

I think the main problem is us.’ 

 ‘What have  we  done? The end of the world isn’t our 

fault.’ 

 ‘Well, Rose doesn’t seem to think so.’ 

 ‘How can it be  our  fault?’ 

 ‘Well, not just us, but people like us.’ 

 ‘People  like  us?’ 

 ‘Our gener a tion. We’re compla cent and selfi sh appar-

ently, and we’re destroy ing the planet.’ 

 ‘That’s ridicu lous.’ 

 ‘She does have a point,’ I say. ‘I mean, she’s not wrong, 

is she?’ 

 Mum and Dad glare at me. 

 ‘We’re not compla cent,’ says Dad dismissively. 

 ‘Are you actu ally doing anything? To stop climate 

change?’ I ask. 

 ‘We recycle,’ says Dad. 

 I give him a slow round of applause. 
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 ‘The end of the world isn’t the point here,’ says Mum. 

‘It’s not our job to save the planet, but it  is  our job to save 

our daugh ter.’ 

 ‘From what?’ I ask. ‘The people over the road?’ 

 ‘Yes!’ 

 ‘What is it you think they’re going to do to her?’ 

 ‘She’s too young!’ says Dad. ‘You don’t just move out of 

the family home on a whim one evening, aged seventeen, 

without even a goodbye.’ 

 ‘Who says it was a whim?’ I ask. 

 ‘We should have discussed it,’ says Mum. 

 ‘You think you could have changed her mind?’ 

 ‘I could have tried. Why didn’t she talk to us about it?’ 

says Mum, turning to Dad. 

 ‘Maybe she thought you wouldn’t listen,’ I say. ‘Maybe 

she thought you’d forbid it. Anyway, how do you know 

she’s moved out?’ 

 ‘You told us your self,’ says Mum. ‘She took a 

suit case.’ 

 ‘Haven’t you noticed what day it is?’ 

 Mum and Dad look at one another blankly. 

 ‘Last day of term,’ I say. ‘She waited till the end of the 

school year, didn’t she? Then she made her move. And she 

clearly planned it. So maybe this is her version of a summer 

holiday.’ 

 I watch this idea, which was obvious to me from the 
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moment I saw her trundle across the road, slowly percol ate 

into my parents’ slow-moving brains. 

 ‘A summer holiday?’ says Mum. ‘As in … a week or 

two?’ 

 ‘Or longer. Who knows? She’s been hanging out there a 

lot recently, so she must like it.’ 

 ‘Has she? Since when? Why didn’t you tell us?’ says 

Mum. 

 ‘You didn’t ask.’ 

 ‘But she told you?’ 

 ‘No, she never tells me anything. I just saw it. With my 

eyes.’ 

 ‘When?’ 

 ‘Often. Last few weeks mainly.’ 

 ‘But … she can’t move in there without even asking us. 

She’s supposed to be looking after you. She prom ised. 

We’re both working,’ says Mum. 

 If Mum is think ing  this , of all things, is going to keep 

Rose at home, she really does live in a dream world. 

 ‘I don’t need looking after,’ I say. 

 ‘We can’t just leave you on your own.’ 

 ‘Of course you can! I’m thir teen. And Rose is one 

minute away. I’ll be fi ne.’ 

 ‘What do you think?’ says Mum, turning to Dad. ‘Are 

we going to have to hire some child care?’ 

 He furrows his brow, pretend ing to be confl ic ted for a 



17

few seconds, then says, ‘Well, I suppose he should be OK 

on his own … if he prom ises to be respons ible.’ 

 ‘I’ll be fi ne,’ I say, trying to stop myself going saucer-

eyed with glee at the idea of all the unin ter rup ted, 

unob served, un-nagged hours of free time that are about 

to fall into my lap. ‘As long as there’s stuff to eat in the 

fridge, I can look after myself.’ 

 ‘You’re not to just gorge on snacks all day. You have to 

have proper meals,’ says Mum, attempt ing to sound stern, 

though we both know her words are totally point less. 

 ‘Of course,’ I reply, attempt ing to sound sincere. 

 ‘Well – OK, then,’ says Mum. ‘Just for a while. Until we 

can talk sense into Rose and bring her home.’ 

 ‘I’ll go and have a word with her,’ says Dad. 

 ‘What do you think that will achieve?’ asks Mum. 

 ‘We have to try. Maybe there’s a differ ent approach.’ 

 ‘Such as?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. How about we let her stay there tonight, 

and we leave her to do whatever she wants tomor row, 

then after work I pay a visit and try again with some thing 

a bit less confront a tional? It won’t be long before she 

wants a hot shower and home comforts. She’ll be back 

soon enough.’ 

 ‘She can come here during the day and have a shower 

whenever she wants, then just go back,’ I point out 

help fully. 
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 ‘It’s late. You should go to bed,’ says Dad. 

 ‘Or maybe I could stop her using the bath room if you 

get me a Taser. But that might be a bit of a mixed message.’ 

 ‘Bed!’ says Dad. 

 I head upstairs, with a smile spread ing across my face. 

Until now I’ve been strictly forbid den from cross ing the 

road to see what the protest ers are up to, but I can’t exactly 

be preven ted from going to visit my own sister, can I? 

Particularly with nobody watch ing over me every weekday. 

Besides, as of this evening, thanks to Rose, my parents’ 

ability to stop me doing  anything  suddenly looks a lot 

shakier. 

 I’ve wondered for months about what it is that goes on 

in there, but up till now I haven’t been able to satisfy my 

curi os ity. All I know is that every one on my side of the 

road seems to hate the protest ers even more than they 

hate the airport expan sion. 

 Helena, our next-door neigh bour, is the one who seems 

most agit ated about the whole thing. Every time I pass her 

on the street, I hear her complain ing to someone about 

smells, beha viour or noises, and some times she goes 

suddenly quiet as I approach, as if the activ it ies she’s 

discuss ing are so twisted they can’t be mentioned within 

earshot of a child. 

 All of which, of course, just makes me more curious. 

 What goes on in there that upsets Helena so much? 
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What can a group of seem ingly peace ful hippies get up to 

that makes people like Mum and Dad so frightened of 

them? How did those people become the enemy? 

 Soon, I’ll be able to fi nd out. The ques tion of why Rose 

has gone over there is less of a mystery. Obviously it’s to 

annoy our parents. 

 And it’s worked.  


