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Chapter 1: The Man on the Sidewalk
Already Decided

e was not doing anything wrong. That is the part people miss.

He walked past my neighbor's place at about a quarter past seven on a

Tuesday evening, hands in his jacket pockets, no hurry, no phone out. He

looked at three houses on that side of the street. He slowed at one. Then he

kept going and turned the corner and was gone. The whole thing took less

than a minute, and by the end of it he knew more about who lived in those

three houses than most of us know about the people we wave to.

That is the uncomfortable truth this book starts with. The decision about

your house is usually made from the sidewalk, in daylight or at dusk, by

someone who never touches your gate. Everything you do after that is either

confirming his decision or undoing it.

Why houses are chosen in under a minute

A stranger sizing up a street is not solving a puzzle. He is doing what you do

when you pull into a parking lot and pick a space. You do not evaluate every

spot. You scan, you find the one that is close and easy, and you take it. The

rest of the lot gets no thought at all.



Houses get chosen the same way, and for the same reason: effort is expensive

and attention is limited. The man on the sidewalk is looking for the space that

is close and easy. He is not hunting for the house with the most silver in the

drawer. He is hunting for the house that costs him the least trouble and the

least risk.

This is why the expensive alarm quote you got last spring felt so wrong in

your stomach. That salesman was selling you a response to something that

has already happened. The choosing happened earlier, out on the concrete,

for free, in under sixty seconds.

You do not defend a house at the door. You defend it at the curb, in the

minute before anyone decides to come up the walk.

I learned this on my own street, and it cost me nothing but embarrassment. I

came home from a long week away, parked, and stood at the end of my own

driveway in the dark because I had dropped my keys. Four days of

newspapers. One lamp in the front room, the same lamp, on the same timer,

glowing at the same hour it had glowed the night I left. My house had been

announcing my absence to every person who walked past, politely and

clearly, for ninety-six hours.

What the stranger is actually reading

Here is the thing that changes how you see your own front yard forever. He is

not reading your security. He is reading your occupancy.



Occupancy is the answer to one question: how many people are in there, and

when. Everything visible from the sidewalk feeds that answer. The number of

cars and whether they move. The number of windows that show life. Whether

anything on the property has been touched in the last day or two. Whether

the yard looks tended by someone with a working back. Whether the pattern

of the house is the same tonight as it was last night.

None of that requires him to know your name. That is the whole point. He is

reading the house, not you.

Think of it as a sixty-second read. In that minute he is gathering three things,

and he is gathering them in this order:

People. How many adults live here, and how capable are they? A single car, a

single lit window, one set of shoes by the door seen through the glass, a walk

that has not been shoveled or swept. These stack into an impression of one

person, probably older, probably alone.

Time. How long would he have inside without interruption? An empty

driveway at two in the afternoon says a lot. A porch light burning at noon

says more. Mail pushed halfway out of a slot says the most.

Exit. How does he leave, and who sees him do it? A hedge that hides the side

window is not just cover going in. It is cover coming out.

We will take those three apart properly in Chapter 3, because they are the

engine of the whole thing. For now, sit with the fact that all three are visible

from a public sidewalk, and all three are things you can change this week

without spending real money.



An illustrative case: Picture two houses side by side on a modest

street. One has a newer deadbolt, a camera at the door, and a woman

who leaves at 8:10 every weekday and returns at 5:40 every weekday,

with one lamp on a timer. The other has an older lock, no camera, two

pairs of work boots visible through the storm door glass, a car that sits

in a different spot most nights, and a radio audible from the porch. The

second house is the harder read. Harder reads get skipped.

That case is illustrative, not a documented incident. But I put it in because it

makes the arithmetic plain. Hardware answers the question can I get in.

Signals answer the question should I bother. The second question gets asked

first, and most people never prepare an answer for it.

The comfort of knowing it isn't personal

I want to spend the rest of this chapter on something that is not tactical at

all, because it matters more than any lock in this book.

Many people who lie awake at night are not really afraid of a break-in. They

are afraid of being seen as weak. There is a particular shame that comes with

getting older on a street that has changed around you, of knowing that the

empty driveway and the single lamp are telling the truth about your

circumstances to anybody who cares to look. That shame is heavy, and it

makes people either spend money they do not have or stop looking at the

problem entirely.



So hear this clearly. The man on the sidewalk does not know you and has no

opinion about you. He is not judging your age, your income, or the fact that

you live alone now. He is reading a house, the way a man reads a parking lot.

You were never singled out. You were sorted.

That should be a relief, and it should also be the most practical piece of news

in this book. A judgment about your worth cannot be changed. A sorting can.

If he is reading signals, and signals are things you place, then you are not a

victim of this process. You are a participant in it.

The house you have is not the house he reads. He

reads the house you show him. Those two things

are yours to pull apart.

Everything from here forward is built on that sentence. You are not going to

fortify. You are going to edit the read. Boots by the door. A car that moves. A

radio near the entry. Lights in two rooms instead of one. Grass cut to knee

height where a hedge used to hide a window. Small, cheap, unglamorous

edits that change the answer to a question you will never hear asked.

“



KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Stand at the end of your own driveway tonight and give yourself sixty

seconds. Write down the first three things you notice about who lives

there.

▸  Stop budgeting for hardware until you have inventoried your signals.

The choosing happens before the hardware ever gets tested.

▸  Count your occupancy signals honestly: cars, lit windows, movement,

tended ground. Ask what number of people they add up to.

▸  Separate "my house is weak" from "my house reads weak." Only the

second one is true, and only the second one is fixable for under fifty

dollars.

▸  Accept that you were sorted, not targeted. That reframing is what lets

you work on this without dread.

Now, if the read happens in sixty seconds from a public sidewalk, a harder

question follows. Your house is transmitting all of this every hour of every

day, including the hours you are asleep and the hours you are at the

pharmacy. What exactly is it saying while you are not there to hear it?


