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Oliver Barnes: Early 30s, lean British civil servant, overpolite and anxious, works for the council on policy documents. Loves rules, folders, and small, predictable routines more than he admits. Moves into Flat 2A for a cheaper rural life and gets mistaken for a secret inspector.

Daisy Fielding: Late 20s British artist, messy hair, paints on everything, part-time café worker in the nearby town. Loud, quick-witted, fond of colour and chaos. Declares war on beige, adopts the village with equal parts affection and sarcasm.

Ryan Cooper: Late 20s American postgraduate student from a small town in the US. Tall, casually dressed, permanently slightly confused by rural British life. Brings a box of carved family figures and a talent for accidental slapstick, especially in the kitchen.

Landlord and Neighbour

Patrick: 50+, owner of the grocery shop below and landlord of the building. Practical, kind, not very talkative, and only vaguely aware of his own power as the man who can hit the radiator in just the right way to make it work.

Agnes Hardwick: Elderly woman who lives opposite Flat 2A. Expert observer with binoculars and a notebook, initially the mysterious “Concerned Resident.” Sharp, lonely, and far kinder than her spying suggests. Gradually becomes an ally and source of village intel.

Village Hall and Committee

Mrs Finch: Chair of the village hall committee. Upright, organised, and slightly terrifying in meetings. Loves rotas, clipboards, and the idea that everything can be made right with a subcommittee. Initially suspicious of the flatmates, later proud to co-author policy with Oliver.

Mrs Pike: Committee secretary. Lives for notes, minutes, and underlining things. Fiercely opinionated about bus timetables and rubbish schedules. Often the first to hear and repeat rumours.

The Vicar: Gentle, mildly amused clergyman who runs the church and somehow knows where everything that goes missing ends up. Returns the ornamental hedgehog after it is “borrowed” for raffle duty.

Table of Contents

AGENTS OF ABSOLUTELY NOTHING


Characters

The Flat in the Middle of Nowhere

The Letter That Started It

The Mystery of the Boots

The Parcel

The File

The Curtains

The Fire Drill

The Meeting

Operation Birthday

The Missing Hedgehog

The Inspection That Wasn’t

Snow and Secrets

Spring, Sort Of



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Flat in the Middle of Nowhere

[image: ]


By the time Oliver Barnes realised the estate agent had lied, he had already signed the contract, paid the deposit, and carried a potted plant up two flights of stairs out of sheer optimism.

The advert had said “charming rural flat with character.”
The building said, “former storage space that lost an argument with gravity.”
It sat above a tiny grocery in a village that would have struggled to fill a single page in an atlas. The shop window displayed a heroic attempt at variety: tins, bread, three suspicious apples, and a handwritten sign that read “News, Milk, Gossip.” The street outside was a narrow curve of tarmac with more potholes than traffic, flanked by stone cottages that leaned towards each other like old relatives sharing secrets.

Oliver paused at the top of the stairwell and tried to catch his breath without sounding like a man defeated by a plant.

The door to Flat 2A was an off-white rectangle that had given up on being either. The number was a crooked sticker that had once been shiny. There was a knocker shaped like a fox, frozen mid-smirk, as if it knew exactly what was on the other side and was not going to warn him.

He balanced the plant on his hip, turned the key, and pushed.

The flat met him with a smell that was mostly carpet and ambition, with top notes of something that had once been soup.

“Hello,” Oliver called, because he was the kind of person who said sorry to furniture, so greeting an empty flat seemed polite.

The living room was, strictly speaking, living. It had a sofa that might have been beige in a previous lifetime, a small square table trying its best to stand on all four legs, and a bookcase sagging under the weight of three lonely paperbacks and an ornamental hedgehog.

A single window looked out over the village street. Across the way, an elderly woman behind lace curtains lowered her binoculars just enough to pretend she had not been watching the entire stairwell ascent.

Oliver gave her a little wave. She did not wave back. She wrote something on a notepad.

He set the plant on the table. The table responded by giving a small creak, like a pensioner asked to run a marathon.

“Do not worry,” Oliver told it, “You will only have to support most of my bad life choices.”

He walked through to the tiny kitchen, which had clearly been designed by someone who did not believe in turning around. One person could stand at the counter. Two people could stand at the counter if they were unreasonably fond of each other and willing to coordinate breathing.

There was a small cooker, a sink with a single dripping tap, and a fridge that hummed in a way that suggested it knew things. A narrow strip of worktop bore the faint scars of past meals and at least one incident involving a forgotten kettle.

The bathroom was tucked off the hallway, notable mainly for its bravery in attempting to fit a shower, a toilet, and a sink into a space that would barely hold a confident umbrella.

The bedrooms were at the back.

His own was just about big enough for a bed, a wardrobe, and his sense of regret. The wall paint was that particular pale colour that estate agents called “neutral,” and optimistic people called “a blank canvas,” and everyone else called “sad porridge.”

The other bedroom door was shut.

Oliver stared at it, conscious that behind that door lay the stranger he was going to share this shoebox with. Two strangers, technically. The ad had been clear: “Three professional tenants. One affordable flat. Rural peace.”

Which is how a thirty-two years old civil servant with a fondness for quiet routines had ended up moving out of a perfectly good room in a perfectly adequate town, because his department had been relocated and his salary had not.

He heard a clatter from behind the closed door. Then something that sounded suspiciously like a curse.

“Hello?” he called.

The door flew open.

A woman stood in the doorway, her hair scraped up in a knot that was losing a battle with gravity, wearing an oversized shirt adorned with paint flecks and a pair of trousers that had seen things. She held a cardboard box in her arms labeled “Books, Sort Of” and had a smudge of blue paint across her cheek.

“You must be Oliver,” she said. “Or a burglar with very specific house plant tastes.”

He blinked. “Oliver,” he confirmed. “You must be... Daisy?”

“Correct,” she said. “Daisy Fielding. Artist. Occasional waitress. Full-time disappointment to my parents.”

She stuck out a hand. He shook it. Her grip was firm. A paint smear transferred to his fingers. The friendship was sealed.

“I would offer you tea,” she said, “but I have not found the kettle. Or the mugs. Or my will to live.”

“We have a sink,” he said. “That is a start.”

She stepped out into the corridor to look past him into the living room.

“Well,” she said. “It is bigger than the last place I viewed. That one had the bed in the kitchen. The landlord called it ‘efficient living.’ I called it ‘a strong smell of toast.’”

Oliver smiled despite the knot of anxiety in his chest. “At least here the bed and the cooker are not on speaking terms,” he said.

She grinned. “You are funny,” she said. “Good. If we are going to freeze together in the countryside, I want someone with a sense of humour.”

He considered the view from the window again. The village street curved away, past the grocery, past a pub with a creaking sign depicting an animal of uncertain species, past a bus stop that looked more optimistic than realistic.

“Is it really that bad?” he asked.

Daisy shrugged. “It is... quiet,” she said. “There is a village hall, a church, a post office that opens once a week if the man remembers, and the pub. Nobody has discovered brunch yet. The nearest cinema is three buses and a prayer away. You will either love the peace or become intimately acquainted with talking to your own reflection.”

As if on cue, a tractor went by, slow and purposeful, like a cow in a hi-vis vest.

Oliver cleared his throat. “The ad said it is an ‘easy commute,’” he said.

“It is easy,” Daisy said. “As long as you define ‘easy’ as ‘one bus before dawn, another bus after that, and the constant fear that missing one means moving into the bus shelter permanently.’”

He winced. “I work in the nearest town,” he said. “Council office. Policy. That sort of thing.”

“Sounds thrilling,” she said. “Civil servant in rural England. You are halfway to a novel.”

“That would require interesting things to happen to me,” he said. “So far, my most dramatic moment involved a stapler.”

She was about to reply when the front door downstairs slammed.

Footsteps pounded up the narrow staircase. Heavy, decisive. Whoever it was hit each step like it owed them money.

Daisy raised an eyebrow. “Prepare yourself,” she said. “That will be the third one.”

Oliver tensed. He had formed a vague mental picture of the third housemate as someone quiet, perhaps an accountant or a teacher, tidy and predictable.

The figure that arrived in the doorway did not match the brochure.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, wearing a dark coat that
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