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Chapter 1 — Arrival at the Edge of the Village
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The road narrowed almost without warning.

One moment, Colin was driving between open Norfolk fields, still carrying the pale dullness of winter, and the next, the hedgerows had drawn closer on either side, their branches tipped with the first uncertain signs of green. Here and there, primroses had begun appearing beneath the blackthorn, not yet confident enough to look deliberate. The lane curved gently ahead, and beyond the hedges Judith caught sight of a church tower lifting above the trees.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” she said quietly, leaning slightly toward the windscreen as though proximity might improve the view.

Colin slowed the car, though more from caution than admiration. “Mm,” he replied. “No advance speed signage coming into the bend. You’d think they’d have marked that better.”

Judith smiled faintly to herself and returned her attention to the village appearing ahead of them, piece by piece. First the church, then a scatter of brick and flint cottages, and finally the long line of the High Street stretching westward in an orderly, faintly old-fashioned way. Nothing announced itself particularly loudly. Even the village sign seemed content merely to exist rather than attract attention to itself.

“It looks exactly like a village should,” Judith said.

Colin gave a small, distracted nod. “The road markings are inconsistent already.”

“They may simply not repaint them every five minutes.”

“That’s rather the point of maintenance.”

The car rolled forward at a gentle pace now. A woman in a blue coat was arranging buckets of flowers outside a shopfront, pausing only briefly to glance up as they passed. Further along, two men stood beside a butcher’s van engaged in the sort of conversation that appeared to have begun several decades earlier and merely paused overnight for sleep. Nobody stared openly at the unfamiliar car, though Judith had the distinct sense that everyone noticed it.

Not in an unfriendly way. More in the manner of a village acknowledging a new ingredient entering a familiar recipe.

The verges were remarkably tidy without appearing manicured. Grass edged the pavements in neat lines, daffodils clustered beneath signs and walls, and even the benches near the green looked as though people genuinely sat on them rather than keeping them there for decoration. Judith felt some small knot inside her loosen slightly.

“It feels...” She hesitated, searching for the word. “Settled.”

Colin, meanwhile, was studying a narrow junction near the post office with growing concentration. “That corner could become problematic in summer traffic,” he observed. “Visibility’s poor from the eastern side. And that parking arrangement can’t possibly be official.”

Judith glanced at the two elderly hatchbacks tucked comfortably against the kerb as though they had been parking there since the late seventies and had no intention of reconsidering the matter now.

“I imagine everyone simply knows one another,” she said.

“Yes, but systems shouldn’t rely on familiarity.”

A small delivery van approached from the opposite direction just as the road narrowed further beside the village stores. Colin instinctively slowed again, though before he could fully stop, the van driver lifted two fingers cheerfully from the steering wheel and waited, allowing them through first.

Judith immediately smiled and waved back through the windscreen. “That was nice.”

Colin inclined his head automatically, already looking beyond the van toward a faded sign mounted slightly crookedly near the green.

“Hm,” he murmured. “That should probably be replaced.”

Judith turned to look at him, then out again toward the High Street unfolding ahead in the weak spring sunlight. Somewhere nearby, a church bell struck the quarter hour with the calm confidence of something that assumed people would organise themselves around it eventually.

For the first time since they had left their old house that morning, she allowed herself to think that perhaps this might work after all.
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Chapter 2 — The Cottage and First Impressions
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The estate cottage stood slightly back from the road behind a low brick wall and a gate that clicked shut with quiet determination. It was neither large nor grand, though it possessed the kind of restrained confidence that came from long maintenance rather than recent improvement. The brickwork was neat, the windows freshly painted, and somewhere nearby Judith could smell damp earth and cut grass drifting faintly through the mild spring air.

“Well,” she said as Colin unlocked the front door, “this is promising already.”

The hallway smelled faintly of polish and emptiness. Not unpleasant emptiness, Judith thought. Merely the particular stillness of a place waiting to belong to somebody again.

Their footsteps echoed softly as they entered.

The cottage had clearly been prepared carefully. Curtains hung properly, the kitchen surfaces shone without looking aggressively scrubbed, and fresh bulbs had been placed in a bowl on the dining table with the sort of practical thoughtfulness that often appeared in estate properties. Someone had even left a small jug of daffodils on the windowsill overlooking the back garden.

Judith smiled at the sight of them immediately.

“Oh, that’s lovely.”

Colin, standing behind her with two cardboard archive boxes balanced against one hip, gave the room a measured survey. “The plasterwork’s in good condition,” he observed. “Though the rear window frame will probably need repainting within the year.”

Judith laughed softly. “You do realise most people look at the flowers first?”

“I noticed the flowers.”

“You assessed the window before the flowers.”

“They’re easier to evaluate objectively.”

She shook her head affectionately and wandered through into the sitting room while Colin set his boxes down beside the dining table with evident relief. The room overlooked part of the High Street through wide sash windows that filled the cottage with pale late-morning light. Outside, she could see villagers moving steadily about their business: someone carrying a tray from the tea room, a cyclist wobbling gently past the florist, a woman pausing to speak to the postmistress through the open shop door.

Everything seemed to operate at a pace that assumed there would eventually be enough time to complete things.

Judith crossed to the window and unlatched it. Cool spring air drifted immediately into the room, carrying birdsong and the distant murmur of conversation from outside.

“There,” she said with satisfaction. “That already feels better.”

Behind her, she heard the unmistakable sound of cardboard flaps opening.

She turned to find Colin kneeling beside one of the archive boxes, carefully removing folders thick with maps, planning guidance, and labelled documents. Not clothes. Not books. Not even the kettle.

Files.

Judith stared at him for a moment in disbelief. “Colin.”

“What?”

“We haven’t even unpacked the mugs yet.”

“I know where the mugs are.”

“And yet somehow you’ve located the regional conservation framework first.”

“It made sense to keep the important material accessible.”

Judith folded her arms lightly, though she was still smiling. “You are aware that normal people usually unpack saucepans before administrative boundary documents?”

Colin adjusted his glasses slightly and removed another folder. “If I understand the village layout properly from the beginning, everything else will be easier afterwards.”

“That sounds suspiciously like work.”

“It isn’t working exactly.” He glanced toward the window. “More orientation.”

Judith looked out again at the High Street, where an elderly man was now attempting to secure a tray of plants to the back of a bicycle with a degree of optimism unsupported by physics.

“Most people orient themselves by buying milk,” she said.

Colin barely seemed to hear her. He had already moved toward the front window and was studying the view outside with thoughtful concentration.

“The sightlines at the junction are more restricted from this angle than they appeared earlier,” he murmured. “And the boundary hedge next door extends beyond the probable original line.”

Judith felt the first faint flicker of something she could not quite name. Not unhappiness exactly. More of the uneasy sense that Colin had entered the village several miles before his body arrived in it.

Still, she crossed the room and rested a hand briefly against his shoulder.

“You don’t have to solve Langwick Green before lunch,” she said gently.

Colin looked mildly puzzled by the suggestion. “I’m not solving anything.”

Outside, someone laughed near the tea room, and a church bell sounded faintly across the village.

Judith opened the second window a little wider.
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Chapter 3 — First Contact on the High Street
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By early afternoon, the village had settled into the comfortable rhythm of people moving without apparent urgency, yet accomplishing quite a lot. The High Street was not busy in the urban sense. Still, there was a steady flow to it: doors opening and closing, conversations beginning and resuming, bicycles leaning temporarily against walls as though confident they would not be stolen in the next five minutes.

Judith paused outside the cottage gate and glanced back toward Colin, who was still adjusting the cuffs of his shirt with unnecessary precision.

“We should go and say hello properly,” she said. “Otherwise, we’ll become the mysterious people in the estate cottage.”

Colin locked the door behind them. “I imagine most people already know who we are.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

He considered this for a moment, then nodded as though acknowledging a minor but technically valid distinction.

The afternoon had brightened slightly since their arrival. Sunlight lay across the upper windows of the High Street shops, and somewhere further down the road, somebody was unloading trays of seedlings onto the pavement outside Greens. Judith found herself slowing automatically to look at things: the handwritten chalkboard outside the tea room announcing sponge cake with a confidence bordering on civic duty; the florist’s buckets of tulips; a black Labrador sleeping outside the post office as though employed there in an advisory capacity.

Colin, meanwhile, appeared to be studying the arrangement of parked vehicles.

“The road narrows unnecessarily near the bakery,” he observed quietly. “Delivery access must become difficult.”

Judith smiled faintly. “Try not to redesign the village before teatime.”

“I’m only noticing things.”

“That’s exactly what worries me.”

Outside Benson & Sons Butchers, a broad man in an immaculate white apron was adjusting the price card in the window display with calm concentration. He looked up as they approached, his expression settling naturally into polite welcome rather than commercial enthusiasm.

“Afternoon,” he said. “You must be the new couple at the estate cottage.”

Judith smiled immediately. “We are. Judith and Colin Mercer.”

“Benson,” he replied, offering a hand first to Colin and then to Judith. “Welcome to Langwick Green.”

His handshake was steady and dry, the sort developed by years of practical work rather than enthusiasm for networking.

“We’re very pleased to be here,” Judith said warmly.

Benson nodded approvingly at that, as though it was the correct answer to an unspoken question.

“And what brings you to us then?” he asked.

Before Judith could reply, Colin answered with straightforward efficiency. “I’ve taken over as Planning Officer for the district sector.”

There was a pause.

Not a dramatic one. Benson did not stiffen, frown, or suddenly become unfriendly. The pause was smaller than that — merely a brief stillness in which something invisible adjusted itself slightly within the conversation.

“Well,” Benson said after a moment, “that sounds like important work.”

Judith stepped gently into the space before it could settle too heavily.

“And I’m hoping to learn where one buys essential emergency biscuits,” she said brightly. “We’ve unpacked precisely none of the kitchen properly.”

The faintest suggestion of amusement appeared in Benson’s face.

“Village stores for immediate survival,” he said. “Rossiters for anything worth eating.”

“That’s exactly the sort of guidance we need.”

As they continued along the High Street, a woman carrying a basket of flowers paused outside the tea room.

“Afternoon,” she called pleasantly. “Settling in all right?”

“Very much so,” Judith replied.

The woman smiled at her warmly enough, though when Colin introduced himself again as the new Planning Officer, the same fractional hesitation appeared before she answered.

“Oh. Right. Yes.”

Perfectly polite. Entirely civil.

Yet Judith was beginning to recognise that the village possessed tiny gradations of tone, the way other places possessed weather.

Colin, however, seemed oblivious. He was studying the road near the tea room with thoughtful concentration.

“Do deliveries come through here in the mornings?” he asked the woman. “Because the parking arrangement seems slightly inefficient.”

The woman blinked once, still smiling.

“Well,” she said carefully, “mostly people just sort themselves out.”

Judith suppressed the urge to wince.

Beside her, Colin nodded slowly, as though this confirmed a private suspicion.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s often where problems begin.”
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Chapter 4 — Arthur Observes
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Arthur Ellison was repainting the roof of the miniature bakery when he first heard the unfamiliar voices drifting faintly over the garden wall.

Not loudly. Nobody in Langwick Green ever seemed to speak loudly unless machinery was involved. The sound arrived in fragments beneath the softer background noises of the afternoon: birds in the hedge, the distant rumble of a van somewhere near the marina, the occasional muted conversation from the High Street beyond the cottage.

Arthur steadied the tiny building between finger and thumb and added one final careful stroke along the ridge tile before setting the brush down on an old saucer beside him.

The model village spread across the garden in quiet afternoon light. From the woodland path beyond the low stone wall, only portions could be seen at once — the church tower above the miniature trees, the line of the High Street, part of the Common — but from Arthur’s bench, the whole village sat gathered together in ordered stillness beneath its carefully shaped sky of Norfolk cloud.

He leaned back slightly, flexing his fingers.

The voices passed again beyond the hedge.

“...mostly people just sort themselves out.”

Then another voice, male this time, clear enough to carry even when lowered politely. “Yes. That’s often where problems begin.”

Arthur’s expression altered only slightly. Not a surprise exactly. More the quiet mental adjustment of a man fitting a new piece into a structure he had not consciously realised was incomplete.

The gate at the side of the cottage creaked open behind him.

“Grandad?”

Ellie appeared carrying half a packet of digestive biscuits and the general air of somebody who had arrived intending to stay for exactly as long as interested her.

Arthur glanced around. “Thought you were at Stevie’s.”

“She’s practising recorder.” Ellie sat down heavily on the bench beside him. “It sounded a bit like a goose being trapped in plumbing.”

Arthur nodded gravely. “That can happen.”

Ellie peered across the model village while chewing thoughtfully. “Who was talking outside?”

“New people in the estate cottage.”

“The planning man?”

“Seems to be.”

This information appeared mildly interesting rather than important. Ellie leaned forward slightly, studying the tiny High Street. “Mrs Price says planners decide where things go.”

Arthur picked up a cloth and began polishing one of the miniature shop windows with slow care. “Some of them do.”

“Will he change the village?”

Arthur considered this properly before answering. “Most people change a village a bit,” he said eventually. “Even when they don’t mean to.”

Ellie accepted this with the calm flexibility children often reserve for statements that adults might argue with for twenty minutes. She pointed suddenly toward the model tea room. “You still haven’t fixed that bench.”

Arthur followed her finger. One of the tiny benches near the miniature green sat slightly crooked against the paving stones, not damaged exactly, merely fractionally out of true. “Hm.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“I know.”

He looked across the model again, though his attention lingered now not on the bench but along the western end of the High Street, where the miniature estate cottage stood behind its tiny wall and gate. Everything there remained neat and orderly. Properly aligned.

Still, Arthur continued studying it for a few quiet moments. Then, almost absent-mindedly, he reached out and adjusted one of the small painted figures near the junction outside the cottage. Only an inch perhaps. Barely more than the width of a thumb.

Ellie watched him without particular interest. “What’s that for?”

Arthur sat back again, regarding the altered arrangement with mild concentration. “Not sure yet,” he said.

From the street beyond the hedge came the sound of passing footsteps and polite conversation, gradually fading westward toward the Hall. The village continued around them in its usual steady rhythm, apparently unchanged.

Arthur picked up the tiny bakery roof once more and resumed painting.
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Chapter 5 — Evening Reflection
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By evening, the cottage had begun the slow process of turning from accommodation into habitation.

Not completely, of course. Half the boxes still sat unopened in the sitting room, and the kitchen cupboards contained the slightly random arrangement produced when two tired people decided that “somewhere for now” counted as organisation. Even so, small signs of occupation had begun appearing. Judith’s cardigan hung over the back of a chair. A framed photograph waited beside the mantelpiece for a suitable permanent position. The kettle had already established itself as the emotional centre of the household.

Outside, Langwick Green had quietened into dusk with remarkable efficiency. The last customers had drifted from the tea room hours earlier, and now only the occasional passing car disturbed the stillness of the High Street. Pools of warm light shone softly from cottage windows opposite, giving the impression that the village was folding itself inward for the night.

Judith carried two mugs of tea into the sitting room. She handed one to Colin, who was sitting at the dining table, surrounded by papers, with the calm concentration of a man who had mistaken relocation for a branch meeting.

“You are aware,” she said, settling onto the sofa, “that most people spend their first evening in a new house doing something exciting like arguing about where the teaspoons go.”

Colin looked up from a folded map. “We already know where the teaspoons go.”

“That isn’t really the point.”

He accepted the tea with absent gratitude and returned briefly to his notes.

Judith watched him for a moment before turning toward the window. From here, she could see part of the High Street under the amber glow of the streetlamps. Benson was locking up the butcher’s shop for the evening, moving with the same measured steadiness he seemed to apply to everything else. Further along, someone crossed slowly between the florist and the village stores carrying what appeared to be an excessively large loaf.

“They seem lovely,” she said quietly.

Colin made a vague sound, indicating he was listening while examining something else.

“The people, I mean,” Judith continued. “The butcher, especially. And that woman outside the tea room.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a real sense that everybody knows one another.”

Colin finally lowered the papers onto the table. “That can become problematic if it starts replacing proper systems.”

Judith smiled faintly into her tea. “You do realise most villages function almost entirely through people quietly sorting things out between themselves?”

“And that’s usually why inconsistencies develop.” He leaned back slightly, warming now to the subject in the thoughtful, precise way he always did when discussing structures and regulations. “The shopfronts alone are remarkably uneven. Different signage standards, inconsistent frontage depths, and mixed materials on at least three adjacent properties. And parking along the High Street appears to operate on informal custom rather than any coherent arrangement.”

Judith blinked at him mildly. “You say that,” she observed, “as though you’ve uncovered organised crime.”

“It matters.”

“Does it?”

“Yes.” Colin folded his glasses carefully and placed them beside the papers. “Because once people become accustomed to exceptions, exceptions stop meaning anything.”

Judith looked back out of the window. Benson had disappeared now, leaving the butcher’s shop dark and tidy beneath its painted sign. Somewhere further down the road, a door closed softly.

“It all seemed to work perfectly well today,” she said.

“For now.” There was no sharpness in his voice. That was what made it faintly unsettling. Colin rarely sounded angry or emotional. His certainty arrived calmly, with the quiet confidence of mathematics. He lifted his mug again. “It always matters, eventually.”

The words settled gently into the room between them.

Judith did not answer immediately. Instead, she watched the village outside, where curtains were being drawn one by one across warm-lit windows. Somewhere nearby, laughter drifted briefly through the evening air before fading again into stillness.

She tried to hold onto the feeling she had experienced arriving that morning — the sense of steadiness, of belonging already waiting quietly to happen. It was still there. She was certain it was.

And yet, sitting opposite her at the dining table, Colin looked less like a man arriving somewhere new than one preparing to correct it.
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Chapter 6 — A Comfortable Beginning
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By the third morning, the cottage had begun behaving as though it belonged to them. Not entirely, perhaps. There were still unopened boxes in the spare bedroom, and one drawer in the kitchen contained an assortment of objects placed there purely because neither Judith nor Colin had yet decided where such things naturally lived. Even so, the house no longer felt paused between occupants. It had acquired the faint, comforting disorder that marked actual habitation: a cardigan over the chair by the back door, two mugs drying beside the sink, a shopping list weighed down by the sugar bowl.

Judith moved easily around the kitchen now, opening cupboards without hesitation. Soft daylight filled the room through the broad rear window, catching the steam rising from the kettle and the pale yellow curtains the estate seemed to favour in all its cottages. Outside, the village was already awake. She could hear footsteps passing intermittently along the pavement beyond the hedge, the low reverse warning of a delivery van somewhere near the bakery, and, from further away, the muted clatter of bottles being unloaded outside the village stores.

There was something oddly reassuring about a place that began functioning before one properly noticed it.

She reached for the remote control resting beside the fruit bowl and switched on the small television more out of curiosity than intention. After a brief struggle with volume levels that suggested the previous tenant had either been hard of hearing or deeply enthusiastic about afternoon quiz shows, the screen settled on a cheerful cooking programme in which two impossibly relaxed people were discussing pastry in a kitchen approximately the size of a modest cathedral.

Judith smiled despite herself.

“Well,” she murmured to nobody in particular, “that works then.”

The presenter was now explaining the importance of resting dough “emotionally as well as structurally,” which struck Judith as a level of psychological support she herself had never received from baked goods. Still, the easy murmur of voices filled the kitchen pleasantly while she made tea. By the time she carried the mugs to the table, she had begun humming faintly along with the programme’s background music, though whether from genuine cheerfulness or simple relief at feeling settled somewhere again, she could not entirely have said.

Outside the window, Benson was crossing the High Street carrying two crates toward the butcher’s shop with the calm steadiness of a man who had probably carried crates across that same patch of pavement for most of his adult life. A cyclist slowed automatically to let him pass without either of them appearing to acknowledge the negotiation consciously. The whole village seemed to operate through tiny acts of accommodation, performed so often as to require no discussion.

Judith found she liked that very much.

The back door opened, and Colin entered carrying a notebook tucked beneath one arm and several folded sheets of paper that already looked faintly administrative. He had dressed for work early despite not technically needing to leave for another half hour, and his expression carried the slightly distant concentration of a man whose brain had begun organising the day before the rest of him fully arrived.

“There’s tea,” Judith said. “And television civilisation.”

Colin glanced briefly toward the screen where somebody was dusting icing sugar across a tart with almost spiritual solemnity.

“Hm.”

“That was not an adequate response to my discovery that the cottage comes with functioning daytime television from the Foodie Network.”

“I’m pleased for you,” he replied absently, setting his papers on the table before crossing toward the window.

Judith watched him over the rim of her mug with affectionate resignation. Colin never entered rooms casually. He assessed them. Even now, rather than registering the warmth of the kitchen or the comfortable domesticity gradually forming around them, his attention had already shifted outward toward the street beyond the hedge.

“What is it?” she asked.

Colin narrowed his eyes slightly. “That van’s been there nearly twenty minutes.”

Judith glanced out. A delivery van stood outside the florist with its rear doors open while two men chatted beside a stack of compost bags with no visible urgency whatsoever.

“They may simply be talking.”

“Yes,” Colin said slowly, still studying the scene, “but they’re parked directly across a partial access point.”

Judith stirred her tea thoughtfully while the television chef announced that good pastry required patience above all else.

Outside, the village continued arranging itself around its ordinary morning with complete confidence that it knew what it was doing.
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Chapter 7 — The Discovery
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For a few moments, the kitchen remained pleasantly ordinary.

The television chef had moved on from pastry to pears, the kettle ticked softly as it cooled, and outside, the florist’s delivery van finally pulled away with the slow reluctance of a vehicle that had become emotionally attached to its parking position. Judith sat comfortably at the table, cradling her tea while the village continued its morning rhythms beyond the window. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked once, more conversationally than aggressively.

Colin, however, was still standing at the sink studying the exterior view with growing concentration.

At first, Judith assumed he was continuing his private campaign against informal parking arrangements. Still, after a while, she noticed his attention had shifted slightly upward toward the side wall of the neighbouring cottage.

“What is it now?” she asked with mild amusement.

Colin did not answer immediately. Instead, he tilted his head a fraction, narrowing his eyes in the thoughtful way he always did when mentally assembling information. “Was that already there?” he said eventually.

Judith followed his line of sight. Mounted high against the brickwork of the cottage opposite sat a small grey satellite dish angled toward the pale morning sky with complete innocence.

“The satellite dish?”

“Yes.”

“I imagine so.”

Colin remained still another moment. “Hm.”

Judith smiled into her mug. “You sound doubtful that satellites exist.”

Without replying, Colin crossed back toward the dining table and began sorting through the papers he had brought downstairs earlier. Judith watched him with affectionate disbelief as he extracted a folded map and several clipped documents from the growing administrative ecosystem spreading steadily across the table surface.

“You brought planning files to breakfast.”

“I brought reference material.”

“That is a planning phrase for ‘files.’”

Colin barely seemed to hear her. He unfolded one sheet carefully and ran a finger along a typed section while occasionally glancing back toward the window.

Judith looked again at the satellite dish. It was entirely unremarkable. The sort of object nobody consciously noticed after approximately three days of its existence.

“What exactly are you looking for?”

“This property falls within the extended conservation boundary,” Colin replied absently. “External alterations should require consent.”

Judith laughed softly. “It’s a satellite dish, Colin. Not a twenty-storey casino.”

“That isn’t the point.”

“No, I know.” She took another sip of tea. “The point is apparently that somewhere in Britain there exists a form somebody forgot to complete before watching historical dramas.”

Colin finally located whatever he had been searching for. A faint stillness settled over him, subtle but unmistakable. “There’s no application recorded.”

Judith waited for the rest of the sentence. When none arrived, she smiled. “And?”

“And that means the installation may be unauthorised.”

The television chef chose this exact moment to announce warmly that “sometimes perfection isn’t necessary for a good result,” which Judith privately felt was unlikely to improve Colin’s mood.

She glanced back toward the window again. The dish remained exactly where it had been thirty seconds earlier, attached to the wall with complete indifference to municipal procedure. “Perhaps nobody minded,” she suggested lightly.

Colin looked genuinely puzzled by the idea. “That isn’t really how regulation works.”

“No, but villages might.”

He gathered the papers together into a neater stack. However, Judith noticed a quiet alertness had now entered him, the same satisfaction she had seen occasionally when he solved practical problems or identified faults in systems that others overlooked. It was not excitement exactly. Colin did not become excited by very much. More the calm certainty of a mechanism engaging properly.

Judith, meanwhile, felt the atmosphere in the kitchen alter almost imperceptibly around them. Nothing dramatic. The room remained warm, the tea remained good, and the television was now producing a trifle of alarming architectural complexity.

And yet it suddenly seemed possible that Colin was not looking at the village in the same way other people did.

To Judith, Langwick Green still appeared comfortably human — slightly untidy in places perhaps, but gently so, like a favourite coat with softened elbows.

To Colin, she suspected, it was beginning to resemble a list.
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Chapter 8 — The Rule Applied
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The tea had begun cooling unnoticed.

Judith became aware of it only when she lifted her mug and discovered the pleasant warmth had faded into the sort of determined lukewarmness tea acquired when abandoned in the vicinity of administration. Across the table, Colin had arranged his papers into orderly groups while glancing intermittently toward the window, where the satellite dish remained attached to the neighbouring cottage with serene confidence.

The television programme had moved on to gardening now, though neither of them was really watching it any longer.

“So what happens?” Judith asked eventually. “Somebody sends a letter at some point?”

Colin looked up from the documents. “The dish will have to be removed.”

She blinked once, still assuming she had misunderstood his emphasis. “Well, yes, presumably eventually. If somebody complains.”

“No.” He spoke with calm precision, as though clarifying a timetable. “It has to be removed because it’s non-compliant.”

Judith gave a small laugh, expecting the sentence to soften somewhere near the end. When it did not, she set her mug down carefully. “But it came with the house.”

“That doesn’t alter the position.”

“It’s been there for years by the look of it.”

Colin nodded slightly. “Which suggests the oversight has simply gone unaddressed.”

The word oversight hovered gently in the kitchen, carrying with it the faint implication that Langwick Green had somehow failed an examination without realising one was taking place.

Judith leaned back in her chair, studying him with growing uncertainty. “Surely there’s room for common sense.”

“There is.” Colin folded one of the papers neatly before continuing. “Common sense is applying regulations consistently rather than arbitrarily.”

Outside the window, Benson was now arranging a display board outside the butcher’s shop with complete concentration, entirely unaware that nearby satellite infrastructure had entered a state of philosophical crisis.

Judith tried again, still half-amused despite herself. “It’s a tiny dish on the side of a cottage. Nobody’s exactly built a nightclub extension.”

“That’s irrelevant.”

The certainty in Colin’s voice was not angry or forceful. If anything, that made it more disconcerting. He sounded the way other people sounded when discussing gravity or rainfall: not opinionated, merely factual.

“If rules only apply when they’re convenient,” he continued, “they stop being rules. You can’t enforce standards selectively simply because something appears harmless.”

Judith looked at him for a moment. “You make it sound as though the satellite dish represents moral decline.”

“It represents non-compliance.”

“Yes, but normal people usually reserve that tone for organised crime.”

A faint crease appeared between Colin’s brows, not irritation exactly, but mild disappointment that she was treating something straightforward as negotiable. “The issue is fairness,” he said. “If one property receives special treatment, every other decision becomes harder to justify objectively.”

Judith glanced back out toward the neighbouring cottage. Curtains moved faintly in one of the upstairs windows. Somewhere inside, somebody was probably making toast entirely unaware that their television reception had become a matter of administrative principle.

Then a thought struck her, and she laughed outright. “Oh, don’t tell me.” She pointed lightly toward the window. “You’re not actually going to report yourself for living here?”

Colin looked mildly surprised by the question. “If necessary, yes.”

The laughter faded from Judith’s face before she quite realised it had done so. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious.”

There was no self-righteousness in him. No pleasure in enforcement for its own sake. If anything, Colin seemed faintly reassured by the clarity of the situation. A rule existed. The rule applied. Therefore, the matter possessed a correct outcome. To him, this appeared not harsh but orderly.

Judith wrapped both hands around her cooling mug and looked slowly around the kitchen. Only half an hour earlier, the room had felt comfortably untidy in the hopeful way new homes often did. Now the scattered papers on the table seemed to have altered the balance of it somehow.

The gardening programme ended. Soft music filled the brief silence before the next programme began.

Outside, Langwick Green continued its ordinary morning, apparently unaware that somewhere inside the estate cottage, one of its smallest imperfections had just become important.
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Chapter 9 — Aftermath in Miniature
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After Colin left for work, the cottage settled into a quieter sort of stillness. Not silence exactly. Langwick Green never seemed entirely silent during daylight hours. Somewhere outside, a lawnmower started briefly before stopping again, apparently after losing enthusiasm for the enterprise. A van moved slowly along the High Street. Doors opened and closed. The village continued its steady circulation beyond the cottage walls with the calm confidence of a place accustomed to itself.

Judith stood at the kitchen sink, rinsing mugs that did not particularly need rinsing. The television had long since been switched off, leaving the room oddly larger without its background chatter. Sunlight lay across the table where Colin’s papers had rested earlier, though he had taken most of them with him when he left. Only a folded district map remained near the fruit bowl, like administrative residue.

Without quite meaning to, Judith looked out toward the neighbouring cottage again. The satellite dish remained precisely where it had always been. Only now it no longer looked invisible.

That was the unsettling part. Until Colin mentioned it, she doubted she would ever have noticed the thing consciously at all. It had simply existed in the ordinary, untidy background of modern life alongside drainpipes, recycling bins, and extension cords. Now, however, she found herself studying it as though it carried significance beyond its actual size. Which, she supposed, to Colin it did.

She dried her hands slowly on a tea towel and tried to replay the conversation in a more reasonable light. Colin had always been thorough. That was hardly new. Thoroughness was one of the reasons he had done well professionally. He liked systems because systems reassured him that the world could be made fair if people applied themselves properly. There was something fundamentally decent in that impulse, even if it occasionally arrived wearing the expression of a disappointed filing cabinet.

And perhaps he was right. Technically. The difficulty, Judith thought as she wandered through into the sitting room, was that villages did not seem to operate technically very often.

From the front window, she could see Mrs Green outside the florist, arranging buckets of tulips beneath the shop awning while pausing every few moments to speak to passing pedestrians. Nothing about the exchange appeared efficient. Conversations expanded and drifted naturally from one topic to another. People interrupted themselves. Somebody laughed. A cyclist stopped for no apparent reason except to discuss tomatoes.

Judith had the sudden, absurd impulse to cross the road and mention the satellite dish to hear somebody else say aloud that the whole thing was faintly ridiculous.

She imagined Benson’s face if she did.

Morning. Lovely weather. Incidentally, my husband may launch a regulatory review of local television equipment.

The thought alone made her wince slightly. No. Better not.

The village already seemed to possess an unusually refined awareness of tone. People were welcoming, certainly, but beneath the friendliness, Judith sensed an intricate social balance she did not yet understand. Colin, meanwhile, moved through such spaces with the confidence of a man who assumed clarity was always preferable to tact.

She sat down briefly on the arm of the sofa and looked again toward the High Street. It occurred to her for the first time that other people might not experience Colin the way she did.

To her, his certainty was familiar. Sometimes exhausting, occasionally maddening, but familiar enough to soften around the edges. She understood the good intentions beneath it. A stranger might not.

Outside, Mrs Green waved cheerfully at someone further down the road before disappearing back into the shop. The village resumed its gentle movement around the moment without noticing Judith watching from the window.

After a while, she stood up again and returned to the kitchen. There were still boxes to unpack, cupboards to organise, ordinary tasks waiting to be done. She reached automatically for the radio this time rather than the television, though even the soft music filling the room did not entirely restore the earlier ease.

The cottage still felt like home.

Just perhaps not quite as uncomplicatedly as it had been an hour ago.
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Chapter 10 — Arthur Adjusts
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The afternoon settled softly over Arthur Ellison’s garden.

Sunlight filtered through the hedge in uneven patches, warming sections of the model village while leaving others in cool shadow. From beyond the stone wall along the woodland path came the occasional murmur of passing voices or the crunch of footsteps on gravel, though the garden itself retained its usual contained stillness. Arthur preferred working there at that time of day. The village beyond tended to drift briefly into a quieter rhythm after lunch, as though even conversation required a short rest before continuing.

He sat on the low stool beside the miniature High Street with a small tin of paint balanced on one knee and a brush so fine it resembled something designed for repairing watches rather than buildings. The roof of the model florist occupied his attention at present, though “attention” perhaps suggested more conscious concentration than Arthur himself would have claimed. After so many years, the work had become less like construction and more like maintenance of an ongoing conversation.

A tiny ladder leaned against the side of the miniature tea room nearby. Arthur had no memory now of when he last placed it there.

He paused after a while and sat back slightly, the brush resting lightly between his fingers. Something about the western side of the model village felt faintly uneven. Not wrong exactly. Arthur rarely thought in such tidy terms. More the sense that the arrangement had shifted fractionally away from itself, the way a
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