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FOREWORD 

			I met “Enemies of Peace” before I met M.K. Williams. It’s my favorite novel about financial independence. It may be one of the first novels on the topic!

			In January 2018, I attended my first weekend of CampFI. I’ve written about personal finance and FI for over two decades, and I love talking with small groups of people who share my interests. (If we haven’t met yet, please look me up.) I’d already been to financial conferences and a couple of Camp Mustache meetups, and I was happy to help spread the knowledge with a new meetup.

			In what’s become a CampFI tradition, the check-in table held piles of donated books about financial independence. I’d already read the others, but the title of M.K.’s book caught my eye. A novel instead of yet another how-to money manual? Strangely interesting.

			Much later that evening (well past my usual bedtime) I made my excuses to the other campers and headed for my room. I was still buzzing a little with first-day excitement, so I decided to relax by reading a few pages before going to sleep.

			Two hours later I was buzzing with exhaustion and had to force myself to save the rest of her story for later. By Sunday I was sneaking away for a few minutes with her characters whenever CampFI took a break. I was pretty sure I knew where the plot was going, but I enjoyed the scenery during the entire ride.

			No spoilers, but I never saw it coming. The karma backlash is epic.

			I spoke at both weekends of that CampFI, and on the second weekend I was stoked to meet M.K. in person. Since then, I’ve caught up with all of her books (novels and non-fiction) and I tremendously enjoy nerding out with her about writing & publishing.

			“Enemies” is the perfect introduction to financial independence for people who want a better life. Instead of yet another book pontificating about boring details of budgeting, saving, and investing, M.K. shares both sides of the stories. We’ve all dealt with consumerism and debt, but she shows how we can be tripped up by our emotions and by poor financial literacy. We appreciate that her main characters have the best of intentions, and they really want to change, but their self-inflicted slippery slope is far more vicious than an overdrawn checking account. Meanwhile their neighbors seem a little unusual and might even be hiding a surprising secret. Cue the ominous soundtrack and the screeching violins…

			If you’re tired of being lectured by the financial media, take a break to read this book. Better yet, if you know someone who desperately needs to turn around their financial life, share this entertaining novel with them. When they finish it and they’re ready to learn more, you’ll be ready to help them.

			And if your loved ones are skeptical about your FI ambitions, M.K. can help them understand your surprising secrets.

			Doug Nordman

			“The Military Guide” and “Raising Your Money-Savvy Family”

			Oahu, September 2023



	

Five enemies of peace inhabit with us - avarice, ambition, envy, anger, 

			and pride; if these were to be banished, we should 

			infallibly enjoy perpetual peace.

			- Petrarch



	

Give me your dreams, your diamonds, your swine

			Sell me your freedom, forfeit your time

			For you desire what you think is inside

			But within walls and sheetrock – your hopes will never hide

			Until you see through the haze and the smoke

			Keep buying into me, bleed red until you’re broke

			You may escape me, but you’re only ever out on bond

			Beware all who desire to reside at the House on Hurley Pond



	

PART 1 

			Avarice

			“O.M.G! O.M.G!”

			The blurred and scrambled video was quickly righted and focused very closely on the face of a teenage girl with jagged bangs, acne, and braces.

			“O.M.G. That was so scary,” she spoke into the camera. A gust of wind whipped against the speaker overpowering the sound with a thick and harsh block of noise.

			“That house is just-” a voice off screen, panting for breath between each word.

			“That was just,” the girl holding the camera began to try to elaborate.

			“Keep running! Come on!” the voice off screen was insistent on continuing to run away from whatever it was that the girls had just witnessed.

			Then a loud explosion, off camera. Not a pop in the distance, but a belching, roaring blast. The girl with the camera turned to capture the last of the orange and black balloon of flame as it deflated back to the source of the explosion. Both girls screamed.

			“O.M.G.” and the running continued. The video became more jumbled until it finally cut out.

			It was a scrambled image, but it was nevertheless posted online. And even though there wasn’t any substantive reporting of the explosion, it had received a record number of views and was then picked up by the local news. From there it was picked up by the national news.

			

	

chapter 1

			HOT COFFEE. THE centuries old commodity that seemed to never go out of fashion, the ubiquitous and only socially acceptable addiction left in the modern world; his day revolved around that hot coffee. Loitering by the back door off of the kitchen with the pristine view of the wooden deck that had been installed the previous summer and the murky pond that seemed to glimmer in the unrelenting Florida sun, he took a slow sip from his favorite mug. It was bright white with an imperial mustache stamped in black across the front. A gift from a friend with an online Etsy shop, he had reduced his once vast but unremarkable collection of mugs down to just this one. His wife kept the matching mug with bright pink lips.

			Sunday mornings were sacred in their household, a quiet time to relax before the errands began and the preparations for the workweek would be made. But first, coffee. Savoring the next sip, he heard his wife coming down the stairs.

			“It’s live!” she intoned brightly as she crossed over to the kitchen counter to begin preparing breakfast.

			“Thank you,” he said, still staring out at the view. “Hope there wasn’t too much to edit.”

			“Not at all.” She pushed down two pieces of whole wheat bread into the toaster. “I think it is one of your best pieces yet.”

			Finally turning to greet her with a smile, “Really? Thanks!” She still adored his slightly self-conscious mannerisms, how he questioned whether what he wrote would be good enough. She recalled that when he finished his first marathon, he quickly began to scrutinize his splits, not letting the thrill of his achievement sink in for a week.

			“Of course, I can feel us working up to the big announcement.” She poured herself a mug of coffee and joined her husband at the glass door to look out on their beautiful property. “I think the keywords you were able to drop in were excellent too.”

			“You’re the expert with that stuff. I didn’t even know I was using any.”

			“Oh yeah. You had ‘consumerism’, ‘western culture’, ‘revolution’, ‘action steps’, ‘ways to get involved’, and ‘how to change the world’ multiple times. In addition, you used the standard ones like ‘fire’, ‘hacking’, and a few others that are picked up easily. Those all play well with the search engines.”

			“Hmm, cool,” he raised his mug in a mock toast to his wife.

			“Yeah, when we look at the traffic this evening, I’ll show you some of the metrics on the dashboard. We’re getting a lot more international traffic too, which is great.” She rattled off these phrases as though they were part of a second, secret language.

			No one who knew them really knew what they were up to; they did their best to keep their online profile anonymous, but anyone who really wanted to could have found them with a few simple clicks. They referenced their first names and city enough times that it could be riddled out. And their online handle was eponymous, some of their associates in their web community knew their full names, address, and their motivations for bringing their message to the world. The idea of going global was a dream, a mirage, leading others like them ever forward in a vast desert of online attention. Somehow, they had managed to rise above the rest of the blog chatter and spark an idea within many of their faithful followers. They had the attention of thousands who were happy to follow their example. If they could really drive up their global audience, there was no telling just how far their words would be carried.

			“Bringing the message worldwide, huh?” He wrapped his arm around his wife, giving her a sweet embrace as they savored that moment.

			“You betcha,” she let her head fall easily onto his shoulder, her long, delicate hair cascading across his arm.

			“But will they actually follow what we’re asking them to do?” The weight of his philosophical question pulled on her thoughts, forcing her to pause.

			“We can’t control that. If they decide to take action, great. If they reach out to us for insight and advice, amazing. But if all we ever do is what we are planning, then that has to be enough.” She reached out for his hand.

			He accepted. He knew that she was right; they could only hope that those who were reading their words would actually follow through on the action steps that they were outlining.

			They could only dream of starting a real revolution, but he still wanted it. He could be perfectly fine just knowing that they were about to put their plan into action, but he hoped, he very naively wished, that others would follow their example. For their own prosperity, and for a realistic chance to save society.

			A loud popping sound went off, catching them both by surprise.

			“Toast is ready!” she intoned, pretending that she hadn’t just been startled by the toaster. The loud sound shouldn’t have scared her at all. But she was on edge. With the big day coming up she was feeling tense, her to-do lists had multiplied and failed to contain all that she knew had to be done.

			“Excellent!” he finished the last of his coffee and reached for the ripe avocado that was on the counter. He began to cut into it as his wife grabbed the plates.

			“I think I saw a ‘FOR SALE’ sign go up next door,” she threw out this information as though it were the expiration date on a carton of milk.

			“Huh,” he barely contained his ire. “Well, that didn’t take long.”

			“Nope,” she rolled her eyes and passed the salt and pepper over to her husband. He let out a sigh.

			“We can’t control this; we will move forward and hope that it won’t impact our plan.” She patted his arm as he stood, keeping his arm still until he regained his calm. He accepted her advice and continued until the avocado was in two halves. He mashed it onto the toast and ate a peaceful breakfast with his wife. He hoped that the closing would go quickly and that the new neighbors would move in and settle down in record time. This was indeed a significant wrinkle in their plan, the one that had been years in the making. He knew that they needed this to go smoothly. He needed that house filled and a lively, attractive, young couple to live there.

			

	

chapter 2

			IT WAS A Sunday much like the rest for the young and ill-fated Lawsons. With venti Starbucks lattes in hand, they were prepared to look at a few houses, one of which they hoped would be their new home. This weekend was different, this day more important. Rather than viewing homes on HGTV, they would be squired about town. A realtor would take them to look into houses, walk on their floors, and scrutinize their superficial details. A year into their young marriage, Timothy and Cynthia Lawson were ready to move out of their cramped apartment and take on the next big step in life: owning a home.

			Cynthia dressed in her nicest casual outfit to look the part of the moderately affluent wife. She modeled her style after all of the picky wives she had seen on countless hours of television programming around the house-buying process. They say that you should dress for the job that you want, not the one that you have. Well, Cynthia was mimicking that advice in her personal life; she wanted her and Timothy to be a well-off young couple that had the clear visual cues of success. Her deep, chocolatey brown hair was always perfectly coiffed; her expensive haircut usually necessitated a regimen of styling, drying, curling, and a cocktail of serums and sprays. Cynthia’s naturally olive-toned skin, an inheritance from her Southern-European ancestors, was tanned and lotioned. While her forearms were smooth and soft, her neck was starting to show the first signs of age. Those thin little lines were forming on the skin in front of the hyoid bone, threatening to make themselves visible through the bronzer that she had delicately applied earlier that morning.

			Of course, she was wearing heels, even though Timothy had strongly urged her to wear comfortable shoes.

			“We’ll be on our feet all day looking at different houses, most of them empty so they won’t have any place for you to rest when they start to hurt,” he admonished her as they left their apartment.

			Cynthia waved his comment off and maintained her selected footwear. She was only five feet and two inches. In spite of her dogged confidence in her looks, she refused to be seen in public at her natural height. Even her sneakers had extra padding on the bottom of them so that she could look taller when she worked out.

			Timothy shook his head as they waited for the realtor to meet them; he was just counting down the seconds until his wife first complained about a pain in her toes. Together, they had come to an unspoken agreement that they would buy a home after they were married. As the one-year anniversary date loomed closer, Timothy noticed Cynthia’s comments and unsubtle hints that it was time to make the move. After the top tier of their wedding cake was consumed and their anniversary dinner photographed and sent out to all of their closest friends and vaguest acquaintances on social media, he could no longer postpone.

			Timothy asked around for a recommendation on a trusted realtor and that is why, on that particular Sunday morning, they were up bright and early with a full dossier of homes to visit.

			He let his mind wander as they waited, not wanting to stir up any excitement or discontent about the process before it began. He was nervous that Cynthia would love every house, locking them in a state of indecision. He was equally worried that she might hate every house, and as he thought about that prospect, he realized that he could have the same reaction. Timothy didn’t want to let Cynthia see him get worried over that thought. He focused on not letting his white-blonde and nearly invisible eyebrows furrow and keeping the muscles in his forehead from contracting. His ivory white skin was still blanched and burned from their previous weekend on the water with his uncle who happened to own a boat. Timothy’s arms were gently folded for this reason as the burn was just starting to ease.

			It would be the last sunburn he would ever experience, but he didn’t know that.

			His head of curly white-blond hair was covered by a red baseball cap to prevent any further scalp burn. Cynthia was not happy that Timothy was dressed like a man about to go to a sporting event for this auspicious day. He looked like a man who could only afford to rent, she thought that they should both project that they would be able to afford a house within their stated price range. She eyed him and subtly, almost imperceptibly, shook her head. As Timothy inspected his hands for signs of the burn starting to peel, a large SUV pulled up nearby.

			They were instructed to meet in the parking lot of the local grocery store. It was a location convenient to the Lawson’s current residence. This spot also happened to be the go-to meeting place for their realtor who did not lease any office space for his real-estate business.

			The Lawsons were in the market for a new home, new to them, but preferably never lived in. Cynthia Lawson was adamant on this point. She wanted to work with an established development company and design their first home together. And by designing their home, she would actually be selecting from a pre-arranged list of options, each variation already likely to be in existence. Cynthia elected to gloss over that note in her mind as she daydreamed of getting her dream home. But, Timothy had insisted that they start their search by looking at homes that were currently on the market.

			Timothy Lawson was looking for a nice home, one that would make his wife happy and satisfy their tastes. And by their tastes, he knew it was really hers. And by her taste, it was really just the things she had seen over and over again on television. Open floor plans, stainless steel kitchen appliances, hardwood flooring, stone pavers on the front walkway laid out in an inviting design. Mr. Lawson wasn’t opposed to living in a house that had already been owned, or perhaps that might require some work. He wanted an opportunity to try out his tool collection, which was gathering dust and sorely neglected in their off-site storage unit across town.

			The apartment was small and unsophisticated according to Cynthia. For months, she had been pushing for the opportunity to seek bank pre-approval on a mortgage.

			“I’m ready to start living like a real married couple, Tim! With a house and eventually children!” She had patronized him only a few times. After the many hard-won battles they had experienced while arranging their wedding, Mr. Timothy Lawson had learned to yield early to his wife’s desires rather than risk a fiery argument. She was rather like a toddler when things did not go her way, she would pout and stomp her right foot decisively. In the beginning, Timothy found that cute, now it was a tired routine.

			Of course, Cynthia didn’t think that what she did was childish, she needed to convey her emotions and make her husband understand that her vision of forever included a ‘starter’ home of McMansion proportions. Shouldn’t he want to give her all of the things she desired? Shouldn’t he want to spoil her and make her the happiest woman on Earth?

			Nevertheless, with their seasonal lattes in hand, they had waited patiently in the nearly empty parking lot to meet with their realtor: Handel Smoot. Handel was a bit older and had a pronounced donut of a gut that would always pull at the fabric of his button-down shirts. He had previously been in construction and then worked as a handyman before getting his real estate license. Because of this, he offered a different perspective from what modifications could and couldn’t be made to a house, what the rough cost could be, and, naturally, offered his services when requested. Handel’s thick head of gray hair bobbed in rhythm with his steps as he got out of his large SUV and walked over to the Lawsons. He had the kind of gray hair that had a distinct, but inviting, smell of cigarette ash when it was wet, but would dry smooth and clear.

			“Howdy,” Handel waved and gave his most folksy greeting.

			“Hi,” and “Hello,” the Lawsons responded at the same time.

			“Well, are you ready to find your home?” Handel clapped his hands together and rubbed them. Cynthia was sizing him up, would this be a man that could find a great deal on a fabulous house? Or, would he talk Timothy into a “fixer-upper” that could never fully be fixed? Handel’s chambray button-down paired with blue jeans that had only one shade of difference between them did not give her much confidence in his ability to find the house of her dreams. She offered a sweet smile, but inwardly felt her anticipation deflate. This day will be a waste, her mind was made up already.

			The three of them headed out in Handel’s SUV. They started their morning at a ranch that was built in the early 1970s. Even with the updated interior by the previous owner, Cynthia refused to give the home a chance. Timothy liked the price and thought that the location was ideal for their commute to work. Handel pointed out the upgrades to that home over the others in the neighborhood. Cynthia remained silent and passed through each room quickly. She didn’t let any of the potential settle into her imagination. While Timothy began to picture cookouts on the porch and a playroom for future children in the large room off the kitchen, Cynthia eyed the crown molding on the walls and shrugged.

			They moved on to the second house on their tour, situated in a high-brow development that had sprung up where there had once been a vast farmland not three years earlier. The properties closest to the entrance were townhomes and that neighborhood was considered a bit dodgier than the rest of the planned community. The homes in the middle of the main drive were nice and very packed in. After fifteen minutes, they finally reached the upper echelon of the development with large homes set apart from each other. The homes sat on large mounds of earth, formed by the construction company and had eventually, with enough irrigation and fertilizer, sprouted lush grass. Cynthia was giddy with delight as her eyes passed over each property. She could picture glamorous lawn parties and perfect Christmas-portraits in the entryways of these homes.

			She didn’t pay attention to the conversation Handel was having with Timothy regarding the HOA and CDD fees and other acronyms that she wasn’t very familiar with. She felt mildly insecure that she was earning a meager salary compared to Timothy’s six-figure income. Cynthia knew that for all of the demands that she was making, it was ultimately Timothy’s decision as to which home they would purchase. But they were married and it was now their joint income. She tried to convince herself to think of it that way.

			As they pulled into the driveway of the second house on their tour, more aptly described as an estate, Cynthia’s eyes gleamed like that of a child in front of a toy-store window. She loved the architectural features of the façade. An actual architect would be quick to point out the mismatched elements, but Cynthia only knew what she’d seen in Better Homes & Gardens magazine. Timothy followed Handel up the front walk as Cynthia loitered, taking in the picturesque scene before her.

			Upon entering the home, the chemical smell of the industrial grade products used to clean the house hit each of them in the nostrils. That smell, though noxious, was synonymous with cleanliness. It hid the odors ingrained in the carpeting and the worn-in stink of the pets that belonged to the previous owner. Cynthia smiled at all of the dazzling features. Such as the shiny brass fixtures that she didn’t actually like aesthetically, but they sure did make that house glitter.

			Cynthia took Timothy’s hand and smiled as Handel began the tour. He took his time to point out the features of the home and the associated community.

			“It’s okay that you don’t have a pool in the backyard because the clubhouse at the front of the community has both a pool and a spa.” Handel commented on the amenities and the newly installed tile in the bathrooms, the fresh paint on the walls, and the ample cabinet space. Cynthia was sold on the home when Timothy finally spoke up.

			“So, how much will this one set us back?” Timothy asked with a kind, but doubtful smile.

			“This home is half-a-million dollars,” Handel said plainly. He phrased it that specific way for a reason. In Handel’s many years as a realtor, he’d seen hundreds of hopeful young couples, just like the Lawsons, spring for a home they couldn’t afford. When the price was in the thousands or hundreds-of-thousands, the integers could easily climb without much notice. However, once he said the heavy and weighted “million,” couples tended to stop in their tracks. Both Cynthia and Timothy were reluctant to respond.

			“Okay,” Timothy nodded his head and tried to hide the frown that was burgeoning on the corners of his mouth.

			“Alright,” Cynthia mirrored the same pattern and pace of her husband’s bouncing head.

			“It’s well beyond your price range,” Handel admitted, “but this is the only house in this area that meets all of your wish-list.” Hands held out and shoulders shrugged, he paused. “I know when you are looking to spend as much money as you have in your budget, the last thing that you want to do is settle. But perhaps a compromise might make sense. You may not need to buy a home that has some of these features when it will cost you 10 or 20 thousand dollars in the final price of the home. You can buy a home without these items and add them on yourself for a fraction of the cost.”

			Internally, the Lawsons deliberated. “I do have some other homes that I think you will really love. They don’t meet every requirement, but if you give them a chance, you might find your first house in this mix.” Handel tried to offer what he could to the two young adults in front of him, they could take it or leave it.

			“Okay, let’s see them,” Cynthia forced an enthusiastic smile. Timothy was stunned by her friendly demeanor. Usually, he would have expected her to state that she didn’t see why they needed to stick to a budget, but here she was listening to reason. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze as they left the imposing and wildly expensive home.

			It was also at this moment that their fate was sealed. With each step the Lawsons took away from the home that they could never afford, they were drawing closer to their doom. The path they were now on would, in fact, bring them to the home that they would purchase, but it would also deliver them to their murder.

			The next home that Handel was planning to show the Lawsons was within the same development, but closer to the center of the community. There was little to no backyard and no space between the homes, yet each house itself was still 2,500 square feet or more. The homes on that block looked like cubes, perfectly positioned and evenly spaced. Timothy wondered how anyone could tell them apart; each façade was nearly identical to the next except for the combination of the exterior paint and trim. This stop was a no-go, completely forgettable.

			They all clamored back into Handel’s SUV to take off for the next location. Handel reclined in his chair and flipped through the notifications on his smartphone and the Lawsons mimed drinking from their now empty coffee cups. They needed something to fill their time and their hands, the empty cups sufficed.

			“Hmm, you folks up for a change of plans?” Handel proffered in his game show host voice.

			“Sure,” Timothy agreed with a shrug. Cynthia was happy to oblige a change in the itinerary.

			“Great, there is a house that was just listed this morning. It might be perfect.” Handel turned on the car and started to navigate the local suburban roads. He gave some details about the community. Built up in the 1960s and while it was a lovely community there was no HOA, or board, or anything like that. There were only 40 odd homes in the neighborhood so it was small and everyone was friendly to one another. The top-rated high school in the state was only a stone’s throw away. While the Lawsons didn’t have any children now, they would be happy to know their future children could easily walk or bike to and from school. Indeed, the neighborhood sounded idyllic. Even Cynthia was willing to give it a chance.

			As the oversized vehicle turned off the main road, the avenue seemed expansive enough to comfortably fit the large SUV. There were sprawling live oaks dotting the sidewalks in such a purposely-haphazard way. The limbs reached across the road, arching to provide the perfect amount of shade between the leaves and Spanish moss. As they pulled onto Hurley Drive, the pattern of the streetlights changed from county-provided steel to a rustic black cast-iron with flare. The mailboxes all matched too. This made Cynthia smile.

			They pulled around the wide curve in the road and stopped in front of the second home on their right. Cynthia and Timothy stepped out of the vehicle and took in the view of the neighborhood. There were a few children playing in the cul-de-sac at the end of the street while two women, likely their mothers, chatted in the driveway. The white washed sidewalks reflected brightly in the mid-day sun and the grass here seemed to be more lush and vibrant than the houses they saw earlier.

			Handel was fiddling with the lock at the doorway and let himself into the home, giving the Lawsons time to look at the exterior for a bit. Timothy noted the decent size of the front yard, he would have to spend quite a bit of time mowing the lawn, but it was a heck of a lot smaller than the second house they had seen. Cynthia noted that the flower beds all look shriveled, but she figured that she could easily put down a little fertilizer and add some water to bring it back to life. She didn’t realize how at ease she was with these ideas until later on when Timothy remarked at her sudden interest in gardening.

			Hand-in-hand the couple walked up to the front entrance and stepped through the doorway. A quick breeze of air conditioning splashed their faces, as did the garish and blinding mustard yellow of the walls.

			“I know,” Handel already had his hand up in protest. “It is way too much of this color, but we can paint over it.”

			“Yeah, with a lot of primer first,” Timothy responded.

			Cynthia felt repulsed by the color; she actually felt a retching in her throat. “These ceilings have to be what, 25 feet high?”

			“We can coordinate for a painter to come in before the first box is even unpacked,” Handel was ready to smooth over whatever was necessary to get the Lawsons to see past the paint color.

			“Okay, well let’s see the rest of the house,” Timothy gave Handel a nod of approval and followed him into the formal dining room, to the left of the main entrance. Cynthia lingered in the hallway and began to peer into the main living space: an open floor plan where the kitchen and family room seamlessly flowed. She left the men to their discussion on air conditioning setup and dry-wall and sauntered into the kitchen. Her manicured nails ran across the granite countertops with flecks of obsidian blended into the stone. She opened the refrigerator, which seemed to be relatively new, and ogled at the double ovens built into the wall.

			A small hint of a smile crept up into the dimple on her left cheek. The obnoxious yellow paint was not present in the kitchen, where a red and white checked tile served as a backsplash above the countertops. The mustard did continue into the living room and appeared to wrap up the stairs into the second floor of the house. Another couple gallons of primer, Cynthia noted to herself as she crossed the tile floor into the family living space. This room featured a fireplace, completely senseless in South Florida, but a nice touch nonetheless. The wall mounting for a large television was drilled into the wall. There were a set of double doors with ruffled French curtains attached that let in the soft glow of the afternoon sun. Cynthia assumed that these would lead out into the patio.

			As her hand reached to open the door, she heard Handel and Timothy coming down the main hallway. “You make a good point on the wind-mitigation assessment being an asset.” Timothy was commenting on some selling-point that Handel had mentioned.

			“Yes, it can take a good chunk off of your insurance which will save you a lot over the years.” Handel was always talking about where to save money. Cynthia appreciated this, but was wondering if he viewed her and Timothy as cheapskates; that were just looking to save a little bit and cut corners.

			“What do you think so far?” Timothy directed a question at his wife.

			Cynthia spun gracefully around and flashed a big smile. “I actually really like it.”

			Timothy and Handel’s eyebrows shot up simultaneously. “Really?” the incredulity in Timothy’s voice could not be contained.

			“I mean, obviously this paint has to go, but other than that, I really like it.” Cynthia joined her husband at the island in the kitchen as Handel began to review the specifics of the home with the couple. Total square footage, price per square foot, all items that Cynthia was not concerned with, but details Timothy was intent on documenting.

			“So far, everything you’ve told us about the house is amazing Handel. It was listed this morning?” Timothy confirmed.

			“Yes, I wouldn’t expect it to be on the market very long. Houses in this neighborhood get snatched up quickly.” Handel was scrolling through his phone looking over some of the specs on the house that were available via his Realtor’s network.

			“Oh!” Handel stopped and called attention to a detail. “One downside is, no parks nearby.”

			Timothy smirked and nodded along, agreeing that this was a flaw.

			“Oh, that’s perfect! How is that a downside?” Cynthia blurted out without a second thought.

			“Oh. Well, usually I hear from young couples that they want a park nearby.” Handel proffered a response with uncertainty.

			“Ugh! No! Why? So, kids can get germs and trip over drug needles?” Cynthia continued her tirade. Timothy nodded along; he never knew how strongly his wife abhorred public parks. “That’s why we want a house with a big backyard,” she showed both men with her arms, stretching them wide and waving them.

			“Ah yes, the backyard,” Handel’s eyes began to dart around the room.

			“Wait, there is a backyard, right?” Cynthia’s delight over the house was slipping away like sand in an hourglass. That was a requirement on her wish list. How could this bumbling idiot take her to see a home with no backyard? Cynthia shot a look at Timothy that seemed to insinuate
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