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            Author's Note
This novel is a blend of memory and imagination. Some of the events and anecdotes you'll find here are based on true stories from my life, while others — such as the fire — have been created or altered to serve the narrative. While the core characters retain their original first names, some names have been changed to protect privacy and for storytelling purposes.
The inspiration behind the story's central mystery—the legend of The Grey Lady and the abandoned cottage—comes from a childhood holiday my family took to Levens Bridge. I was just eight years old at the time, and over the two weeks there, the friends I made shared chilling ghost stories tied to the local area. These tales stayed with me and have been woven and expanded upon in this book to create a richer atmosphere.
Many other moments, like the bottle incident and several school-based stories involving teachers, are taken directly from real-life experiences. These elements reflect the sometimes messy, confusing, and unforgettable nature of growing up.
This book touches on themes of friendship, loss, guilt, and the challenges of adolescence, including mental health struggles. If you find yourself relating to these experiences or are going through a difficult time, please remember you are not alone. Help is available. In the UK, you can reach out to organizations like:
Samaritans — Call 116 123 (free 24/7 helpline)
Mind — mind.org.uk
YoungMinds (for young people) — 0808 802 5544
If you're outside the UK, there are many local resources and helplines ready to support you. Don't hesitate to reach out to a trusted friend, family member, or professional.
Thank you for reading, and for allowing me to share a piece of my past — both the light and the shadows.
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-Chapter 1-

The Story
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I was fourteen... thirteen actually, when I went away from home without adult supervision for the first time. That sounds dramatic, doesn’t it? Like I packed a bag and never looked back, or like something out of a movie where the kid slams the door and storms off into the unknown. But it wasn’t anything like that. It was just a trip—short, simple, probably not even that far if I looked at it on a map now. Still, at the time, it felt like a big deal. Everything did at that age. Like the summer we crossed some invisible line into whatever it was we were becoming. Not kids anymore, not quite teenagers either—just somewhere in between, teetering on the edge of something we couldn’t name.

I guess it’s funny to look back on it now, how serious it all felt, how heavy with meaning. But I swear I felt like it was the beginning of everything. Like something had opened up, something I couldn’t see but could definitely feel. The kind of moment you always remember, even if you can’t explain why. Even if it doesn’t mean anything at all.

It’s strange how moments like that take up more space in your memory than they probably should. Not because of what happened, but because of how you were—how your mind was stretching just enough to notice things differently. Like you were standing just a little outside of yourself for the first time. Watching. Measuring. Becoming aware that you were changing, even if you didn’t have the words for it yet. There’s a kind of electricity in that feeling. Quiet, but alive. Like the air before a storm, or the pause before someone says your name.

I think part of it was realising that I could miss things and still be okay. That home would go on without me, and I would go on without it—maybe not forever, but long enough to understand that I wasn’t rooted the way I’d always thought. I had never questioned that kind of certainty before. That sense of where I belonged and who I was supposed to be. But all of a sudden, it felt like there was space—space between where I was and where I could go. Space to ask things I hadn’t thought to ask yet. Space to imagine more.

That’s what I mean when I say it felt like the beginning of everything. Not because everything changed at once, but because it was the first time I realised it could. That things didn’t have to stay small just because they’d always been that way. That I didn’t have to, either.

We started the summer holidays like every other school break. There were no big plans. No trips to faraway places. Just a bunch of us hanging out in Matty’s summer house, which, when you really thought about it, wasn’t much of a summer house at all. It was more like a glorified shed—one of those garden outbuildings that you could’ve bought from the DIY store for a couple of hundred quid and slapped together in an afternoon. But to us, it was the best place in the world. A kind of sanctuary, even if it leaned slightly to one side and the roof let in water if it rained hard enough.

It had an old sofa that creaked every time you shifted your weight, the cushions permanently indented in the shape of whoever had last spent an entire afternoon there. The fabric was some faded floral pattern, long past its prime, the kind that clung to your skin when it was hot out. There was a battered fridge in the corner, humming too loudly, stuffed with things we definitely shouldn’t have been eating—crisps gone soft from the humidity, off-brand cola with more sugar than fizz, and the odd tin of beans Matty’s mum always left behind, as if she knew we’d eventually be desperate enough to eat them cold with a spoon.

The walls were lined with mismatched shelves, most of them warped or sagging under the weight of forgotten stuff—old books with cracked spines, empty bottles we never threw away for some reason, board games with missing pieces, and posters of bands none of us even liked, but we pretended to. Because at that age, it was more important to agree than to be honest. The floor was always dusty, no matter how many times someone tried to sweep it, and there were cobwebs in the corners we pretended not to notice. The whole place smelled like a mix of stale air, old wood, and the kind of damp you can’t quite shake off, even in summer. That slightly sour, earthy scent that somehow became part of our memories without us realizing it.

But it was ours. That’s what really mattered. No parents, no rules, no clocks ticking loudly in the background. Just time stretching out in front of us—endless, lazy, and full of possibilities we were only just beginning to imagine. We’d pile in there for hours at a time, doing absolutely nothing and somehow making it feel like everything. It was where we told stories that didn’t make sense, planned things we’d never do, and sat in silence without needing to fill it. We were growing up, but we didn’t know it yet. Not really. All we knew was that the shed—Matty’s so-called summer house—was the centre of our world, and for that summer, it was enough.

That’s where we spent most of the holidays—lounging around, eating rubbish, talking about music and girls we didn’t really understand, daring each other to do dumb stuff, pretending we were older than we were. The usual. Days blurred into each other in that lazy, golden way only summer days can. Long afternoons where nothing happened, but everything felt like it might.

We liked rock music mostly—whatever was loud, fast, or catchy enough to stick in your head. Fall Out Boy was on heavy rotation that summer, especially Sugar, We’re Goin Down, which Matty thought was the greatest song ever made until the next one came on. Paul was into The Fratellis, and we’d all nod along to Chelsea Dagger like we were in a pub in Manchester instead of a shed in the Dales, kicking empty cans and tapping out the drumbeat on our knees.

But Oasis—that was my thing. Properly. I had a bootleg CD of Definitely Maybe I’d found in my cousin's room, and I played it until it scratched, skipping halfway through Cigarettes & Alcohol and never quite recovering. There was something in Liam’s voice—like he didn’t care whether you listened or not, but you always did. I made the others sit through Live Forever more times than they probably wanted. Matty took the piss, of course—said it sounded like someone shouting through a sock—but he never actually turned it off. I think he knew it meant something to me, even if I couldn’t explain what.

That was the thing about Matty. He was the unofficial leader of our group. I’m not sure how he got that position. It wasn’t because he was the toughest or the smartest, but he had something else—this sheer confidence that made everyone else follow him. And I guess I didn’t mind that. I wasn’t a follower, not really, but when you’ve got someone like Matty around, you don’t have to think too much. You just go along with things. It was easier that way.

And I think that’s how we ended up in that summer house for hours, each of us trying to act older than we were. Matty would blare out tunes like “Do I Wanna Know?” by The Arctic Monkeys or “I Bet You Look Good on the Dancefloor” on repeat, and Paul would make his sarcastic comments as usual, always twisting his fingers into shapes that made everyone wince. Paul had a weird talent. He could make his hands do things that weren’t normal—twist and bend in ways they shouldn’t. He never explained how, but sometimes I wondered if he was secretly trying to distract everyone from the fact that he didn’t really know who he was either. We all had our masks, I guess. That’s how you survive being a kid.

And then there was Josh. Josh didn’t say much about music. He just listened. That was his way—quiet, steady, always there in the background but somehow grounding the whole group. When Paul and Matty started winding each other up, or I got too serious about something that didn’t matter, Josh would glance up with that small, knowing smile of his, and things would settle. He didn’t need to lead or joke around to be important. He just was.

But every now and then, usually when the others had wandered off or when it was just the two of us sitting outside the shed with our feet in the grass, Josh would pull out his old MP3 player—one of those chunky ones with the little click wheel—and hand me an earbud. “Listen to this,” he’d say, barely above a whisper. And then it would hit—Slipknot, Metallica, stuff way heavier than anything the rest of us listened to. Riffs that felt like a punch to the chest. Drums like a heartbeat speeding up. I didn’t always get it, but I liked the way Josh closed his eyes when he listened. Like he was somewhere else entirely. Like the noise made sense in a way words didn’t.

It surprised me, that contrast—how someone so quiet could love music that sounded like the world falling apart. But then again, maybe that was the point. Josh never tried to explain it, and I never asked. Some things didn’t need explaining. You just listened.

It wasn’t that Josh was shy. Far from it. He just didn’t engage in the loud stuff. He didn’t care about impressing anyone or being the centre of attention. If Matty had the jokes, and Paul had the tricks, Josh had the strength, both literal and metaphorical. He was the kind of guy you could count on when things got serious. The kind of guy who always had your back, even if he didn’t know exactly how to put it into words.

And that was important, because we all had moments when things weren’t so simple.

Like when we decided to steal a cigarette from my mum’s coat pocket. I hadn’t meant to—at least, not at first. But then, I saw it. A pack of cigarettes, half hidden in the pocket of her old coat hanging on the kitchen door. There was something about it that just... called out to me. Maybe it was the idea of doing something rebellious. Something that was mine, and only mine.

I grabbed it, and when we got to Matty’s, we sneaked out behind the summer house, and lit it with the lighter I swiped from kitchen work top. The first drag made my chest burn, and I nearly coughed my lungs out, but I kept going. I had to. If I didn’t, I’d look like a kid. And none of us wanted to be kids anymore, right?

Josh was the only one who noticed. He didn’t say anything at first. Just watched, like he was waiting for me to cough or give up. But when I didn’t, he just shook his head and let out a quiet laugh.

“Just don’t die out here, yeah?” he said, his voice soft but steady. It wasn’t judgment. It was just Josh. Always grounding us without trying.

But in that moment, I felt the weight of it—the weight of growing up, of stepping away from the safety of childhood and into something that was uncertain. The cigarette didn’t taste good. It tasted like regret. But I smoked it anyway, because it was part of the plan, the thing we were supposed to do to feel older, like Matty. It was what we were supposed to do, even if we didn’t fully understand why.

Me, Matty, Paul and Josh. That was the gang. The team. The boys.

And we hadn’t even gotten to the really terrifying part yet.

Ghost stories? We were too old for those too. I mean, sure, we’d all heard them. The legends. The stories about Mosswood Fell—the burned-out ruins of the gamekeeper’s cottage, the mysterious man who’d lived there, the fire no one could explain properly. Everyone had their own version of what had happened. Some said it was Arthur Grantham, a recluse, who’d lost his mind and set the cottage ablaze with someone inside—maybe his wife, or maybe his sister, who turned out later to be “The Grey Lady”. No one ever agreed on the details. And for the most part, we all laughed at it. It was just another story, like the ones you hear at sleepovers when you’re too young to understand the difference between scary and real.

But there was something different about this one. The more we told it, the more we believed it. It wasn’t that we were afraid of ghosts—not exactly. It was more like we didn’t want to be the ones who didn’t get it, who didn’t know the stories and weren’t willing to test if they were true. None of us ever admitted it, but we all started to feel like there was something more to it. Like maybe the place wasn’t just haunted—it was waiting for something.

That was when Paul decided to bring up the ghost stories. We used to laugh them off, pretend we weren’t interested, but every now and then, one of us would bring up the old tale about Mosswood Fell—the gamekeeper, the fire, the Grey Lady.

“Someone saw someone out there,” Paul said one afternoon, his voice cutting through the usual chatter. We all froze. Paul wasn’t one to joke around. He wasn’t like Matty, who could spin a good yarn for laughs. When Paul said something, he meant it.

“No way,” Matty replied, leaning back in his chair like he didn’t believe it. But there was a flicker in his eyes that said otherwise.

“I swear to god!,” Paul insisted, his voice low, serious. “A person, moving in the cottage. I swear.”

“Bullshit,” Matty snorted, but there was no conviction in his voice this time.

Josh was quiet, as always. He sat on the edge of the sofa, staring at Paul. He didn’t laugh, didn’t dismiss it. He just waited for Paul to say more.

Everyone stared.

Matty let out a short laugh. “Come on, mate. Are you sure they didn’t see a rabbit or something?”

“I’m telling you. My next door neighbour’s son was telling his dad. His dad was sceptical too, but he was certain it was someone. I swear on my life. Someone was there. In the cottage.”

We all fell silent. There was no laughing now, no jokes. Paul was dead serious, and none of us knew how to react. Matty was the first to speak, but even his voice sounded strained.

“Well, then,” he said with that trademark grin. “I guess you better go up there and prove it. Find this person, then. If you saw ‘em, show us.”

Matty’s challenge hung in the air like the last bit of summer. None of us had the guts to admit we were afraid. We had to act tough. We had to be brave.

That was the moment the idea was born. A camping trip. Just the four of us. No parents, no rules—just us and Mosswood Fell. No one wanted to back down. None of us wanted to be the one to say no.
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-Chapter 2-

The Rivals on Wheels
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The plans had come together the way they always did—through a series of half-baked suggestions and a lot of nodding like we knew exactly what we were doing. There was no big, detailed outline—just a vague sense that it was going to be epic, even though none of us knew exactly how or why. But we all knew this wasn’t just a camping trip. This was the beginning of something bigger. Something that, for all our bravado, we didn’t fully understand yet. We didn’t realise at the time, but this was the moment we started stepping away from childhood, slowly but surely. The line between just fooling around and doing something real was getting harder to see, and we were all toeing it, each of us pretending we weren’t.

Matty had a way of getting us all on board with things. It wasn’t that he was the most outspoken or the leader in the traditional sense. It was something else—an unspoken confidence, a way of making the most random ideas sound like the best thing that could possibly happen. No one asked too many questions, not when the excitement of doing something off-limits and sneaking around the rules outweighed any doubts.

So when it came time to tell our parents where we were going, it was easy enough. Matty told his parents he was staying at Josh’s. Josh didn’t say anything at all—just shrugged it off, quiet as ever. I didn’t have to lie—I was just going to Matty’s. Simple, no drama. But we all asked for £10 each for “supplies,” which, in our world, meant snacks, drinks, and a few random things from the shop that would make our trip seem more official. A couple of packs of batteries, some marshmallows, a cheap torch for the “camping experience.” Whether our parents believed us or not, it didn’t matter. We didn’t need them to. They trusted us more than we realised—believed we were just going off to do the usual teenage things, not quite aware of the shift happening beneath the surface.

Matty had borrowed a tent from his parents, of course. He’d told them he and Josh were camping out in Josh’s back garden, just like a variation of a normal weekend. And, knowing Matty, I don’t think they even bothered asking too many questions. They’d known him long enough to know he always had something going on that wasn’t exactly what he said it was. Sometimes it was small things—skipping the washing up, sneaking off with a couple of mates to do who knows what—but other times it was bigger things, like this, where it didn’t matter if you questioned him. You trusted him because he had a way of making you believe that everything would be okay. No one ever doubted Matty, even when they should have. It was part of his charm
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