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1
Introduction

The house

When my husband and I first met Midori, she was almost ninety years old.
With perfect posture and classic styling, we could see she had been a beauty
in her prime. But her energy performance was on par with others of her
vintage and she suffered from ailing systems that needed attention. Her
previous caretakers were not big on cosmetic surgery nor the latest fashion
trends. In that way we were lucky. We didn’t have to undo things that had
recently been done. As our real estate agent dryly said, Midori was
relatively unmolested. Nevertheless, her subpar energy performance was a
problem. We wanted her to be world-class again.

No, our Midori is not a person. There are cities, a liquor brand,
musicians, women, trains, manga, and even a web browser named Midori.
For us, though, Midori was an Arts and Crafts bungalow originally built in
1922 that had definitely seen better days. We liked how she felt and we had
a vision for her remaining years. We wanted to preserve the timeless, classic
beauty of her Arts and Crafts style while making her durable, resilient, and
as energy efficient as possible. The word midori literally means green in
Japanese, and we chose this for our house. The thought of combining super
energy efficiency with century-old style intrigued us and we thought it
would be an interesting transformation.

The owners



Just as Midori has gone through a transformation, so have we. My husband
and I became the owners and orchestrators of this house transformation
project. Neither of us had any experience in construction or architecture.
We were happily living our simple life working in offices during the week
and enjoying the outdoors of San Francisco Bay Area on the weekends.
Embarking on a huge transformation project was the furthest thing from our
minds until a nagging problem, which built up over time, reached a point in
2009 where I quit my job to address it.

It’s a common problem that most people face: Where shall we live after
getting married? We were in our late 30s when we got married in 2001. We
each were comfortably set in our own places. Kurt owned a condo in Santa
Cruz and I owned a condo in San Jose. Since his place was the larger of the
two, I sold my condo and moved in with him. I moved by squeezing my
greatly pared down immediate possessions into one bedroom he vacated for
me. It felt like renting a room again. Even after we changed the title on the
deed, I never felt a sense of ownership. Sure, it was nice, but the place was
not mine. I’m sure he would have felt the same if he had moved in with me.

The solution to this problem was to move into a new place we both felt
good about and where we could co-create a place together that reflected our
personal values. We went on green home tours to get inspiration so we
could envision a place that reflected our style and functional needs. We
soon learned that the homes we liked had been heavily renovated or custom
built. There was nothing green off the shelf on the market.

This book

This book is a narrative of our journey, written to provide the reader with
the experience of transforming an old house. It’s a dual transformation, for
it’s also about the transformation of the owners. Having gone through this
experience, we can no longer look at houses the same way ever again.

This book is an extended case study told from the perspective of
intrepid homeowners approaching the project as novices. Each chapter
closes with a short list of lessons learned. Features and concepts are
discussed in a non-technical way, as one homeowner would talk about their
experience with another homeowner.



Photos, videos, and links are available in blogposts on
http://midorihaus.com.
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Choosing Our Place

We need a place

The notion of green building resonated with our core values, and we
approached this project intending to build a new house from scratch at a
new location. As we explored the real estate market, we clarified our search
criteria by referring back to our personal values. This chapter explores how
we chose where to live.

Green building seed

Our desire to live in a green home had been brewing for years. I can trace
the planting of the seed back to 2003 when our friend, Karsten, fell in love
with a ten-acre parcel of land on a hillside in the mouth of San Lorenzo
Valley. The green building sirens were calling him to build his dream green
home. Through the shrubs, weeds, and trees, he could see his sanctuary
where he could commune with nature and have a house that made smart use
of resources. Though the property had a distinct rural feel, it was less than
three miles from downtown Santa Cruz, offering quick and easy access to
town on a bicycle to eat, shop, and socialize.

Karsten did not need to use the entire ten acres, but the property owner
was set on selling the entire parcel of land. Motivated to make his dream
home a reality, our friend worked quickly to find partners—future
neighbors—to go in on this deal. Karsten, an early adopter of Leadership in
Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), was an accredited U.S. Green



Building Council professional. He would talk about green building
principles with so much enthusiasm that his passion was infectious.

When Karsten presented this idea to us, we looked at the piece of land
he described. Buying so much land so close to downtown Santa Cruz for a
price of a small house seemed like a dream. Back then we were rather
naïve. Instead of doing due diligence with a soils report or researching
zoning to see if the lot was buildable, we did silly things like driving out
there late at night and sitting on a log to see if we would see the ghost lady
that supposedly haunted the area. Getting caught up in Karsten’s
enthusiasm, we were convinced that we could do this project fast and
cheap. Because we didn’t know what we didn’t know, we floated in a nice
dream for a while. It was a perfect escape from the daily grind of managing
projects and people.

Then one day Kurt said it didn’t feel right. This deal had long-term
consequences. It’s not a cut-and-dried one-time deal because the interaction
wouldn’t end with the purchase of the land. The subdivided lots needed to
form a homeowners association to build and maintain shared infrastructure
such as a private road and a common well and water distribution system. As
condo owners we were familiar with the good and the bad of HOAs. We’d
learned that having a difficult personality in the mix could be miserable,
and we didn’t know much about the other owners. Investing more than
$600,000 in land and infrastructure before we even had a chance to start
building our house seemed like a lot of risk. If the working relationship
with others was unknown, neighbors could turn the dream house into a
nightmare. Much to Karsten’s dismay, we heeded Kurt’s intuition and
pulled out of the deal.

Eventually Karsten found other partners and proceeded to build his
green home. He had lots of cool ideas that were demonstrated in his house
—living green roof, large south-facing windows with solar electric panels
for awnings, using thermal mass to heat the concrete floor during the day
and slowly releasing the heat at night to keep the house comfortable. There
were low-flow plumbing fixtures to conserve water, and he carefully chose
interior materials that avoided off-gassing toxic chemicals. He even had
work parties where friends came together to help plaster his walls—a nice
community gathering where people learned about green building and
Karsten got free labor. Watching from the sidelines, we were quite envious.
But we also knew we did the right thing. And Kurt was glad he listened to



his gut. Yet once exposed to this green building idea, our yearning for a
green, sustainable house carried on like a low-grade fever that never went
away.

Yearning

Once infected by thoughts of living in a green home, symptoms of yearning
lingered. For instance, the kitchen in our condo had no windows. I wanted
to feel the connection to the outdoors when I was in the kitchen and not feel
like I was in a cave.

The yearning was further reinforced by the home tours we went to. It’s
one thing to browse through pretty magazines or websites to see gorgeous
examples of newly built homes with green features. Walking through a
home gave us a visceral feel of what it would be like to occupy the space
and imagine how happy we would be. Green home tours gave us a chance
to meet the homeowners who manifested their dream home and graciously
opened their doors for public tours. They were all too happy to share
information about their house and answer our questions. What is this type
of window/wall that opens in a folding fashion? How long did the project
take? How much did it cost? How do you like the split-level counter height?
Also the builder or the architect was usually present for these tours and we
could grab their cards if we were impressed with them.

Back in 2004 I thought how strange it was to see the owner pleased to
have spent only $300 per square foot on the downstairs renovation and
$400 per square foot on the upper floor. The added expense of using a steel
I-beam to provide structural support was clearly worth it to the owner, who
wanted the open feel in the living area downstairs. That seemed like a lot of
money to me and I thought surely we would do much better than that,
especially after reading a book with case studies of green homes built in
Colorado ($100 per square foot) or Texas ($175 per square foot). Never
mind that I was deluding myself. I would eventually learn that real estate
and construction prices are relative to the location. A house in a desirable
area within commute distance of Silicon Valley would cost a lot more than
out-of-state case studies from seven years ago. Costs for building a house



are pretty high in Northern California, and $300 per square foot was not
outrageous in 2010 compared to $800 per square foot for luxury homes.

For many years we would become giddy as we wandered through the
homes of people who either built from scratch or remodeled their houses
using green principles. We particularly liked the open, airy feel of a space
that featured recycled or sustainably harvested materials, and that the
electricity generated on their roof made their annual electric bills near zero.
Events such as Solar Homes Tour and Open Architecture Tour featured
homes in several counties in the Santa Francisco Bay area that showcased
different elements of green. Like travelers in the desert viewing pictures of
people drinking water, no amount of looking could quench our thirst.

Though the home tours kept us in a state of yearning, these outings
served a valuable purpose of clarifying our preferences. It was reassuring to
know that Kurt and I had similar taste: the clean look of modern
architecture, almost minimalist but with nice accents, functional layout that
was not too big, with a light and airy feel that conveyed triumph over clutter
gremlins. We especially liked the indoor-outdoor connection where the
indoors opened up to an outdoor area that extended to an outside
entertainment space. It was also important that we agreed on what we didn’t
like: large houses on a small lot without gardening space, houses on a scary
steep hillside, smell of man-made materials that triggered headaches, and
space lacking functional use that could turn into default storage.

Early on I began to carry a medium-sized spiral-bound notebook to take
notes on features we liked as well as list architects and builders that we
were impressed with. This notebook lasted about five years, from 2003 to
2008, when thoughts of green building were a pleasant distraction from
working as an information technology manager braving the daily grind of
commuting over the Santa Cruz Mountains to Palo Alto.

Santa Cruz real estate

The city of Santa Cruz has a population of about 60,000 fitting into less
than thirteen square miles. This is the county seat of Santa Cruz County,
one of the smallest (geographically) and one of the oldest counties in
California. This little county is squeezed into a strip of coastal land south of



San Mateo County and west of Santa Clara County, Silicon Valley. During
commute hours the principal route, Highway 17, is clogged with commuters
who pay the price of driving on a congested, curvy highway through the
mountains to have high-paying jobs and still live in a place close to
redwood forests, beaches, and surfing spots in a mild, Mediterranean
climate.

Santa Cruz is a city where about quarter of the population is made up of
students attending the University of California at Santa Cruz, its classrooms
nestled in a redwood forest or on hilltops with ocean views. These students
face intense competition to live in the community after their sophomore
year; their parents blanch when they see the local rental property prices.
Santa Cruz also is a city where local organic farms supply the residents with
fresh produce year-round at farmers markets on Wednesdays, Saturdays,
and Sundays. It’s a city where there are more than dozen wineries with
tasting rooms. It’s an extremely desirable place to live. Finding a reasonably
priced, unbuilt lot that is in a walkable area in the city of Santa Cruz is a tall
order.

But we did see a few unbuilt lots tucked away here and there while we
rode our bicycles around town. Noting the cross streets and the addresses of
nearby houses, we went to the County Assessor’s office to look up the
names and addresses of the owners of those parcels. Many seemed to be
vacant for so long we figured the owners would be glad to have an eager,
eco-friendly couple take it off their hands. So we crafted a profile of
ourselves on a document complete with a photo of our beaming, smiling
faces and listed our wonderful attributes and sent a letter asking each
landowner if they would like to sell their parcel to us. Two people
responded to our inquiry. One was not ready to sell and the other wanted
more money when we got into discussing price over the phone. Other letters
went unanswered.

We were actively looking in 2008 through 2010 when the real estate
market around the country tanked. We thought we might find a good deal
on the foreclosure list from Santa Cruz Record publication and the Santa
Cruz County Tax Sale. The rationale was that if bank mortgages were going
bust in record numbers, we would be able to pick up a property at a good
price. The problem for us was that the real estate market was less affected
by foreclosures in Santa Cruz than other places. Moreover we weren’t the
only ones looking for a good deal. Investors flush with cash on hand were



also scouring the market and picked up properties faster than vultures pick
up carrion.

Did we consider moving to another city or region? Sure, Kurt obliged
me with a courtesy discussion of what it would be like to live in San
Francisco. But he was pretty set on staying in Santa Cruz, and I understand
that. Unlike most people I meet in California who migrated from other
states or countries, Kurt is a native Californian—a fifth generation
Californian on his mother’s side. His father attended Santa Cruz High
School, and his parents met on the beach in Santa Cruz. Kurt attended the
University of California at Santa Cruz and got a physics degree. He further
tuned his personal compass towards ethics as well as environmental and
social justice. Taking personal action to minimize harm to people and the
environment reflects his personal values.

More evidence that Kurt was rooted in Santa Cruz—he bought a condo
when he was twenty-seven years old and rented out rooms to help pay the
mortgage. When I met him eight years later, he was happily living alone in
his place furnished with all the nesting accouterments of his liking. While
he appreciated the green building examples we’d seen, the pull of
redefining the space we shared was not as strong for him as it was for me.

I’ve lived most of my life in apartments and condos, and having a house
where I could design and build to my dreams seemed luxurious, and that’s
what mattered to me. The inner voice of the little girl who grew up in
Kalihi, a district in Honolulu infused with the sweat of several generations
of immigrants from different countries, kept saying, “It’s too expensive and
out of reach.”

The belly ache from not having my own space and feeling the gap
between the life at the condo and my ideal green home seemed to grow year
after year, and it became intensified by the eye candy of green home tours.
Although we were capturing good ideas, not having a place to implement
these good ideas left us wanting.

Where do we want to live?

After seeing Karsten build his green home from scratch, we wanted to do
our own version. A clean slate—what better way to articulate our own style



and ensure that all the functions and green features we wanted were put in
place? In 2008 we still did not have a piece of land to build a house on and
decided it was time to shift our focus to searching for real estate.

We explored the question, “What problem are you trying to solve?” in
the style of Jeopardy, the TV game show where the contestants guess the
question given the answer. If the answer in real estate always is, “Location,
location, location,” then what are the problem(s)? Mostly it’s things that
cannot be changed by the homeowner such as the local climate, access to
public transportation, what’s in the soil, noise and air pollution, access to
the city infrastructure, zoning, property tax rate, public school district,
neighborhood character, shops, hills, and traffic.

We thought about trade-offs between one sweet spot and another. For
example, there are many trade-offs between city life and country life. Near
the city center the property prices are higher, but many places we go during
the week are close by. A quick hop on the bike or a short drive will get us to
grocery stores, restaurants, movie theaters, medical services, farmers
markets, gas stations, coffee shops, bakery, hair salons, and more. Yes, there
is heavier traffic and more air pollution in a city area than in a rural area.
Conversely, additional driving time that comes with living in a rural area
could be offset by having more privacy, land to grow food, maybe enough
acreage to have a couple of horses or a hiking trail in our private forest. The
place where people live should reflect their preferences and values. We
valued walkability to shops and driving less.

With Santa Cruz being a small coastal city, the air quality is pretty good,
so the mountain air doesn’t offer much advantage for us. If we chose to be
deep in the mountains, we’d have more land but we’d also need to build our
own infrastructure services for water (well), sewer (septic system), and
energy (either shipped in via propane or generated by diesel or solar
electric). Once set up properly, living in a rural area offers self-sufficiency
and independence. It also requires us to be a bit more hands-on with
maintaining the infrastructure needed in day-to-day living that city folks
simply plug into. Here again we leaned towards living in the city because
we valued the lower maintenance option of being able to plug into the
infrastructure rather than building them ourselves. My desire for an edible
garden could be met in the city by selecting a location with a sunny
backyard, as long as we didn’t end up owning a large house on a postage
stamp lot where the view from the window would be the neighbor’s wall.



Knowing how important and expensive the location decision was, we
progressed to doing a decent due diligence on our real estate search. To
further clarify our ideal spot, we organized our list of criteria in a
spreadsheet to compare the different properties listed on the online real
estate website. It was comforting to me to see these properties compared
side by side as if the spreadsheet score would ensure success. Giving weight
to factors we valued, like sun exposure and walkability to coffee shops and
restaurants while ignoring school district information, underscored the fact
that we were a middle-aged couple with no kids.

Our criteria of walkability was important because it had a direct impact
on our carbon footprint and relating to the community. If we lived in an area
where we could walk to shops, restaurants, and movie theaters, we would
feel more connected to the community and minimize the need to burn fossil
fuel for driving. But this walkability created a unique challenge in our
search for an unbuilt lot within the city limits of Santa Cruz.

The hardest part, we found, was not creating a massive list or an
intricate list of criteria. The hardest part was sticking to the agreed on
criteria and saying “no” to pretty properties when they didn’t fully match
our criteria. This was especially hard when I realized I had a certain
timeline expectation lodged in my head. I wanted the entire project to be
done within twenty-four months—from purchasing a property to
construction completion. This two-year time boundary came from a
promise I made to Kurt in 2008. I asked him, “Is it OK if I quit my job for
two years to work on my dream green home project? I think we can find a
place, build, and move within two years. Then I’ll go back to work.” He
thought about it for a minute and said, “Yes.” As time ticked on and the
deadline I made up in my head approached, I found myself wanting to
compromise and buy a non-ideal place just to have this phase be over with.
Lucky for us Kurt is the disciplined one with uncompromising focus who
stuck to our selection criteria and kept us on course.

In retrospect I can see how our work styles, skills, and strengths
complemented each other. He honors his sense of personal values, logic,
and reason and sticks to them. I honor the logic and rational process of
analyzing the pros and cons too, but I am susceptible to making spot
decisions to avoid the discomfort of emotional drama. He is quick to grasp
scientific concepts and verbally articulate them. I write notes to remember
what I heard. He nurtures relationship through conversation. I nurture



relationship through food. I’m quick to start new things and slow to finish.
Once started, he is quick to tie up loose ends.

This dream green home project had a feel of adventure. We were
heading into something we didn’t know much about, but we had faith that
we would figure it out. Since we didn’t have children, this co-creation of
the house represented our baby—the biggest thing we’ve done together.

A mentor appears

We met Gary Ransone through Jon and Marty Fiorovich, a design-build
firm in Watsonville. One of the houses they built in 2008 was on the Open
Architecture Tour, an annual event organized by the local chapter of the
American Institute of Architects, with the proceeds of the tour benefitting
the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity. We were impressed with Jon and
Marty’s work creating a beautiful green home. Jon was the general
contractor and his wife, Marty, was the architect. We visited them in their
office to find out more about their services. At that time we had our eyes set
on a 6,098-square-foot lot on the west side of Santa Cruz—one of the few
open lots in a walkable area. When we told them about making an offer on
the lot, Jon mentioned, “Why use a real estate agent? You can save money
by having an attorney write up a letter to the seller and save on commission
cost.” Then he gave us Gary’s number. So I called him and made an
appointment.

Wearing a T-shirt and jeans with work boots, Gary seemed more like a
construction guy than an attorney. He was. With a general contractor’s
license, Gary focused his law practice on construction law. When we
described our project and told him that we wanted him to draft a letter, we
found out that he also had a real estate license. What a rare combination—
attorney, general contractor, and real estate broker all in one person.

“Rather than hire me as an attorney to draft one letter, why not hire me
as your real estate agent?” he said. “Hmm,” I thought. That was a win-win
proposition. Rather than spend hundreds of dollars per hour in attorney fees,
we could consult with him for “free” while we searched and looked at
properties. He’d earn a nice commission, much larger than attorney fees,
when we found the ideal place to buy. We’d rather pay a commission to



someone who provided us with value-added service of construction
consultation.

Thus began our relationship with Gary. If we had worked with just a
real estate agent, we may have been pushed into a deal and close quickly so
that the agent could collect their commission and move on to the next deal.
But Gary was more interested in having happy clients for the long run.
From the beginning he told us that the asking price for the land was too
high. At $429,000 the asking price for the plot of land was much more than
the median price of homes in California. On a square foot basis, this was
thirteen times more expensive than the two and a half acres we were
looking to buy with Karsten six years earlier.

Explaining the facts to us, the uninitiated, Gary said, “The first thing
you need to do to contain the cost for your project is to keep the cost of the
land as low as possible. If you buy the land at the asking price and build on
that, you’ll end up with higher property taxes for the life of the house. The
property will end up costing close to about $800,000 by the time you’re
done with construction, and houses on that street aren’t worth near that.
You’ll stick out like a sore thumb with your beautiful house and it will have
a market value of less than what you put in.”

“What would be a reasonable cost for land in that neighborhood then?”
I asked.

“$200,000”
“Wow, that’s less than half of the list price. Would they go for that?”

asked Kurt.
“You need to keep your land cost low,” said Gary.
While my mind told me that I knew this already, it had the gravity of

authority when someone with experience and seasoned knowledge told us.
The chatter from the inner critic protesting, “Oh, you can’t low ball, it
won’t work,” went away and brought the focus back to what was right for
Kurt and Chie. Gary also knew that if we let our emotion run high so that
we felt, “We’ve absolutely got to get this one,” we would end up regretting
it later when we may not have had enough money left to complete the
project to our desire. He truly had our best interest in mind.

Following Gary’s advice, we sent in a bid for $200,000 in October 2008
for the 6,098-square-foot piece of dirt bordered by three houses on a street
parallel to the main thoroughfare. The seller countered the offer at
$375,000. We volleyed $250,000 back. They signaled end of the game by



reducing their counter offer by only $100. Oh, really? We were
disappointed. We thought by having our super agent on our side the low-
ball offer would get accepted through his sheer charm and negotiation
skills. But it didn’t. It’s fortunate that we were not emotionally attached to
the lot. If we had been, maybe we would have paid the $175,000 premium
and built a house that was way more expensive than the other houses in the
neighborhood and have been reminded of that every year as we paid our
higher property taxes. Gary guided us to make sure we didn’t end up with a
heavy dose of buyer’s remorse. It was a lesson in sticking to the discipline
of containing cost, and we appreciated the lesson.

Shift to “remodel” from “build from scratch”

We continued to look at land for a full year after that lesson. However, the
inventory of unbuilt lots in a walkable area was quite limited and it was just
a matter of time before we shifted gears to looking at houses in the right
location that could be remodeled. In a way that’s more green than building a
brand new house because remodeling reuses existing materials. For
example, the utility connections are all in place. These connection costs are
not trivial. In our area, it costs over $11,000 to install water service at a new
house built on a vacant lot. Charges for the water meter and inspection are
extra. Then there is the labor and material cost to trench and install the
pipes and fittings, which may be another $10,000 depending on the distance
between the house and the water main. That’s just for water. Sewer, gas, and
electricity each have their own connection fees and construction fees. So
there are some savings from having existing infrastructure connections
despite paying a slightly higher price for having a house on the lot.

Ideally, we would be remodeling a house that didn’t have lots of recent
improvements so that we could rebuild to our own taste and avoid waste.
This is common in our area. Some homeowners in the affluent areas of
Silicon Valley would not hesitate to replace items that are in perfectly good
condition just because they don’t fit the homeowners’ taste. It’s a funny and
sometimes wasteful dance that people do to sell real estate. A homeowner
getting ready to sell the house may make upgrades to their home in hopes of
fetching a higher sales price. But if those upgrades don’t match the taste of



the affluent new owner, they would not even blink an eye before tearing out
the recent improvements.

We learned that a way to avoid routing perfectly usable material and
appliances to a landfill is to use the services of a deconstruction company
like Whole House Salvage in San Mateo. They facilitate deconstruction of a
home by organizing a public sale where anyone with the skill and desire to
carefully deconstruct things can come in to buy the homeowner’s discarded
countertops, cabinets, windows, siding, bricks, appliances, and whatever
can’t be easily hauled off to the local charity thrift store. It’s a win-win
situation for bargain hunters and homeowners. Bargain hunters who relish
finding good deals from salvage yards win and the homeowner gets a tax
write off. Plus the local landfill operator wins because less waste is sent to
the landfill. The appliances and materials, if they had feelings, would also
be thrilled to have a second or third life. Living during times when the on-
the-go lifestyle relies on disposable convenience and obsolescence is
engineered into some electronic products, it feels good to increase the
longevity of useful material.

Bidding wars during housing downturn

We got our first taste of investors pouncing on a juicy deal when we put in a
bid for a 109-year-old Victorian. This house was a case study in neglect.
Paint was peeling off on the exterior, and I found myself taking a gulp of
fresh air outside before stepping in. There were layers of malodorous smells
inside. The kitchen’s cooking odors, decades thick, permeated the walls and
the floor. That base odor was frosted with rat urine and feces, and accented
with dust. Other rooms were less pungent, but the state of neglect was
consistent throughout this old house. How did anyone manage to live here?
This was not a house I wanted to live in. I kept thinking, “Can we go now?”
as we viewed the house.

The eyes of Gary, our real estate agent, were gleaming. He could see
things we couldn’t. He had restored old Victorian houses before and could
clearly envision the future of this house after it was gutted, cleaned up, and
restored to its original beauty. All we could see was an ugly, old, stinky
house, but his vision and enthusiasm won us over. And we trusted him. This



109-year-old Victorian house was on the market for little more than the
price of the land in a walkable neighborhood. So we put in an offer.

The seller’s agent received multiple bids. Our offer, which we thought
was a solid, strong offer, was not accepted. “Oh...” was about all I could
manage to say when we learned that we’d been outbid. At that time, the
news was filled with foreclosure stories. What we’d just experienced
seemed incongruent with what was going on in the rest our country. Kurt
was furious for days. I was secretly relieved at not getting a place with a
bunch of redwood trees that blocked light from a potential vegetable garden
in the backyard.

After that disappointment, I returned to my usual routine of looking at
email notifications from an online property search company that gave me a
daily digest of properties fitting my search criteria. By looking at listings
based on zip code, type of property, and price range, I monitored the pulse
of the local real estate market. When I saw something that seemed
interesting, I reached out to Gary and asked him to show us the place. “Wait
a minute,” you might say. “Isn’t this the opposite of what real estate agents
normally do? Aren’t they supposed to do the search for you and present you
with the properties?” True. But Gary isn’t a typical real estate agent.

A month after we’d been outbid on the 109-year-old Victorian, we
found ourselves sitting on the floor of a house on a slight hill with an ocean
view. We were asking Gary questions and taking copious notes about what
we could do to this house. It was built in the 1970s and had a great southern
exposure, which brought lots of natural light into the space. We picked
Gary’s contractor brains on what parts of the house signaled red flags. He
patiently answered our questions and spent two hours at the house with us.
By now we’d figured out that the market in Santa Cruz was not as affected
by the housing crisis that gripped the country, so we put in a strong offer
$50,000 above the asking price with a fast close. We felt confident until we
learned that ours was one of twenty-seven offers made on this house. The
winning bid came in at $80,000 above the asking price. We were stunned.
This was 2009 when the mortgage and banking crisis churned out
foreclosures at a feverish pace, in the media anyway, but our local real
estate market was not so soft. Feeling like a deflated balloon for the third
time, we continued to look for the elusive property that would be our dream
green house in Santa Cruz.
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