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Flat 2A

[image: ]


Oliver Barnes: Early-30s British civil servant, anxious, over-polite, loves rules and tidy systems; moves to Flat 2A for cheaper rural life and is mistaken for a secret inspector.

Daisy Fielding: Late-20s artist and part-time café worker; loud, funny, chaotic, hates beige, and adopts the village with irreverent affection.

Ryan Cooper: Late-20s American postgrad from a small US town; tall, casually dressed, baffled by rural Britain, arrives with carved family figures and a gift for slapstick disasters.
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In and Around the Building
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Patrick: About 50, landlord and owner of the grocery shop below; practical, kind, taciturn, can make the ancient radiator work with one well-timed thump.

Agnes Hardwick: Elderly neighbour opposite; watches with binoculars and takes notes, initially the mysterious “Concerned Resident,” later an ally and key source of village intel.
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Village Hall and Committee
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Mrs Finch: Chair of the village hall committee; upright, organised, slightly terrifying, loves rotas and subcommittees; starts suspicious of Flat 2A, ends up co-authoring policy with Oliver.

Mrs Pike: Committee secretary; lives for minutes, underlining, and bus timetables, and is a prime vector for rumours.
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Other Village Figures
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The Vicar: Mild, amused, quietly omniscient clergyman who tends to know where misplaced things (including the hedgehog) end up.

“Concerned / Hopeful / Repentant Resident”: Agnes’s evolving anonymous letter-writing persona about bins, curtains, and streetlights, which gradually softens as trust builds.

A Rotating Characters of Villagers: Mrs Jenkins, Mrs Cartwright, Jam/Jam-Stall Amy, “man with the sheep jumper,” bus-stop ladies, etc., who form the wider village chorus.)
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The Email That Ruined Summer

[image: ]


By the time Little Barrow decided it no longer suspected Oliver Barnes of being an undercover inspector, it had committed a far worse crime.

It trusted him with a village fete.

The email arrived on a Tuesday, which already put him on edge. Good things did not happen by council email on a Tuesday. Tuesdays were for reminders about printer jams and passive aggressive notes about kitchen hygiene.

He was at his tiny living room table in Flat 2A, laptop open, mug of tea cooling beside a stack of papers, when the notification pinged. The subject line read:

“Exciting Community Engagement Opportunity – Little Barrow”

Nothing good, he decided, had ever started with the word “exciting” in a council context. Exciting usually meant the work was twice as big and the budget was half as much.

“Daisy,” he called. “There is an exciting opportunity.”

From her bedroom came a muffled reply that sounded like “burn it.”

He hovered the cursor for a moment, then clicked.

The email was from Corporate Communications, which was never reassuring. It began cheerfully.

“Dear Colleagues,

As part of our ongoing commitment to supporting vibrant rural communities, we are delighted to announce a pilot initiative in Little Barrow this summer.”

Oliver’s stomach sank. He read faster.

“In partnership with local residents, Resident Liaison Officer Oliver Barnes will be leading an inspection ready village fete, exploring best practice in event standards, safety, and community participation. Learning from this pilot will inform future guidance across the district.”

He stopped.

“Resident Liaison Officer,” he said aloud, as if the words might rearrange into something sensible once they hit the air.

Daisy emerged from her room in an oversized shirt decorated with paint and the kind of leggings that suggested she had declared war on structural integrity. Her hair was in a knot that had lost hope.

“If that is about printer training,” she said, “delete it. I refuse to watch you learn about toner again.”

He turned the laptop so she could see.

She read the email silently, lips moving. At the “inspection ready village fete,” she made a noise that did not belong on a human scale.

“They did not,” she said.

“They did,” he said.

“They have described a village fete,” she said slowly, “as inspection ready.”

“Yes,” he said. “Apparently, I am leading best practice.”

She pointed at the screen.

“And now everyone on that mailing list thinks you are marching out here with a clipboard to grade the jam,” she said.

“I am not,” he said quickly.

“Try telling them that,” she replied. “They still think your middle name is Enforcement.”

Before he could respond, the front door downstairs slammed. Footsteps pounded up the narrow staircase. The stairwell amplified every sound, so it was like listening to a particularly aggressive drum solo.

“Ryan,” Daisy said. “Place your bets. Has he fallen into anything on the way home?”

The door banged open. Ryan Cooper stumbled in, American, tall, carrying a rucksack and the expression of a man who had been personally victimised by public transport.

“I have news,” he announced. “And possibly concussion.”

“We have news,” Daisy said. “And definitely a migraine.”

Ryan dropped his bag. It slumped against the wall like it had also had a long day.

“Before you start,” he said, “I need you to know that the bus driver into town drives like he is being chased by regrets and the one back thinks time is a suggestion.”

“Sit,” Oliver said. “You will want to be horizontal for this.”

Ryan sat on the wobbly dining chair, which creaked in protest but held. Daisy handed him the laptop.

“Read,” she said. “Try not to scream. The walls are thin.”

He skimmed the email. His eyebrows climbed with each line.

“‘Inspection ready village fete’,” he read slowly. “That is a choice of words.”

“I did not choose them,” Oliver said.

“‘Resident Liaison Officer Oliver Barnes’,” Ryan continued. “Wow. You have been promoted without consent.”

“It is not a real title,” Oliver said. “It is just what they write on things when they want to sound organised.”

Ryan looked up.

“Who else got this?” he asked.

“Everyone,” Oliver said. “Every team. Every community mailing list. Probably every printer within a twenty-mile radius. It will trickle out here in about three minutes via a woman at a bus stop.”

Daisy paced a small, furious circle.

“Do they know,” she asked, “that this is the village that once panicked over the wording on a recycling leaflet. They
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