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To the clipboard.
The moustache.
The missing half-finger.
And the unsettling synchronised nods.
Without all of you.
This book would merely have been
a sensible camping manual.
And to the sardines:
I still don’t understand your purpose.
But I respect your commitment.
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The limp, for adding an air of tragic nobility.
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And finally, all the unnamed strangers of the internet who inspired this tale of mild paranoia, questionable teamwork, and the curious joy of pretending to be normal.


Thank you for making this the strangest camping trip never to have happened.
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Chapter 1 – The Meeting
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I’d never been on holiday with strangers before. Most people, when I explained it, looked at me as though I’d confessed to eating light bulbs for breakfast.

“It’s called The Place,” I’d say, trying to sound casual. “We all agreed to meet there.”

The only thing more unsettling than the plan itself was standing in the car park, watching it become reality.

Him was already there. He was taller than I expected, all elbows and knees and a moustache so thin it looked like it had been drawn on in pencil. He was staring into the middle distance with the expression of someone who had recently lost faith in everything, including weather forecasts.

“Hi,” he said, when he noticed me. His moustache twitched.

“Hi,” I replied, wishing I’d rehearsed something better.

We stood there, carefully not making eye contact.

Then Her arrived, emerging from a tiny car like a magician pulling too many scarves from a hat. She carried a clipboard under one arm and walked with a slight limp that somehow made her look even more purposeful.

“Hello!” she chirped, as though we were about to begin a guided tour instead of a week of questionable camping. “Does anyone have the master checklist?”

Him looked panicked. “Was I supposed to print something?”

Her sighed so hard her fringe fluttered. “Never mind. I’ve got three copies.”

At that moment, a van wheezed into the car park and shuddered to a halt.

They stepped out in perfect unison, wearing matching red jackets and the tight, identical smiles of people who’d decided long ago never to admit being irritated.

“Hello,” They said together, with the faintly ominous cheerfulness of flight attendants.

We all nodded.

Finally, the bus pulled in.

Two figures climbed off, dragging a ruck sack bag the size of a small bear. The taller of the Others wore a glove, which I later realised was hiding that half a finger was simply...gone. The shorter one looked around with wide, unblinking eyes as though the rest of us were a disappointing hallucination.

No one said much.

We stood in a polite, horrified semicircle, breathing in the smell of damp grass and collective regret.

It was, without question, the strangest group of people I’d ever agreed to spend a week with.
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Chapter 2 – Setting Up Camp
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The Place looked deceptively pretty when we finally walked through the gate.

A meadow spread out below us, dotted with the sort of wildflowers that made you feel guilty for trampling them. A stream meandered along one side, pretending to be picturesque.

We stood there, pretending not to judge each other’s camping gear.

Her consulted the clipboard, frowning. “According to this, we have six tents.”

“Seven,” They corrected in unison, as though reading each other’s thoughts.

Him unzipped a bright green bag and pulled out a tent so enormous it immediately tangled around his legs. His moustache quivered with stress.

“Just...give me a minute,” he mumbled.

I tried to help, but every time I picked up a pole, it did something physics had never intended.

Her attempted to direct us like an exasperated general. “You! Hold that corner. You. No, the other pole. And you! Stop stepping on the canvas!”

It was unclear which “you” she meant, but we all apologised anyway.

Meanwhile, They worked in perfect silence, assembling their tent in a manner so eerily synchronised it felt choreographed. At one point, one of Them raised an eyebrow, just slightly, and the other immediately passed over a mallet. It was unsettling.

The Others unrolled their tent, dropped it in a heap, and simply stared at it for a long time as though expecting it to erect itself out of pity.

Eventually, the taller Other removed the glove to reveal the half-missing finger. No explanation was offered. None of us asked.

I wrestled with my borrowed tent until I had sweat dripping off my nose and grass in my hair.

Her limped around us briskly, muttering about “standards.”

By sunset, we had an encampment that looked less like a campsite and more like a disaster relief zone.

We stood back, breathing hard.

“Well,” Her announced, trying to sound optimistic, “at least we’re all still speaking.”

“They’re speaking,” Him whispered, glancing nervously at Them, who were sitting cross-legged and smiling faintly at nothing.

It was hard to tell whether the Others were sulking or simply contemplating our inevitable doom.
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Chapter 3 – The First Night
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After the tents were (mostly) upright, we gathered around the fire pit.

Her insisted on reading from her clipboard again, listing everyone’s duties for the week. No one listened.

Him was attempting to add more wood to the fire with a look of deep concentration. His moustache stuck out at an angle that made him look perpetually confused.

They sat side by side, radiating serene disapproval.

The taller Other rummaged in a bag and produced a tin of sardines, which they proceeded to eat in absolute silence, like this was the most natural thing in the world.

I was trying to pretend I felt at ease, but my stomach was knotted so tight I half-expected it to make a squeaking noise.

Her cleared her throat. “I think we should introduce ourselves properly.”

We all looked at each other with the same polite dread.

One by one, we shared our real names, then immediately forgot them.

Her declared she was here to “broaden her horizons,” although she kept shooting anxious glances at the sky as though expecting a meteor.

Him mumbled that he needed a break from work, then nearly set his sleeve on fire trying to pour the tea.

They announced, in their soft, echoing voices, that They were here to “reconnect with nature.” Judging by the way They scowled into the fire, nature had already disappointed Them.

The Others refused to elaborate, simply staring blankly at whoever spoke.

I tried to share something about myself but ended up talking far too long about my fear of moths. No one commented.

We sat there for a while in the flickering light, surrounded by the smell of burnt sausages and unspoken questions.

It was obvious this week would not be peaceful.

But it might be interesting.
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