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Introduction
At the beginning of 2019, I set a goal to publish one essay per week for all of 2019, which
ended up becoming the most pivotal year of my life. The stories I told documented, in real-time, how it felt to leave a city I’d loved for over 20 years, move to an island off the coast
of Washington State and start building a new house and life with my wife Sachi and our two
dogs. It’s a story of committing to change and making lifestyle a priority.
GetReadyForRain.com
#readyforrain
@leelefever
LeeLeFever.com
© 2019 Lee LeFever
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Dec 27, 2018

The Guy with
South Carolina Plates
Issue #1

“Would the owner of a white Toyota Tacoma, with South Carolina plates, please go to
your vehicle?”
This was not something I expected or wanted to hear coming from a loudspeaker of a ferry
in the middle of Puget Sound, but there it was. My truck had gone and gotten into trouble.
As I made my way down to the car deck, I imagined my fellow passengers waiting and
watching for the person who now confirmed every stereotype they had about the South.
They had opinions, and I’m quite sure the phrase “South Carolina plates” caused the ferry to
list, just a bit, from eye-rolls alone.
Having arrived in Seattle only weeks before I was already self-conscious about fitting in and
adapting in this new environment. I desperately wanted to feel like a local who had it all under control. And now the public announcement had outed me as the guy from South Carolina who didn’t know how to park properly on a ferry. And I only lived in South Carolina for
two years!
My heart raced as I walked closer to the truck; a walk of shame. What could have possibly
happened? Two ferry representatives were standing near the tailgate with knowing smiles.
One of them radioed that I was now on the scene and no further announcements were necessary. They led me around to the front of the truck where I saw the source of the problem.
The front bumper of my truck was now resting on the back bumper of a small sedan. They
explained, based on plenty of experience I’m sure, that I had left my manual transmission
in neutral and forgotten to use the parking brake. When the ferry left the dock, the motion
caused my truck to drift onto the bumper of the car in front of it. Typical South Carolina
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The Guy with South Carolina Plates

mistake, right?
Soon enough, they called for the owner of the sedan, without mention of this person’s license plates, to come to their car. To me, it sounded like the victim was summoned to the
scene of an interstate crime. He arrived and we discussed how to decouple the vehicles with
the least damage possible. I climbed into the truck, put it in reverse and slowly moved backward as the sound of scratching metal echoed off the metal walls of the hulking boat. We all
cringed and I felt a bit of relief.
His bumper sported a nice new set of scratch marks but was not damaged otherwise. My
truck was fine. I apologized, we exchanged insurance information and it was done. For the
rest of the ferry ride, I tried to blend back into the general population. My secret seemed
safe.
A few weeks later, I received a call from the sedan owner. He let me know that he was not
going to fix the bumper and would not file a claim with the insurance company. I breathed a
sigh of relief. Just before hanging up the phone, he said in a friendly tone, “So, you’re off the
hook. Welcome to Seattle!”
I’ll never forget those words. There was no better welcome to the city for a young man with
South Carolina plates.
Today, I’m on Washington State ferries a few times a month and often hear an announcement for someone to tend to their vehicle. Just a week ago, Sachi and I both smiled when we
heard these words:
“Would the owner of a gunmetal Jeep with a dog inside, or that used to have a dog inside,
please go to your vehicle. That is all.”
We looked around. Somewhere on the boat, a poor soul, not unlike me, was on their own
walk of shame, this time to collect a dog. Through the giggles and eye-rolls, I empathized. As
a Seattleite, it was my time to give them a break.

Jan 8, 2019

Fear of Missing In
Issue #2

One of my all-time favorites tweets was shared by a user named Diego in the summer of
2018. It said:
“I used to sneak out of my house to go to parties. Now I sneak out of parties to go to my
house.”
This simple tweet captures what I’ve been feeling over the last five years. Home seems to
have more of a gravitational pull than ever before. It’s like turning 40 reduced my interest in
taking advantage of events around me, or likewise, increased my interest in being at home.
This change stands in stark contrast to my approach to being social for most of my life. As
Sachi will tell you, I have always been subject to F.O.M.O. (Fear Of Missing Out) when it
comes to being out and about. In fact, this fear used to cause me real anxiety. As a weekend
approached, stress would start to build. I worried that we didn’t have plans, or our plans
were not enough. From my perspective, there was an entire city on offer and to spend a
weekend not taking advantage seemed like a waste.
I imagined somewhere in Seattle, people were doing it “right”. They had figured out how
to make the most of every moment and I wanted to feel confident that I was one of those
people; that I cracked the code. Through attention and planning, I could squash the FOMO
once and for all.
Of course, social media didn’t help. Facebook and Instagram only made my FOMO worse.
The people who I suspected were doing it “right” were taking pictures and telling stories.
They were showing me what I was missing. In fact, it felt like they were rubbing my face in
it. “Don’t you wish you were here?” The messages said. “Your weekend is lame.”, I imagined
them saying as they cruised by on a boat while simultaneously drinking a beer and catching
a salmon in the sun.
Like most of the anxieties I feel, this was not rational and I knew it. But that realization

7

8

Fear of Missing In

didn’t help. The only thing that helped was learning to recognize and be grateful for the
experiences I have.
Teddy Roosevelt once said, “Comparison is the thief of joy.” And like any good quote, his
words packed a punch. It helped me see that my FOMO came from thinking about my activities in the context of other peoples’ experiences, experiences carefully curated for my viewing pleasure. By paying attention to them, I was preventing myself from seeing the joy in my
own life. Sachi, seeing me frustrated by FOMO, reminded me to look around and appreciate
the life we lead and all the things for which we should feel fortunate.
Eventually, both Sachi and Teddy’s words began to sink in. I started to filter my social
media consumption. I became aware of my own participation in social media and how my
experiences may be perceived. I put real effort into taking a step back and feeling grateful
for my reality, as unexciting as it may be to the outside world.
Perhaps it’s a combination of my age and these realizations that have contributed to my
connection to home. Today, I know Seattle is full of things to do, but I don’t really care.
There was a time when I did those things. I saw the sights and went to the festivals and ate
at the restaurants. And I loved them all. But now, it’s different.
Today, Sachi and I usually have a couple of events a week. A dinner with friends, a movie, a
soccer match. And I never regret them. I’m genuinely happy when we’re engaged. But home
is always pulling me back. The prospect of a night at home, making dinner and watching a
movie is a source of real happiness now and something that doesn’t feel like a consolation.
In fact, when our social calendar starts to fill, we become a bit protective. We both want to
be sure that we have some evenings at home, just to ourselves. Perhaps this is the opposite
of FOMO, where you fear that events will prevent you from enjoying home. Maybe, what
I now feel is F.O.M.I. (Fear of Missing In). If we become too busy, I’ll miss quiet nights of
listening to music and having a cocktail at home with Sachi and the dogs.
Now that changes may be coming in our lives, it helps to feel like home is the right place. I
don’t have to rely on a city, event or an activity to be happy. I’ve learned to make my own
contentment at home, wherever that is.

Jan 15, 2019

As The Salmon Sizzled
Issue #3

In June of 2017, Sachi and I left Seattle for a camping trip and came home with an idea we
assumed would blow over. Surely, time and debate would see it whither. Surely.
We started the trip with expectations of a few days of camping at Moran State Park on Orcas
Island, which is about halfway between Seattle and Vancouver, BC in the Salish Sea. We
boarded a ferry around midday on a Tuesday, which made highway and ferry traffic bearable. Sachi and I, along with our Bernedoodle, named Maybe, and a car packed to the gills
with camping supplies, rolled onto the ferry with thoughts of campfires, hikes, and a few
days of carefree outdoor living.
Our decision to leave early in the day came with a nice side effect: we would arrive on the
island before our campsite was available. Knowing we had time to kill I made an off-hand
suggestion that I expected Sachi to wave away. I mentioned the potential to visit a real
estate office, just to see what was happening on the island. She thought for a bit, nodded
affirmatively and we decided it would be fun to look. We could dream.
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Westbeach Resort in ~2002 (Me and Sachi on the left)

Orcas Island had always been a part of our story. The first time Sachi and I spent a weekend
away in 2000, we went to Orcas Island and stayed at West Beach Resort. In the following
years, we came back to West Beach to stay in its tiny, sparsely-appointed seaside cabins
with friends and built fires in makeshift rings overlooking the beach.
In 2011, Sachi and I spent about a month at Orcas as a kind of writing retreat. Most of my
book, The Art of Explanation, was written there. We visited multiple times in between and
always left shaking our heads in wonder. What a place.
After the hourlong ferry ride, we arrived on the island and walked into the real estate office
that helped us on the month-long trip years before. We told them we were dreaming and curious. The kind woman listened, printed out a dozen listings and sent us in a few directions.
At the very least, we had paper for starting a fire.
That afternoon we arrived at the campsite, set up the tent and arranged the prodigious car
camping supplies we had accumulated over the years. After a short hike, we settled in with
a box of red wine and a roaring fire as we prepared dinner. As salmon skin sizzled over the
fire, we studied the listings. We discussed, we debated, we proposed. Tiny sparks of a different fire started to fly.
As the light grew dim and the box of wine emptied, we let ourselves dream about what was
possible. We both went to sleep that night on our queen-sized inflatable mattress with Maybe keeping us warm and possibilities spinning in our minds.
The next morning we awoke expecting the light of day to have washed away our drunk-

As The Salmon Sizzled

11

en dreams. Rarely do late night ideas survive the morning. But these did and it was all we
wanted to talk about. Over breakfast, the listings were filtered and organized by potential.
We traded a morning hike for a few hours of driving around the island, trying to find the
vacant land and modest houses we had idealized by the fire.
Our night of dreaming eventually came face-to-face with the realities of our lives and the
availability of properties that we could afford. It felt like we were forty years too late and left
to sift through scraps of land that were left after generations built out the island. Our dream
seemed to be realized by someone else in 1979.
We were still living firmly in dreamland, so our disappointment was simply a return to reality; a reality that came with financial and lifestyle commitments. Did we really want another
place, hours away, to manage and maintain? We tempered our excitement with visions of
leaky roofs, aging septic systems and debt.
Returning to the campsite that second evening, we talked not about property, real estate
listings or the market, but about our lives. Aside from Orcas Island, were we looking for a
change? Were we prepared to shake things up?
We weren’t entirely sure, but the possibility created new space in our lives for endless speculation. These are the ideas that spin in the background and come to the surface when work
is over or there is a break in the conversation. What if? How would it work? When could it
happen? We began to start discussions with a disclaimer, “Sorry to bring up Orcas again,
but…” If we were honest, we weren’t sorry at all.
Being animated by a big idea like Orcas Island has a way of lifting our entire outlook by
prompting us to think seriously about the future, near and far. The mere possibility of owning property forced us to ask big, philosophical questions about what we want from life and
what will truly make us happy. For us, happiness lives in anticipation and in this case we
saw an opportunity, however faint, that we could decide to change our lives. If we wanted it
bad enough, we could take the risk and deal with the consequences.
On the ferry trip back to Seattle, we looked out the window at all the homes along the
shoreline and in the hills of the San Juan Islands. Rustic cabins, glass-and-steel moderns,
moss-covered cottages. They all had stories. Many of them represented, at some point, a
dream that started on a visit, not unlike our own. What would those dreamers say to us?
Would they tell tales of dreams realized, or perhaps, regret?

Jan 22, 2019

Camping on Tuesdays
Issue #4

Maybe and Sachi in the Alpine Lakes Wilderness

Camping on Tuesdays is a kind of philosophy for Sachi and me that came from running our
company Common Craft. It represents how we look at our time, our lifestyle and the sources
of our happiness. It’s a recognition that we can choose to live by slightly different rules and
expectations.
The idea that became Camping on Tuesdays started around a campfire on a busy Saturday night many years ago. As we settled in for an evening of car camping, we surveyed our
surroundings. We were enjoying the great outdoors, but we had little in the way of privacy.
With kids out of school for the weekend, whole families were out walking dogs, riding bicycles, and peering into our campsite. At night, we heard waves of laughter and music from
sites near and far. It was camping in public, and for a while, we never thought it could be
very different.
Eventually, we started backpacking and found that miles of hiking tended to weed out most
campers and allow us a bit of the privacy and quiet we so desired. But even long, steep trails
could get crowded on weekends in the Seattle area. We knew our perfect camping scenario
must be out there, somewhere.
Alongside this search for camping nirvana, we were running Common Craft. To our surprise, videos we started making in 2007 became viral hits and made us, to a small and
fleeting degree, internet famous. The attention from these videos led us to opportunities we
could never have imagined. We were hired to make custom videos for companies like LEGO,
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Google, Intel, Dropbox, and Ford. Our original videos were viewed tens of millions of times.
I wrote a book and became a keynote speaker. It was a stroke of luck that changed our lives
and we’ve been working to build onto that luck ever since.
And through it all, Common Craft always felt like an experiment. It was our laboratory and
we were testing what was possible. We decided Common Craft would not grow in traditional
terms or pursue traditional opportunities. Despite a lot of demand, we wouldn’t hire a team,
find conventional office space and take on more custom projects. Instead, the company
would remain intentionally small, home-based, and with low overhead.
At heart, we decided to design Common Craft around our time and independence. We
hoped for two things: (1) enough income to support us and (2) a lifestyle that promoted our
long term happiness. This decision meant we’d never have employees, investors or an HR
department. We’d also never sell the company for a life-changing sum. Whatever Common
Craft could become, it would be fit for two people.
Over time, we started selling video files from our website so educators could use them in
presentations. This kind of licensing meant we could earn a living, however small, in our
sleep. And it was small. But over time, we put everything into making this part of the business grow because it fit so perfectly with what we dreamed Common Craft could become. It
took many years and a lot of doubt, but the plan started to work.
As the company changed, so did our perception of time. The 9-to-5 schedule, five days a
week, seemed to no longer apply. We worked as much or more than anyone, but that work
could happen on a schedule of our choosing. We could take off Wednesday and work on
Saturday. We could play in the morning and work at night. We could optimize errands for
avoiding traffic or long lines at Costco.
Honestly, I didn’t take to this new schedule as easily as I thought I would. As much as I
wanted to live unconcerned about conventional workday schedules, I found myself drawn
to it. I discovered a part of me that wants that structure. Sachi was the opposite and became
our lifestyle champion. She would say, “We worked so hard to get here, why would we waste
it?”
She was right and I slowly transitioned to seeing the beauty in living outside of normal
workday hours.
One of the sure-fire ways we could celebrate this new independence was camping. We could
camp on Tuesdays, instead of weekends. We could arrive at virtually any campground and
find it nearly empty, as if we were lone survivors of a plague. For us, camping on Tuesdays
became a symbol of choosing the unconventional route and making our lifestyle a priority.
Today, we’re still camping on Tuesdays and Common Craft is operating in a similar fashion.
In fact, it feels like our lives and Common Craft are intertwined more than ever before. It’s
the motor that runs in the background, creating space for us to continue experimenting with
the business and our personal lives. One day, we’ll get it right.

Jan 29, 2019

The Yurt
Issue #5

We anticipated the affair we had with Orcas Island would disintegrate upon contact with
our normal lives. We’d arrive back in Seattle with stories of misguided property searches
or bullets-dodged. We could imagine saying, “Remember that one time when we almost
bought property on Orcas. Phew, that was weird!”
But it didn’t happen. It stuck and Sachi was the glue. She became increasingly convinced
that Orcas Island was a reasonable goal to have. Being our de facto CFO and chief party
pooper, I often look to her for restraint. I propose dumb ideas to her often, and precious few
make it through the Sachi filter. But this time it was different. She was now convincing me
it could work, that we could afford it and that it could contribute to our happiness. While
Sachi was 95% sure, I was slightly less so. We’d toyed with the idea for years and I loved the
idea of island property, but was now the time?
A few weeks later, we were back on the island and driving around with the nice lady who
originally printed out the flyers we sorted by the campfire. She is a longtime resident who
plied us with island culture as we toured vacant land and tried to imagine the outlines of a
future house among the trees. One of the quotes that stuck out was regarding the island’s
ability to weed people out over long, dark winters. She said, “In the summer, it’s Orcapulco,
but in the winter, some people think it’s Orcatraz.” We took note. The northwest winters
aren’t for everyone, but they work for us.
Most of what we saw that day was a bit disappointing; pieces of land squeezed between two
homes, overly steep slopes, difficult approaches. But we held out hope and saved a place on
14
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the west side of the island for our last visit of the day. It was priced similarly to most of the
vacant land we were seeing, but included an unusual and intriguing house.
To find this house, we drove up a long dirt road and turned into a driveway between two
huge cedar trees. After we parked, something happened I’ll never forget. Just as I stood up,
a bat flew directly into the center of my chest. A bat! In the middle of the day! Was this a
bad omen? Is this place haunted? It even left a little spittle on my shirt.
The realtor led us through the deer fence and to the light blue house with a conical cedar
roof sporting an ecosystem of moss and lichen. The first thing we noticed walking in was
a dated kitchen, a foul smell and a few rat droppings on the counter. This was that kind of
house, we thought. In looking around, the true strangeness of the house was revealed. It was
essentially circular; a fifteen-sided house with a conical ceiling that reached up to fourteen
feet at the highest point.
The house was one big room with two pie-shaped bedrooms and a bathroom. And the
bedrooms had no ceilings. Instead, the walls of the bedrooms were like cubicle walls that
reached up to eight feet and stopped. Privacy was not a feature of this house. Thankfully, the
bathroom had a ceiling.
With the exception of some appliances, it hadn’t been updated since 1985 when a family
ordered the parts and built the house themselves. It was a “kit” house that might have lasted
longer than expected. Plant-themed wallpaper from the eighties peeled off the bathroom
wall, burn marks on the aged carpet told a story we couldn’t fathom and a mustard yellow
refrigerator from 1977 hummed in the kitchen.

Construction photos from an album left by the original owners
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The house was built on a slope with a daylight basement that was left unfinished since the
eighties. Walking through it, it felt like no one cared enough about the house to finish the
basement. From the beginning, it might have seemed like a mistake that didn’t deserve
more investment. The realtor described it as a “yurt with a basement” and the more we
looked at it, the more it was yurt. A yurt-shaped house.
The house, we all agreed, was a bit of a liability. But, the property had a nice west-facing
view and lots of trees. To our surprise and delight, fiber optic internet had come to the road
only weeks before.
Despite the negative impressions, the house had bohemian charm. It felt like an oddity, left
over from a time when this kind of kit home was a fad and people marveled at the amazing
potential of living inside of a circle.
And it was a fully functioning home, complete with a dishwasher, washer/dryer, etc. The
decking had recently been replaced and we didn’t see evidence of water damage or foundation issues. With a little shaping, it could be a neat little island place.
Up to this point, we had assumed that a house of any sort would be out of reach. Yet there it
was, a Goldilocks house. Too run-down for people looking for a vacation home and a liability for those looking for vacant land. For us, it could be just right; a place that reserved
our spot on the island for whatever we could conjure in the future. And in the meantime, it
could provide a way for us to test life on the island on an intermittent basis.
We left the island that afternoon. As the ferry to Anacortes tracked its way through the
archipelago and across the Rosario Strait, I sat across from Sachi on booth-style seats next
to a window with a big question hanging in the space between us. It was the middle of July,
less than three weeks from the camping trip and we’d only seen one house on the entire
island. Yet, the momentum we both felt was unmistakable.

Feb 5, 2019

We Bought a Yurt Shaped House
Issue #6

Less than three months after our fateful camping trip, we bought a yurtshaped house on Orcas Island.
To the casual observer, this decision might have seemed rash. The Yurt was three and a half
hours from Seattle and the only house we visited on a one day tour of vacant lots. We went
from car campers to yurt-owners in a matter of weeks. What were we thinking? That’s a
good question.
After meeting the Yurt, we both became more infatuated with the idea of having a little
place on Orcas. It was all we wanted to talk about and in the abstract, it was rainbows and
unicorns. We’d get a cozy place, catch dinner from the sea and live happily-ever-after.
This feeling, of course, was fleeting. While Sachi was full steam ahead, I was bothered by
the idea that we could rush into buying property, get locked-in, and then discover a reality
we didn’t expect. I worried that the only people we’d know were retirees and vacation rental
tenants. I worried that, without a community of people who shared our age, perspective,
and interests, we’d never feel truly connected to the island and end up regretting the decision. Visiting the Yurt could become more of an obligation than a desire.
So I started asking around. I asked our realtor and a few people I know on the island. They
all said the same thing: The community you’re looking for is here. You will find it, or it will
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find you. I asked one person our age, who moved in the last year, how long it took before he
and his wife made friends. He said, “almost instantaneously.”
I was relieved and at the same time, curious. I didn’t expect this level of confidence. What
was going on?
Orcas Island has always been known in the region as a tourist destination and a place where
one retires. Living on the island full time, for most people our age, has never been all that
practical. It was costly and small and disconnected. Most residents needed to find a job on
the island to pay the bills, and full-time, permanent jobs were few and far between. How
were so many people in their thirties and forties making it work?
We came to see that Orcas Island was slowly changing and that change may be part of a
much bigger picture.

Source: visitsanjuans.com

Despite the island offering only 57 square miles and having a population of about 4,000, it
had far more features and amenities than you’d expect. Along with three grocery stores, a
movie theater, cocktail and wine bars, miles of hiking, boating, fishing, etc., it had worldclass chefs and restaurants. For an island, it covered the basics and then some.
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The problem was that much of the economy was seasonal and based on tourism. To counter
this, the residents of the island started working toward creating a year-round economy that
worked for everyone. More jobs, affordable housing, etc.
One of the big factors in supporting all kinds of residents was internet connectivity, which
has, until recently, been of the frustrating variety for most residents. As I mentioned in a
previous update, the Yurt came with a newly buried fiber-optic internet connection that was
faster than we could get in Seattle. The Yurt’s neighborhood was one of the first to receive
it, and fiber optic connections were slowly but surely reaching new parts of the island. Cell
coverage had also improved significantly. So, yay for the internet.
At the same time and from a much bigger perspective, expectations about work were changing. First, there were more remote workers than ever before. It was now possible for people
to do the same work they did in the office from the comfort of an internet-connected house
(or yurt) on an island. This is especially true for technology workers. Second, there was a
growing focus on lifestyle. People seemed to be looking for alternatives to city life and all
that went with it.
All these factors gave us a gut feeling that Orcas Island was becoming a more interesting
place and attracting people for whom it couldn’t have worked in the past. We had seen the
glow and knew it was likely visible from the mainland; a beacon.
The final decision came with a slight sense of urgency. The Yurt was far from a dream home,
but we grew to love it and especially the property. It felt like we’d stumbled onto an opportunity we couldn’t pass up and the clock was ticking. If we didn’t act, we risked losing it.
That’s our Yurt!
So we did it. We reserved our little corner of the island; a base outside the city from which
we could work, play and hopefully find a new community of our own.
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Only camping chairs and folding tables for a while..

Feb 12, 2019

The Day the Dome Came Down
Issue #7

I was there to take photos of a world record-setting implosion. Something much bigger happened instead.

Seattle’s Kingdome Implosion, March 2000

To Seattleites, the Kingdome was a cultural icon. For over 20 years, it was the mostly-beloved home of the Seahawks, Mariners, and SuperSonics. And on this day, March 26th,
2000, it was becoming a pile of concrete rubble.
Thanks to a friend who was working construction on the Newmark building in downtown, I
had access to a rooftop with a clear view of the dome. I arrived, set up my camera, and took
in the view as people filed in.
Just before the main event, a friend tapped me on the shoulder, pointed toward the door
and said, “Is that… Eddie Vedder? Wait, and Chris Cornell?” Sure enough, we were sharing
the roof with cultural icons of a different sort; the lead singers of Pearl Jam and Soundgarden, respectively.
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Eddie Vedder and Chris Cornell, March 26, 2000

Chris Cornell and Eddie Vedder, March 26, 2000

After we all had a chance to ogle the gods of grunge, there was a countdown, a crack of
dynamite, and a calamitous roar as the world’s largest implosion by volume commenced
before our eyes.
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After the enormous cloud of dust blanketed the city, I dropped off film to be developed and
packed my bags for travel that night to Las Vegas, where I was attending a conference for
customers of my employer. At the time, Sachi was a work friend and nothing more.
On the second day of the conference, I found myself with a few hours to kill and asked Sachi
if she wanted to join me in touring Las Vegas. She did and I soon learned that she was a
more-than-qualified tour guide. Her family, like many in Hawaii, made Las Vegas a common mainland destination and she knew it well. We rode the Tower at the Stratosphere and
the roller coaster at New York New York twice, so we could get a good souvenir photo:

Spending time with Sachi outside of work helped me see a more authentic side of her and
one that I enjoyed. We didn’t just kill time, we had fun together.
That night, the company had an event that led to a group of conference-goers, Sachi and
I included, heading out for a classic night of Vegas over-indulgence. And we did indulge,
thanks to a salesman who, in a move that was later deemed controversial, bought drinks all
night on a company card. We danced, we drank, we laughed. I remember wanting to dance
with Sachi more than anyone else.
Sometime in the wee hours, we grew tired, and Sachi and I broke off from the group for the
night. On the way out of the bar, we bid goodnight to our dear friend Sandra, who today
claims she could see, at that moment, sparks starting to fly.
Fortuitously, a single elevator serviced both floors where we shared rooms with colleagues.
And it was on that short elevator ride that we had our first kiss. Sandra was right. I could
barely sleep.
The next day, I flew back to Seattle and met my parents at the airport. I was scheduled for
shoulder surgery in two days and they arrived to help me through the process. As we settled
into my small apartment, I asked about going out to dinner and an idea occurred to me that,
looking back, may have been a bit hasty. I could invite Sachi!
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That night, Sachi and I had our first date… with my parents. As we dined on upscale Chinese
food at Wild Ginger, I got to know Sachi right along with my parents. My Mom was relieved
to hear Sachi likes dogs. I learned Sachi studied microbiology at the University of Washington and liked football. We were off to a good start.
Looking back, those few days in the spring of 2000 were among the most exciting of my life.
I was coming off of a difficult start in Seattle and finally feeling at home. My roots in the city
were starting to grow and in Sachi, I had rays of sunlight and sparks. Lots and lots of sparks.

Feb 19, 2019

The Deer Trap
Issue #8

The closest Orcas Island comes to having big game is black-tailed deer. These small deer are
a constant source of worry and wonder, as they appear on porches and in the middle of dark
roads with similar frequency. Every resident has deer stories and ours came relatively early
and with a bit of terror, for the deer at least.
The Yurt was built by a couple in the eighties who enjoyed gardening. To be a successful
gardener on Orcas Island, one must have a deer remediation strategy and this property was
no different. When we acquired the property, the remnants of a six-foot high fence ringed
the Yurt in a patchwork of rusty, ramshackle sections that created a figure 8 shape, with the
Yurt’s entrance in the middle.
With gardening low on our priority list, we inspected the fence to see if it could be repaired
enough to be a dog run. Instead of trying to secure the entire perimeter, we focused on one
side of the eight. Using bits of spare wire and rope, we repaired a few sections in an attempt
to corral the dogs into enough space to frolic. While it wasn’t completely secure, we hoped
the fence was fortified enough to keep the deer out, the dogs in and prevent them from
chasing the deer into the forest. It was a fence in name only.
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Deer are wanderers; they forage constantly and go where their noses lead them. Based on
the tracks and narrow trails we’ve seen, they are likely to wander through areas they know
well, searching for a bit of lush greenery.
Prior to our arrival at the Yurt, deer had free access to the yard, via the poorly maintained
fence. They could calmly wander in and access both sides of the yard. It was, perhaps, a simple puzzle to solve, especially on a sunny afternoon with no humans around.
When we repaired the fence, we neglected to tell the deer. The puzzle suddenly became
much more difficult to solve and we saw, first hand, the real problem this caused.
A few days after partially fixing the fence, we drove into town for dinner and returned home
after dark. As we approached the front door, our dogs inside the house barked and we heard
a strange and frightening sound coming from the darkness of the yard. It was the pounding
of hooves on rock and soil, followed by the sound of a crash and then the screech of chain
link fencing under stress. After a few seconds, more pounding, more crashing. It was scary,
as I didn’t know what sort of beast I might find in the darkness. But soon, I caught a glimpse
of a black-tailed deer and became worried more than frightened.
We quickly figured out the problem. A deer had wandered into the yard at night and our
arrival spooked it and it panicked. Not knowing what else to do, it was trying to escape by
running through the fence and springing back like a professional wrestler. The puzzle was
nearly impossible to solve while panicking in the dark.
I knew there was an open gate in the fence on the opposite side of the yard and tried to herd
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the deer in that direction with my phone’s flashlight blaring. Thankfully it got the message
and eventually made its way out of the fence without more crashing and screeching. My
relief quickly turned to despair. That poor terrified deer.
In thinking through what happened, we quickly discovered the error in our ways. We had
unknowingly set a deer trap. We allowed it to casually wander into a familiar area, closed a
few of the exits and then spooked it. We couldn’t have planned it better, or worse.
I suppose the lesson we learned is true for all fences. There is no such thing as a partially
repaired fence. It’s either a fence…or it isn’t. With this lesson in mind, we set upon creating
an honest-to-goodness fence that would reliably keep deer out and dogs in. And reliability
was paramount. What if a deer got in and then became trapped for weeks while we were in
Seattle? Unacceptable.
A quick visit to the hardware store got us on the right track. Their deer remediation section was stocked with multiple versions of six and eight-foot fencing. Some were more like
netting or fabric. Some were wire. Some had bottom sections with smaller holes to keep out
rabbits and other vermin. We bought a 75-foot roll of six-foot wire, wire snips, and cable
ties.
Within a day, the perimeter of the southern side of the figure 8 was secured. But the fence
still had a gaping hole where the two yards connected in the middle. The choke point between the garage and deck was about eight feet wide and filling this hole with a gate became
our first real construction project. The fence could not be a fence without it.

We went back to the hardware store, this time for chain link fence supplies, L brackets,
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screws, and wood. After a bit of planning, we used a handsaw to cut the wood and set up a
functioning gate, clad in deer fencing. The southern yard was finally, truly secured.
With the new fence and gate, our deer trapping days were officially over. Now, the closest
deer come to terror at the yurt is being stared down by two furry muppets inside the safety
of a fully fortified fence.

Feb 26, 2019

The Second Place
Issue #9

In the 1960s, my parents purchased property on Lake Norman, which is about an hour from
the house where I grew up in North Carolina. Soon after, a small brick house was built, and
over fifty years, “the lake” became a central part of my family.
It is and has always been, the second place. It was a place where the normal rules
rarely applied; the place where you could shake off the worries of the week and have a beer
at lunch, or breakfast or anytime you damn well pleased. The lake is a beloved member of
our family and many of the people reading this essay know it well.

LeFever’s Leisure Lair 1965-ish

When I moved to Seattle, the lake was one of the things I missed most. I no longer had a
second place, much less one filled with family and friends. Instead of trying to create our
own, Sachi and I rented AirBnBs and often swore that having a second place wouldn’t be
worth it. The maintenance! The lack of choice! The expense! A second place didn’t make
sense in a world where renting homes and apartments was so easy.
Then, we bought a yurt-shaped house on Orcas Island and all of that changed. We suddenly
had a second place and set out to make it our version of the lake. This sentiment was not
lost on my mother, who sent us a welcome mat that said, “Welcome to the lake”, despite the
Yurt being firmly by the sea. Such is the outsized place the lake has in my life. Anywhere can
be the lake if you want it to be.
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And like many lake houses, we soon began filling the Yurt with anything we didn’t need at
our first place. It started with an inflatable mattress and an aging iMac, which we placed
in the middle of the room. It was…not optimal, but we didn’t care. Just being there was
enough
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Each time we returned to our first place in Seattle, we scoured the house for anything that
might give us the semblance of comfort and convenience in the second. Our dining room
table became a staging ground for packing our car for the next trip and it always seemed to
be overflowing with miscellany like cleaners, dog toys, toiletries, kitchen supplies, phone
chargers, lamps, games and so much more. We marveled at the incredible number of small
things it took to start a second place from scratch and slowly make it comfortable.
We quickly learned that inflatable mattresses were not the best long term sleeping solution.
This is particularly true in a house that does not have insulation under the floor. In winter,
the cold floor cooled the air in the mattress from the bottom up. A few extra layers of sheets
and blankets under us seemed to do the trick.
At first, we could only stay at the Yurt for as long as we could stand not showering. The hot
water smelled strongly of sulfur. Fixing that problem was paramount and not as easy as advertised. On his first visit, Sachi’s Dad showed me how to install a new hot water heater.
A big part of those early days was cleaning and cleaning and cleaning. To try to address the
smell, we had a steam cleaner come and clean the carpets. He told us that he had been there
weeks before. Were we sure? We were. The day after he left, we used our new second vacuum cleaner and nearly filled the container. It was like the carpet was growing its own dust.
It defied logic and I still consider it one of the Yurt’s great mysteries.
Like all the houses on our little dirt road, the Yurt does not enjoy trash or recycling pickup.
Instead, refuse must be delivered to the transfer station on the island, or, in our case, delivered to our first place in Seattle, where we were already paying for trash and recycling. Making this work in the cleanest way possible was and still is, a challenge. We learned to freeze
things that rot quickly and transport smelly containers in the rooftop box.
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After growing tired of cold mattresses and folding chairs, we rented a U-Haul and transported a host of comfortable living supplies to the Yurt, including a queen-sized mattress, two
older couches, stools, a couple of Ikea drawers and anything else we could find. Big chunks
of fat were officially trimmed from the first place and it felt cathartic. Marie Kondo would
have been proud.

With the U-Haul load, the yurt made a giant leap forward and for a while, it felt like living
at the lake on weekends. We had the basics covered and the normal rules didn’t apply. We
celebrated nightly and entertained friends, who also slept in a bedroom with no ceiling. We
drank cocktails from glasses from Goodwill at our second place and it all felt right.
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As the initial excitement wore off, we started to come to terms with the reality of having two
homes. The biggest and most obvious was the expense. Just getting to the Yurt took a quarter tank of gas and a $60 roundtrip ferry ride. We suddenly had two kitchens and two yards
along with two electric bills and two internet bills. Amazon delivered odds and ends right to
our front door within two days, which was both a blessing and a curse.
The next leap in comfort came when a neighbor offered a free king bed, our friends, Tony
and Alex, offered a pair of recliners, and we squeezed curtain rods between beams to hang
clothes. The Yurt finally reached a kind of stasis. We wanted for very little at the second
place and unlike the house at Lake Norman, we began to stay for weeks at a time.

Mar 5, 2019

The View from the Yurt
Issue #10

Like so many Seattleites, we’ve always aspired to have a house with a view. But it never happened, despite views being relatively common in hilly Seattle. Views of the city, Elliott Bay
or Lake Washington came at a premium that always felt out of reach.
We assumed the same premium would apply on Orcas Island. Surely, a house with a view
was out of our price range and we’d be limited to vacant land. Our first visit to the Yurt
changed that thinking and now explains why we bought the first and only house we visited.
What we saw that day was a mismatch. The cozy, quirky, Yurt-shaped house was set with a
view it didn’t seem to deserve. We thought we’d need millions of dollars, or the means to go
back in time 50 years and be a first-mover when properties were first being platted, to have
this view. Indeed, this is the story of the Yurt, which was built by people who had the pick of
the litter, so to speak, in the seventies.
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Strangely, the lower deck is inaccessible from the unfinished basement

On that first visit, we were standing on the deck of the Yurt with our realtor, and we
thought, “Could this really be ours?” It didn’t seem possible.
In a moment I’ll never forget, a bald eagle then soared right through the view at eye level
causing us to chuckle. Our realtor then turned to us with a raised thumb and knowing smile,
and jokingly said, “SOLD!” She was right.
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The Yurt is positioned atop a bluff at about 270 feet above sea level. It faces west over President Channel and dozens of islands that make up the San Juan Archipelago and the Canadian Gulf Islands. We can see Canada from the Yurt and even Pender Island, where our Canadian friends, Darren and Julie, have plans to build a house. You really can’t get much more
geographically northwest in the continental U.S., and it sometimes feels as if we’re reaching
out to the Great White North. Or, judging from the “Welcome to Canada!” messages we get
on our phones, Canada is reaching out to us.

Looking from the deck, our property extends past long-felled logs, deer tracks, and stumps
down to the water where a 15-foot cliff makes a dock impossible. Many have suggested a zip
line or funicular, but it ain’t gonna happen.

The View from the Yurt
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In my experience, a full accounting of the view requires a bit of time and observation. For
example, the more prominent islands in view are either uninhabited (Spieden Island), nature preserves (Flattop Island, Cactus Islands), an off-the-grid community (Waldron Island)
or islands so far away it doesn’t matter. This creates a distinct feeling of isolation. In the
evenings, when the sun is setting and the boats are all docked, it feels like you’re all alone
and looking out over an unspoiled wilderness. There are no lights or signs of human life.
The view over the cold water is just as it’s been for hundreds or even thousands of years. I’ve
rarely seen nights so dark and stars so bright.
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And I am continually fascinated by what’s out there. Because it’s part of the ocean, it seems
virtually anything could appear. There is a never-ending supply of boats, from sailboats and
fishing boats, to giant cargo ships in the Canadian shipping lanes in the distance. Barges
move houses and tug boats pull log booms full of thousands of logs. At least once a day, a
little green boat called The Loon travels back and forth to Waldron Island (permanent pop.
~83) with supplies that arrive in the mail at our post office in Deer Harbor on Orcas.

The water itself has become a source of entertainment. Each day, it has a personality that’s
driven by tides and winds and storms. It can be the kind of glassy that begs for water skis or
a white-capped fury that keeps boats safely in the harbor.
And each of the water’s personalities has a sound that is apparent from the moment you
step onto to the deck. On calmer days, it’s a low hum of white noise in the background; a
gentle roar generated by a million waves lapping in unison. As the wind picks up, the roar
grows and combines with the sound of wind whipping through conifers to drown out all
other sounds. If I look closely, it sometimes feels like the tall trees sway to the rhythm of the
waves. I love a nice calm day, but storm watching is where my heart is.
The San Juans are known for sea life, which brings tourists in droves. We often see harbor
porpoises, harbor seals and sea birds aplenty from the deck. But the real stars of the show
are the whales. We don’t see them often, but humpbacks and orcas have both been spotted
from the deck. This is somewhat unique on the island, as the west side faces a deep channel
where they feed. When island residents visit, they often ask the same question: do you see
whales? It still boggles my mind that the answer is, “Sometimes, yes.”

The View from the Yurt

39

When we first dreamt of property on Orcas Island by the campfire, we never considered the
possibility of having a property with this kind of view. We didn’t even know this kind of experience existed. Once we saw it and decided to make an offer, it set in motion of a number
of events that continue to this day. The Yurt is fun and perfect for us in so many ways. But
it’s just a building. The location, the view and the experience of being on the island could
last a lifetime.

Mar 12, 2019

Breaking the Rules at the
Westsound Potluck
Issue #11

From the moment I walked into the kitchen of the Yurt, I could tell that something was
wrong. Sachi moved around in a quiet sulk that told me she was crestfallen. This was not a
tearful or sad kind of emotion, but a feeling of personal failure with a touch of confusion. After a brief discussion, I learned that a pan of cornbread, a favorite in our house, was showing signs of rebellion. Despite baking the normal length of time, it was not close to done,
as evidenced by its liquidy center. When it comes to cooking, there is no room for failure in
Sachi’s mind. It hits hard.
In isolation, a rebellious cornbread would be no cause for concern. It would be whipped into
shape and eaten in due time. But the stakes for this cornbread were considerably higher.
Our neighbor, Grant, has lived on Orcas Island for 25 years and has become a sort of island
guide for us. From the very first time we met him, he encouraged us to go to “the potluck”
where we could meet neighbors. And we did. We’ve attended a handful and become wellversed in potluck activities on Orcas Island.
Our community is Deer Harbor and the potlucks are organized by the Deer Harbor Community Club, of which we are now members. What Grant calls a potluck is actually a community meeting with food. But I suppose all potlucks are, in one way or another.
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This one has been gathering for decades and we learned there were some basic rules to follow. You bring a dish to share, plus your plates and utensils and a bottle (or two) of wine, if
you’d like. Show up early.
Usually, the evening begins with a few words from the community club president that might
include a fundraising update and news about the club’s projects, like fixing a bathroom
door, or parking lot maintenance. This particular club has taken on bigger projects like purchasing and paying off the tiny building that houses the Deer Harbor Post Office. The club’s
purchase in 2009 helped make the rent more affordable and prevented the USPS from
closing it.

Just before the announcements end, the president asks about guests and new attendees. On
our first potluck, Grant raised his hand and we all stood together to be introduced as Lee
and Sachi, new part-time neighbors from Seattle. We waved, smiled and sat down. Being
from Seattle isn’t remarkable, as most in attendance likely lived in the city at some point.
But Seattle does bring with it a bit of baggage. I’m sure most were just happy to hear we’re
not from California.
These introductions serve as a reason for community members to introduce themselves
and ask what we do. For people like us who are not retired, it’s not easy to support yourself
on a small and relatively expensive island. How people make it work is a constant source of
discussion and speculation. We, as we tell people, own a business that operates through a
website. All we need is an internet connection to manage it. They nod. It makes sense and
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they’ve heard it before. We are part of the new generation who has choices that weren’t possible until recently. We are those people, from Seattle.
Grant, as it turns out, also goes to the potluck of a neighboring community called West
Sound and he kindly peer pressured us into going to this potluck, too. From the beginning,
it felt a bit strange. This wasn’t our community or our club. Technically, anyone is welcome,
but did it really feel right? We knew Grant would be a worthy ambassador and we looked
forward to the evening. We would bring cornbread, a perfect potluck item.
It was this cornbread and this event that made Sachi so crestfallen. The cornbread had
been in the oven 10 minutes longer than it ever had before and was still not close to done.
We debated what to do as the potluck drew nearer. The edges were fine, but toothpick after
toothpick showed an uncooked center. A few more minutes, we said. It was like the oven
was losing temperature as the pressure grew in the kitchen.
We soon started to realize that we were facing a number of decisions with hard stops at
about 5:45pm — when we had to leave to arrive on time. Do we arrive without food? Do we
go at all? We paced and inspected the cornbread. We debated. The minutes ticked by with
no good answers. Eventually, we cut out one piece and could see that the entire center was
still uncooked. The idea of showing up at a new potluck without food seemed like a violation
of potluck code and a terrible first impression to make in West Sound.
Grant texted that he had arrived and was saving our seats. It got to be 5:50 by the time we
made the call. We would not attend the potluck. With that decision made, we had to tell
Grant, who we knew would be disappointed. I texted him and sure enough, he insisted we
come anyway. “Everything will be just fine — nobody cares”, he said.
In the end, we thought, “What the hell…” and left the Yurt just before 6pm with plates, utensils, wine, glasses and without a shared dish. We were about to break the rules.
We pulled into the gravel parking lot next door at the Orcas Island Yacht Club, which
sounds a lot fancier than it is, to see the lot full. We quickly stepped out of the car and
walked up the ramp to enter the building. I hoped we could slip in unnoticed.
I carefully reached for the handle and tried to open it as quietly as possible. Of course, stuck
a little and rattled as I opened it, causing the entire room of thirty people to look our way.
Our timing was perfect — we interrupted the community president’s announcements. Not
only that, but we were new, from a different community, and arriving with plates and no
food. Who shows up late to a potluck without food? People from Seattle, apparently.
We ducked our heads, and sheepishly found Grant and our saved seats just as the announcements wrapped up. On that night, the subject that engaged the club most was the
potential to show the animated movie, Coco, on an upcoming Saturday evening near Halloween. The exact date and time for the showing was a source of confusion that lasted far
longer than we expected. It was like watching aunts and uncles get through a disagreement
over dinner. Is Saturday the 3rd or 4th? No one seemed to be sure.
After a bit of hunger-induced groaning, light heckling and introductions of new attendees,
we all drank wine and enjoyed a fine meal of baked chicken, pasta salads and apple crumbles. It seemed that Grant was correct. No one seemed to notice or care that we arrived late
to the potluck, from a different community, or without food to share.
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In fact, in what would become a pivotal moment, the newcomer introductions shined a
spotlight on a handful of attendees who were our age and new to Orcas Island as well. One
of these new people, Erika, noticed that my wine glass was emblazoned with the logo of
her employer, a small non-profit organization called the SeaDoc Society. We also met Tony
and Zoe, who were in the process of moving from Seattle to the island. We talked for a bit,
exchanged contact info and agreed to get together soon. It felt finding the start of our little
community on Orcas Island.
We imagined, sometime in the future, hosting our own little newcomer potluck with a working oven, Sachi’s cornbread, and slightly less pressure.

Mar 19, 2019

Living in Public
Issue #12

When I wash dishes and look out our kitchen window, I often sneak a peek into our neighbor’s house. It’s hard not to, as our houses are close together and the blinds on their family
room are always open. They sometimes see me and wave through the window. It feels a little
voyeuristic but is really a factor of city life. We live near people.
Our neighborhood of Mount Baker in Seattle isn’t downtown, but you could walk there. It’s
a typical residential neighborhood, organized by blocks and tenth of an acre lots. Having
lived at the same address since 2003, we know it well and count many of our neighbors as
close friends. We’ve grown used to being, to one degree or another, a part of one another’s
lives. We know when they leave for work, forget to put out the trash or are up later than normal. And like looking through our kitchen window, it’s mutual. We all live parts of our lives
in public, by default.
The thought of living in public had never occurred to me until we started spending significant time on Orcas Island. Traveling back and forth brought the differences between island
and city life into sharp relief. The city began to look different after each visit. People seemed
to be everywhere, all the time. And there were so many things to do. New restaurants to try,
shows to see, people to meet. What I formerly took for granted suddenly seemed new, and I
had to ask myself: is this what I want?
Returning to the island also felt different each time. Island residents often say that when
they arrive on the island, they let out a sigh of relief. I know the feeling, but never really understood what, specifically, made us both feel that way.
The best I can tell, it feels like pressure being released. For me, part of that release comes
from a feeling that my daily life is more private. We have neighbors on Orcas, but I couldn’t
throw a rock to their houses. Their windows don’t face directly into our kitchen. They don’t
notice when we come and go, or when our recycling bin is too full. For the most part, my life
feels like it happens without watchful eyes, and the pressure is off.
The relative privacy we feel, of course, comes with a cost. We may not live in public while
at the Yurt, but on an island, being watched and judged is inevitable over time. And unlike
the city, we’re not one of a million people. We can’t just blend into the crowd. Word travels
fast and those who feel they are keepers of the island’s culture soon learn who is doing what,
when and where. We’re learning that keeping a low profile and adapting to the island’s ways
is best for newcomers like us. Orcas Island is a place that gives us that choice. Unlike in Seattle, we can choose to live in private.
Further, there is a feeling of relief that comes from there being fewer demands on my time
on the island. There are festivals and community events every week, but it’s not like Seattle
where there are dozens on a single night. By simply being in the city, I feel I’m obligated to
take advantage of the bounty. I can’t seem to escape the feeling that I’m missing out, even if
I choose to stay in. My FOMO is as real as it is irrational.
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I don’t know if it’s my age or purely the experiences on the island, but I’m far more drawn
to a life outside the city than I ever imagined. For the first time, I can empathize with people
who want to get away and live in the woods. I can imagine a life with less convenience and
greater self-sufficiency. I find myself asking: if I had to choose between island and city life,
which would I choose?
There are no easy answers, but I know the relief we feel when rolling off the ferry is real
and relates to having a choice to live more privately. It’s a choice of adopting a slower, more
deliberate pace that depends less on a city’s events and more on an appreciation of nature, a
small community, time with friends and honestly, feeling good about not doing much at all.

Mar 26, 2019

Aboard the Elwha
Issue #13

I’ve always considered ferry trips in the Pacific Northwest to be as interesting as the destinations. They are little cruises through beautiful scenery that can make for a uniquely NW
experience. I assumed, in going to Orcas Island so often, they would get old. But, it seems
I’ve grown to love them more.
It takes about an hour and forty minutes to drive from Seattle to the ferry dock in Anacortes
and we usually arrive early. The dock is adjacent to a boardwalk by the beach and a paved
path called the Guemes Trail that’s perfect for pre-ferry dog walks.

On this trip, the tide was lower than I’d ever seen and I found I could get close to the ruins
of an old salmon cannery that used to exist on a pier over the water and take heretofore
impossible photos. Pilings that used to support the cannery now support birdhouses that
appear to be having conversations.
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My photography detour knocked us off schedule and soon we heard the muffled echos of
a ferry announcement a half mile away. The only words we could make out were, “Lopez,
Shaw, and Orcas Island” in the jumble of sounds that reminded me of Charlie Brown’s
mom. We both looked at each other, raised our eyebrows, did an about-face and headed
back toward the dock with the dogs in tow. We could see cars driving onto the boat in the
distance. Were they driving around our parked car to get there?
Intellectually, we knew this was not our boat, but anxiety crept into the backs of our minds
like it does when you’re late for a flight. Did we miscalculate? Did the schedule change? We
checked the schedule on our phones, rushed back to the car and then found we had time.
The announcement we heard was for walk-on passengers only. Soon after, we boarded the
beast.
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Every ferry trip has a personality. In the summer, it can be a frantic mess. The San Juan
ferries are overflowing with cars and people, usually clad in the latest REI fashions, ready
for an island getaway. Families and groups of friends fill the oversized booths that line the
edges of the boat’s interior. Kids run laps and people assemble interminable jigsaw puzzles
that live on the ferry’s tables.
This trip was different. If summer weekends are a rock concert, this one was cool jazz. It was
a Sunday evening headed toward the islands; a trip fit for residents. We planned this trip,
like all others, to avoid the traffic and hassle of weekday rush hour.
The ferry was almost empty and the setting sun cast long shadows through the rounded
windows. It felt like a Wes Anderson film full of color and symmetry. This ferry was the Elwha, which was built in 1968 and sports its age with modest and utilitarian style.

Just as we got seated, we heard an announcement that usually alerts passengers about food
available in the galley on the second floor. This announcement included a strange addendum: “By the way, two foreign nationals are working the galley today, please go up and say
hello to Boris and Natasha!” We chuckled. There must be a story.
A bit later we found the galley empty, except for a few of the crew, who were sitting at the
tables with food from home. I assumed this was the aforementioned Boris and Natasha and
the crew member who named them. I asked, “Which one of you is Boris?”
The tattooed guy ringing me up at the register said, “I guess that’s me?”
At that moment, another member of the crew playfully rushed through the galley with a
familiar voice and fake Russian accent, yelling, “Natasha, you’re burning my fish! Natasha,
my FIIIISH!” The cool jazz of the passenger deck was now balanced with improv comedy in
the galley.
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As the sun approached the horizon, we passed two other ferries heading east, the Yakima
and the Hyak, both “Super” class, holding up to 2,000 passengers and 144 cars. Washington
ferry names often reference local Native American tribes and words. “Hyak” is jargon for
“fast or speedy” in the language of the Chinook. Elwha, our boat this day, means “elk”.
I waited on the wind-blown outside deck for the ferries to pass so I could get the photo below of the Hyak speeding past Mount Baker, both icons of the Pacific Northwest.

Sitting across from Sachi in a booth, I could tell that something was on her mind. We left
the dogs in our packed car with a bag of groceries we thought would be safe. If they looked
hard enough they could reach a pound of frozen ground pork. Sachi’s mind is constantly
thinking through scenarios and ways to avoid negative outcomes and I have learned to see it
on her face. What were they doing down there? They had a walk. We hoped they were sleeping.
Then, out of the blue, an announcement came over the loudspeaker that every tourist (and
local, really) wants to hear: “A pod of orca whales is visible on our port side.”
This was not a joke and every person on the ferry quickly found a window after quickly asking themselves, “Which side is port?”
Sure enough, in the distance, you could clearly see the dorsal fins and spouts of three or four
whales. What a treat.
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After nearly an hour, we reached Lopez Island and waited for a few cars to depart before
heading to Orcas, which is just around the corner.
Approaching the dock, I prepared for a tradition that has been in place since we first started
going to the Yurt. When we roll off the ferry, I queue up a few upbeat pop songs, turn the
volume up a little too loud, and we sing and dance in our seats as our car takes the winding
island roads to the Yurt.

Apr 2, 2019

The Hunter House Project
Issue #14

This is the beginning of a three part series. Read and Part 2 (demolition) and Part 3 (finishing) to complete it.
In 2003, Sachi and I bought the smallest house on Hunter Boulevard, the street where we
now live in Seattle. It was a craftsman style house, with the main floor and a finished basement courtesy of the previous owners. We soon considered it our long-term home and got
married in the back yard. We planted trees we hoped to see grow to adulthood.
That house, or the version we knew in 2003, is no more and this is the story of what happened to it… and to us.

The Hunter House, pre-2010

At first, we just wanted a better bedroom. At the time, it had room for a queen sized bed
in the corner and a tiny 1920-sized closet. It was sufficient, but we imagined the luxury of
having an attached bathroom and closet — a master suite. This could be a relatively small
project, we thought, just a small addition.
Our first step was contacting John, an independent architect we knew through close friends
and another small project. John was the first to alert us of the realities of our plans. In
Seattle, a structure can only cover one-third of a property. Our house already covered most
of that area and prevented us from adding any more area to the house’s footprint. In words
that we would come to remember as a turning point, John said, “Well, you can always go
up!”
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This idea set off months of discussion between Sachi and me. It was 2009, a couple of years
after Common Craft videos had become popular and our little business was doing better
than ever. We were constantly working with clients to make custom videos and had as much
work as we could handle. We were in a position to make an investment in our future. It had
to make sense financially but also needed to contribute to our long term happiness. Because
our home was also our workplace, it made sense to invest more than we initially anticipated.
Having justified a bigger investment, we had to figure out the scale of the potential project
and the logic went like this… If we wanted to “go up”, it would mean taking off part of the
roof. If you take off part of the roof, you probably can’t live there during construction. If
you’re going to move out, then why don’t you take off the whole roof and make it all worthwhile?
It seemed big, but rational. As long as we could devote ourselves to completing enough
Common Craft projects, we could cover the costs of a construction project. It also helped
that the Great Recession was in full swing and contractors were more affordable than they’d
been in years.
Over many months with John, we eventually came up with a much bigger plan than we first
envisioned. What started as an idea for a master suite was now a complete second story on
top of our existing home. We planned to turn the main floor into an open floor plan entertaining space and build a master suite, two bedrooms and a bathroom on the top floor. We
would have to move out of the house for over a year to make it happen.
This was, by far, the biggest and most complicated project we’d ever tackled and it became a
second job. We’d go straight from making Common Craft videos to meeting with John and
then to research on fixtures and finishes and flooring before bed. It was dizzying and often
exhausting.

Sachi reviewing an electrical plan in 2009
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At first, looking at house plans felt like trying to read another language and it gave me stress
to make decisions based on a language I was just starting to understand. John was helpful
and with his advice, we made a thousand decisions, all rooted in the basic question: what do
we want?
Early in the planning, I wasn’t sure what we wanted or how to go about finding an answer.
A question like, “How do you want the cabinet doors to open?” would send me on a quest to
learn about the latest innovations in cabinet door hardware. I learned quickly.
Frustration soon turned to fascination. Decisions started to build on one-another and inform other parts of the house. A decision on window trim was connected to decisions about
interior doors and door hardware. Door hardware connected to faucets in the bathrooms
and on and on. We spent untold hours saving photos from Google Images that represented
pieces of a puzzle we were solving together.

Each decision came with long-term, real-world consequences. We would literally have to
live with the choices we were making, like the dark color of the wood floors, which we soon
learned didn’t match the color of dog hair. The list decisions seemed to go forever. Where
should the outlet be? Should the door open to the inside or out? What do the stair railings
look like? What kind of fireplace do we want? How wide is the front door?
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A collection of finishes, including the dark floor

The process became more and more of an obsession for me. It was like I discovered a passion that was dormant up to that point; a new outlet for being creative and thoughtful. I
wanted nothing more than to think through house decisions, learn about the options and
design the place in which we’d live. I was consumed by it.
And I wasn’t alone. What was new to me had always existed in Sachi. She grew up with her
mother being a realtor and through countless open houses, she developed a strong sense for
home design. I saw glimpses of it early in our relationship when we’d go to an open house
and she’d say things like, “If it was my house, I’d take down that wall between the kitchen
and dining room, move the fridge by the sink and put the oven on the wall opposite the window.” At the time, I’d just nod in agreement. My brain was not yet tuned to that frequency.
The Hunter house project gave me all the tuning I needed and in this project, we became
even more of a team. We would lie in bed at night imagining, one day, finally experiencing a
three-dimensional version of all the decisions we made. The anticipation of that experience
and trying to make it work was a source of anxiety, stress and real happiness. Happiness, for
us, lives in precisely that kind of anticipation.

Apr 9, 2019

It Was a Dark and Stormy Night
Issue #15

It happened on a Sunday night, just before midnight on Orcas Island. I was watching TV
and about to fall asleep when I heard Sachi say, “Lee???” from the bedroom.
I replied, nonchalantly, “Yeah?”
Sachi then said words I didn’t expect to hear, “Someone’s backing up the driveway.”
At first, I was incredulous. Maybe she heard a tree branch fall or the door to the garage
blowing in the wind. It didn’t make any sense that someone would be at the Yurt so late on a
Sunday. I peered through the blinds in the bathroom to get a better look at the driveway and
sure enough, a pickup truck was backing up to the garage. What the hell?
This wasn’t just any night. It was our first winter at the Yurt and on this night, the wind was
howling as we’d never seen. It was like a movie scene where people are huddled in a cabin
during a storm and when the door opens, the roar of the wind outside drowns out all other
sounds until it is closed again. It was the kind of sound that overwhelms the senses.
My mind raced and my heart felt like it would beat out of my chest as I realized my neighbor
to the north was out of town and that no one else should be on our driveway. We are one of
a small group of homes on a gravel road with a clear “No Trespassing” sign.
I quickly ran through a few scenarios, none of them good. This person was surely backing
the truck to make a quick getaway. What did they want? Would they steal something from
the garage? Were they going to rob us? Why else would they be outside so late in such bad
weather?
Not knowing what else to do, I made up my mind to venture outside to investigate. I would
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be the first line of defense and try to mitigate whatever they were planning. Before reaching
for the door, the thought occurred to me that I might need to protect myself. Earlier that
night, I had used a little hatchet to split wood to make kindling for a fire and the hatchet was
beside the wood burning stove. I grabbed it, took a deep breath and stepped into the gale.
As I approached the driveway with the hatchet in my hand, I saw the truck door open from
the driver’s side. This was the moment of truth. Who was this intruder? Was I about to go
into combat?
The first thing that appeared was a long white beard and the wave of a hand. This was an
older guy who was saying something I couldn’t hear enough to understand. Seeing him
making friendly motions, I quickly stuck the hatchet in the small of my back so he wouldn’t
see it and walked closer. We met at our deer fence and had a short conversation in the form
of yelling short proclamations over the roar of the wind and rain.
It turned out that he was Arthur, someone we’ve come to know as a friend and fellow potlucker on the island. He was on our road to check on our neighbor’s house while they were
out of town. He saw our light on and was coming to check on us, too. He wanted to be sure
we had a chainsaw in case a tree fell on the road or our house, and wood for the fire if the
power went out. I told him we had everything covered and that I appreciated him checking
in.
Relieved, I went back inside and sheepishly put the hatchet back by the stove. Sachi and I
laughed at what was clearly an overreaction.
I recently recounted this story to our friend, Boris, who grew up on Bowen Island near Vancouver, BC. Bowen has a lot in common with Orcas and he couldn’t help but give us a hard
time. He said that on islands like Bowen and Orcas, the only reason someone would come to
your house during a storm is to check on you. This is especially true for people known to be
new to the island. It’s how the world works in small, more rural places.
Looking back, it’s obvious to me that we were, and still are, shaking off city life. We were on
guard and prepared to assume the worst in a questionable situation. Though I’ve never had
a problem or used a weapon of any sort in Seattle, we know people who have had incidents.
Anything can happen in the city. You learn to expect the unexpected and think about security every day. After 20 years, I didn’t know any other way to react. So, I went outside with a
weapon that now looks a little ridiculous in hindsight.
One day, I will muster the courage to ask Arthur if he saw the hatchet before I stealthily hid
it that night. I’m sure he and everyone else on the island would get a big laugh out of that
scene. Me assuming the worst, only to find it was Arthur, checking on us with the best possible intentions.
What can I say? We’re learning.

Apr 16, 2019

Utter Destruction at the Hunter
House
Issue #16

In July of 2009, we had a plan in place. We were handing the keys to our house on Hunter
Boulevard to our builder, Jon, who would start the demolition work before building the second story we had designed over the previous year.
In the weeks before handing over the house, an idea started to percolate. We’d walk around
the house and see that whole walls would be removed. The flooring would be replaced. The
house, as we knew, was about to disappear and we saw an opportunity. There must be a way
to optimize this situation, we thought.
This was the first time we considered having a demolition party.
What does that mean, you might ask? It means plying a group of friends with alcohol, tools
and safety glasses and letting them treat our house like a demolition zone. Today, it might
require signing waivers, but at the time, it seemed like a perfect send-off. When would we
ever have a chance to do such a thing?
After taping off some sections of walls for safety, we gathered tools of destruction like hammers and crowbars. We also acquired tools of play, like toy paintball guns, buckets of finger
paint and a couple of slingshots for the paintballs.

People were timid at first…
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But soon the alcohol took over…

Paint started to cover almost every surface. At one point, two dozen eggs appeared and we
threw eggs at the outside of the house, because, why not? It was a night to do things that
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we’d never done before.

One scene I’ll always remember is our friend, Jay, late in the evening, turning on a floor fan
and dripping paint into it to see how far it might fly.
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People rode skateboards down our hallways. They took out frustrations on surprisingly
tough lath and plaster walls built in the 1920s. There was paintball target practice in our
former bedroom. We were all sweaty, paint-covered messes.
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This was July, but not just any July.
Seattle’s average daytime temperature in the summer is in the 70s and most people don’t
have air conditioning, including us at the time. When the heat comes, it can be miserable
because there is no place to go outside of a mall or movie theater.
We had to move, host the party and hand over the keys to Jon, all by August 1. This turned
out to be spectacularly unlucky planning. The one day we planned to move, July 29, 2009,
now lives in infamy because it ended up being the hottest recorded day in Seattle’s history
at 105(f). We owe a big thanks to Sachi’s brother, Mark, and his wife, Leslie, for helping us
move through the swelter.
Days later, we handed off the keys to Jon, who was a good sport, but not super impressed
with the aftermath of the party. The house was partially demolished, but also a complete
mess. The paintball paint stained window frames we were reusing. Eggs dripped down the
roof and outside of the house and became grosser every day. All our fun and good intentions
made his job slightly more difficult, but he forgave us and got to work.
Our little house on Hunter Blvd. became unrecognizable within days as a huge dumpster
appeared and became full of walls and decking and paint-stained trim. The real demolition
had commenced and there was no going back.

It was during this phase that the reality of this kind of renovation became clear. After taking
off the roof and taking the walls down to the studs, Jon showed us that the 1924 structure
wouldn’t be able to support a second story. Further, we had never noticed it, but half the
floor of the old house wasn’t level and he recommended fixing it. These were the first of
many troublesome discoveries.
What could we do? The house didn’t have a roof. We had to invest in making the structure
work and that meant more time, more planning, more expense
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Jon, the builder on the left. Ed, the framer, walking through

As these questions loomed, Jon was racing against time. Every October, consistent rains
arrive in Seattle and builders work to get a roof on their projects before then. With each
setback, the rain risks grew. But we had to press on.
Early in the planning, we assumed the main floor wouldn’t need a lot of work. As you can
see in the before-and-after photos below, we were wrong.

Utter Destruction at the Hunter House

63

64

Utter Destruction at the Hunter House

Each day, after the workers drove away for the evening, we’d visit the house and see the incredible progress that comes with demolition. It was satisfying to see so much change happen so quickly. There were surprises and disappointments, but we had good relationships
with both John, the architect, and Jon, the builder. It was these relationships that would
become the biggest factor in getting the whole thing done.
With the planning and demolition complete, we could finally start going up.

Apr 23, 2019

Behind the Name: Ready for Rain
Issue #17

If you’re curious, Ready for Rain is the title of a popular essay I wrote a few years back
(included below). To me, the name relates to the Pacific Northwest and a perspective Sachi
and I share. The title “Camping on Tuesdays”, will likely be used for another project in the
future.
Until then, below is the original essay:

Ready for Rain - Why Seattleites Crave the End of Summer

It’s raining in Seattle today and tomorrow. This should come as no surprise to those who
know the reputation of this part of the world. But in fact, this rain is special. It’s the first
storm of the year; a harbinger for a change of season that strikes at the core of how it feels to
live in the Pacific Northwest.
You see, this time of year, I want it to rain for days. I want an atmospheric river to roll off
the Pacific and slam Seattle with precipitation. I want to look at the weather map and see
greens, yellows and oranges. Thankfully, I live in a place that makes the timely arrival of
rain an absolute certainty.
It’s not simply the arrival of rain, but the transition to a different environment and way of
life. The drear has a certain dark beauty; a low-contrast softness. There’s no need to squint
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or close the blinds. Even the sound of the rain on our house is music to my ears, a lullaby.
This is my 15th Seattle winter and I anticipate the return of rain more each year. For me, it
provides a sense of relief, a return to normalcy, a time to get back to real life and get things
done.
To understand why this is the case for so many Seattleites, it helps to understand the reality
of Seattle weather.

Our summer really begins on July 5th when, like clockwork, the darkness is replaced by remarkably consistent sunshine and warmth. Our average high in July and August is around
75 degrees and the sun persists for weeks.
Seattle is often drier than Phoenix in this period because we don’t get hot or humid enough
to have many thunderstorms. It’s glorious.

All that comes to an end around October 15th, when after three months, the sun yields, once
again, to clouds and rain. This season brings with it a constant state of dank mossiness. Precipitation falls, but it often seems less like rain and more like a cool mist that surrounds you.
Perhaps it’s for this reason that Seattleites rarely use umbrellas (it’s how we spot visitors). A
good Gore-tex jacket is the standard.
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Between the misty days, winter storms can produce inches of rain in the city and feet of
snow in the Cascade mountains. Mount Baker Ski Area, less than three hours from Seattle,
holds the world record for annual snowfall with 95 feet of snow over 1998–1999. Accordingly, Seattleites adopt a more indoor and/or ski-mountain lifestyle that lasts into spring.
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April and May bring warmth and longer days, but the cloudy darkness often seeps into
June.

Relief — Sweet But Fleeting
After months and months of darkness and rain, it’s no surprise that the arrival of summer
sunshine is a huge relief for everyone in Seattle. We’ve earned it and a whole new lifestyle
can begin again.
But the arrival of summer sun comes with an obligation, a duty to make up for lost time,
a need to squeeze every drop of fun from a few months of long warm days. It’s a feeling of
pressure, pressure to make the most of a fleeting resource.
In some ways, summer in Seattle is like a romantic long-distance relationship. Think about
it this way:
Two lovebirds, separated by geography and time, plan a glorious weekend together. For
weeks, they plan diligently for making the absolute most of their limited time together. It
will be nirvana.
When the day finally comes, it’s amazing. They are so relieved to finally, at long last, be
together. Over delicious meals, long walks and private time together, their enjoyment becomes mixed with anxious feeling that gnaws at them.
A kind of pressure builds. The tick-tock of the weekend clock gets louder. Every minute they
both feel the need to do more, to make the weekend that much more memorable. They ask:
Is this what we should be doing? Is he/she having fun? Are we making the most of our
limited time together?
The pressure has a way of adding stress to what is supposed to be a glorious, carefree experience together. By the time the weekend is over, tearful goodbyes lead to a bit of relief. The
pressure goes away. What’s done is done.
And so it is with summers in Seattle.
Seattle’s short summer is a kind of long distance relationship we have with the sun. We
spend months anticipating its return and all the time apart creates a real sense of urgency. Every summer day, bright sun arrives around 5:30am and whispers to me “I won’t be
around for long, make today count!”
In July and August the whole city comes alive. Sundresses appear in parks along with the
lilies. Instagram becomes full of wilderness hikes, boats and BBQs. It is glorious… and the
pressure starts to build.
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We Ask: Am I taking advantage of this time I’m given? What can I do to truly make this
summer special?

Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
By September, the shine of the sun isn’t new but the pressure remains. Grass turns brown,
trees droop and something becomes clear. Like a weekend with a distant lover, no amount
of planning or activities will actually be enough to truly take advantage of the time we have
with the sun. Nirvana is always just out of reach. But we try and try.
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For me, the pressure is really a feeling of guilt. When the sun is out, I feel guilty about being
indoors because a summer day indoors is a summer day wasted. By the end of September, I
just want to sit on the couch and watch a movie and not feel guilty about it. I want to wake
up without the pressure.
Let the clock tick — I am ready for rain.

Thankfully in October the rain returns and with it, a sense of relief. I can finally relax. I can
feel better about being indoors. I can wake up and feel warm at home in front of the fire on
cold wet days.
The best way to describe the feeling is “coziness”. Home feels like a refuge from the elements; a place to relax and live life more slowly. Coffee seems to taste better when it’s raining.

Each Better Than the Last
The long, dark Seattle winters do something to me. They make me forget what it’s like when
the days are long and warm. The bare trees make it hard to imagine the lush Seattle spring.
And then, just as it becomes too dark for too long, the promise of a sun-kissed rendezvous
returns and the great maximization begins again — along with the pressure. It’s a cycle I’ve
come to love.
I do look forward to the sun, but it ends just in time, because in my heart, I also love the
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rain.
—–
This essay was originally posted on Medium.
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Living the Half-Life
Issue #18

Living the Half-Life
There is something undeniably romantic about having a second place and that romanticism
is not lost on us. We dreamt about having a place on Orcas Island and in purchasing the
Yurt, we got to see it happen. We’re fortunate and have no regrets.
But, in owning the Yurt for over a year and splitting our time between Orcas Island and
Seattle, some of the shine has worn. I suppose it was inevitable that the notion of an island
getaway would come face-to-face with the realities of owning two homes in two locations. In
short, there’s pleasure, but also an unexpected bit of pain unrelated to home maintenance
or yards to mow.
Unlike the second place I knew growing up, our time on Orcas Island tends to be longer
term. Because we can work from the Yurt, we can stay for weeks at a time. We essentially
split our time between Orcas and Seattle in big chunks, which I realize sounds like a dream.
But the choice to live in this way has had an impact.
I think about it like this: by splitting our time between Orcas and Seattle, we’ve
gone from having one full life to having two half-lives. We are not fully available and invested in either place.
This is most apparent in our social relationships. Going back-and-forth means that our
friends can never really count on us being around. They may consider asking us to get dinner, but assume we’re at the other place. And there is a 50% chance they’ll be right. That’s
not a great way to carry on a relationship or feel that you’re part of a community. This is
something we feel more and more.
The same is true for our own plans. We don’t know, more than a month ahead, where we’ll
be. We can technically commit to being in Seattle or Orcas if we need to be, but there’s
always a chance that a far-off commitment on the calendar will create a ripple effect with
unknown consequences. Should a dinner date with friends in a month be the deciding factor
regarding where we’re living at the time? This question causes us to hesitate in making
plans too far into the future.
Of course, having a second place comes with more practical concerns. We’ve been able to
outfit the Yurt with an impressive assortment of second hand resources and now have two
of many things. A phrase that we’ve come to use to describe this situation is “Twice the
sheets, half the sleeps”. Put that way, it seems so wasteful. But that’s the reality of having
two half-lives.
At a smaller scale, there always seems to be something missing that’s either at the other
place or packed in some unknown box. In Seattle, I discovered that we had two staplers
and no staples. We had a drill, but no Phillips head drill bit. A brown belt, but no black one.
Small things matter, too.
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We’ve found that we can pretend we have one life by hauling a number of things with us
back and forth every trip. An example is our coffee maker and grinder. It’s expensive and
makes really good coffee. We don’t need two, so we bring them with us every time we commute. To ensure that the travel doesn’t limit my productivity, I always travel with the tools
of my work: my computer, drawing tablet and pen, a microphone for voice-overs, and cords
aplenty. Sachi’s work is all computer related.

Coffee in the car as we wait for a ferry

Over time we had to come to terms with an odd question: where is home? With everything
being split, we learned to think about it in terms of things that we had chosen not to duplicate. For a while, our printer was in Seattle and it was a part of running our business. Did
that make it our primary home? Is home where the printer is?
For a while, home was related to cooking equipment. Sachi kept the stand mixer in Seattle
and the food processor at Orcas, so we could try to strike a balance between the two. What
we eventually discovered is that it all comes down to knives. Home truly is where the good
knives are.
It’s not that these are real problems, but they do matter. Living two half-lives doesn’t feel
sustainable over the long term. It feels like we’d only ever be half-friends to people who
matter and half-citizens to places we love. It’s the middle ground that feels so disorienting.
We are never fully present or fully absent. It’s like living in a constant state of change where
it’s difficult to establish a rhythm.
I know having a second place is a privilege and even if it comes with living a half-life, traveling with a coffee maker and not having the right color belt, we are lucky to have a chance to
give these experiences a spin. It’s within this experience that we’re learning not only what’s
possible, but what matters to us and how we might make changes in the future.

May 7, 2019

Finishing the Hunter House
Issue #19

In the early stages, the stress was lower. We refinanced the house to fund the start of the
project. Over time, as the scope of the project changed, those funds dwindled and we relied
on income from producing Common Craft videos for clients, which went directly to the contractor each month, leaving barely enough for living expenses. By the time the project came
to a close, we had exhausted every option, from credit cards to family loans. The exhaustion
extended to us, too.
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I sometimes look back on those times and wonder “what were we thinking?” House projects
are a one-way street. If you take the roof off of your house, there is no going back. To live
there in the future you have to do whatever it takes to complete the project. If you can’t, and
the contractor doesn’t get paid, the work stops. Preventing this from happening was a goal
that seemed harder to reach every month.

Jon the contractor placing a truss

The stress was balanced with anticipation. After the workers left for the day, we’d walk
through the house and try to imagine living there. We’d look at the plywood subfloor and
imagine how our sample of wood flooring, measured in inches, would translate into thousands of square feet. We’d check-in on the tile and cabinets and railings and mostly ask
ourselves, “Why is this taking so long?” Now we know: quality work takes time.
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Along the way, we learned a valuable lesson about house colors. I spent time choosing colors
for the house and became convinced that the body of the house would be light green with
charcoal gray trim. It was a risky choice and I figured the neighbors would have feedback.

Difficult decisions, these
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To test the colors, we bought samples and painted swatches on the back of the house. Like
the flooring, we tried to imagine how a few inches would translate to thousands of feet.
Once we liked a color, the contractor suggested painting an entire side of the house so we
could see it in full. It sounded like a good idea and his painters went to work and painted the
front of the house for all the neighbors to see. We soon realized two things:
1.	 We got the color wrong. It was day-glo green and the contractor could only shake his
head. He was not a fan.
2.	If you want to test a paint color on an entire side of your house, do it on the back side
so fewer people will see it.

A big part of the process was learning how to work with an architect and builder. Being new
to architecture, we didn’t fully know what to expect or how to apply some of the details in
the house plans to the real world. But it didn’t matter. Our architect John Stoeck had a clear
vision of what the house could be and took ownership of that vision and worked with Jon,
the contractor, to make it happen.
John and Jon happened to grow up together and sometimes had arguments about how best
to complete facets of the project. We’d stand with them in our half-finished kitchen and
watch them spar. John, the architect, would listen to Jon, the contractor, and cross his arms
and shake his head when he disagreed and then propose another idea. While awkward at
times, we couldn’t help but feel that this was a necessary part of the process.
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In projects like this, there is constant pressure to find the middle ground between design
and budget. Being the owners, it’s up to us to make the final call, but we couldn’t make an
informed decision without knowing the options. That’s why those discussions between the
builder and architect were so pivotal. They exposed us to what was possible and at what
cost.

A year and a couple of months into the project, we started to see the light at the end of the
tunnel. We wanted so badly to move in and finally get to experience everything we’d designed and planned and imagined. We thought that if we could just move in, the project
would be complete. In this assumption, we were wrong. The project seemed to keep going
and going. A steady stream of subcontractors visited over a few months to complete a long
list of things like plumbing or cabinetry.
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At long last, it was finally complete. Our little house on Hunter Boulevard was now fundamentally different. It was the biggest project we’d ever take on and it turned out better than
we ever expected. John’s vision came to life.

Street View
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Back View

What started as an idea for creating a master suite had become a much bigger house. And
thanks to our color choices, it was also one of the most obvious. While the green wasn’t dayglo, it was bright green and not everyone liked it. I, for one, took that as a point of pride.
Over the first few years of living there, multiple builders and homeowners knocked on our
door and asked for the paint codes for their own projects.
For all the expense and time and stress, we agreed that we’d live in the house for at least ten
years so we could earn back our investment in quality of life. That was 2010. Since then, I’ve
thought a lot about everything we learned in the process.
Going into the Hunter House project, we were rookies, but had good people showing us
the ropes. We learned how to work with an architect and builder. We learned how to think
about design and materials. We learned how to be realistic about timelines and budget. We
learned the value of compromise and flexibility. And we learned it on-the-fly because it was
required to get through the project. These are lessons you can only learn by doing.
After it was all said and done, Sachi and I discussed whether or not we’d ever do a project
like the Hunter House again. We agreed that the financial stress was not something we
wanted to repeat, but the design process was something we absolutely loved. Having been
through it, we could imagine doing it all over again, but with a bit more confidence.

May 14, 2019

Goodbye, Seattle
Issue #20

We thought this day might come, but didn’t expect it to happen so quickly. Last week the
Hunter House in Seattle went up for sale. After 20+ years in the city, and over 15 years in
that house, we are now permanent residents of Orcas Island with the Yurt as our home.
I realize this might come as a surprise and honestly, we’re surprised to be in this position.
We didn’t set out to move to Orcas permanently, and we surely didn’t plan to sell the
Hunter House. But here we are.
Getting to this point happened behind the scenes because the path was not clear until recently. In fact, it has been a long strange trip full of ambiguity, hope, worry and in some
cases, despair. And we’ll get to that in future issues. But, right now we are taking our first
breaths as bona fide Orcas Island residents and looking back with a bit of wonder.

When we first bought the Yurt in the fall of 2016, it seemed like a great second place and for
a while, it was. We were lucky to have stumbled onto the property and quickly fell in love.
But it didn’t seem like it could be our only home. Compared to our house in Seattle, it felt
shabby and incomplete, at least initially. The bedrooms don’t have ceilings. The 1977 fridge,
with its duct-taped shelf, could die any day. In winter, cold air seeps through the uninsulated floor. It has a smell. The list goes on.
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As we stayed longer and longer with each visit, our perception changed. We’d been comparing the Yurt to the Hunter House and in that comparison, the Yurt could never measure up.
It’s not and will never be a nice house in the city. What changed was our perspective regarding what we needed to be content. For example, in Seattle we had a 60” TV and built-in
speakers that made movies an experience. At the Yurt, we use a 27” iMac from 2012 as our
TV. We had to ask: does the size of the screen or quality of the speakers really matter? For
us, the answer was no. What matters is the movie and who’s there when you watch it.
In the first year, I started to notice an unexpected feeling when the time would come to
leave Orcas Island. It was a feeling akin to dread or at least a longing to stay put. As the
date approached to pack the car, I’d feel myself wishing we’d planned to stay a little longer.
In Seattle, it was just the opposite. I counted the days until we’d go back to the island. This
feeling was the first indication, for me, that the island was pulling me in. Sachi says she
felt this way from the very beginning. A friend on the island recently told us she used to cry
when it came time to leave.
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Slowly, we started to question the reasoning of having two houses. In the beginning, it was
a luxurious feeling to leave Seattle and have another place to go. That luxury came with a
price that put a strain on our finances. To make it work, we tightened our belts and lived
as cheaply as we could on Orcas. We limited travel except for family events, cooked almost
every meal at home and entertained ourselves as inexpensively as possible.
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Piper was entertained

The real change in my personal perspective came when Sachi shared a spreadsheet that
calculated the cost of our life in Seattle compared to the island. It was breathtaking. Until
that moment, I was only thinking about the additional cost of island life, where things like
groceries and gas are more expensive. These numbers told a different story by comparing
two different lifestyles: city life vs. island life.
Aside from the obvious and significant cost of having two houses, it was clear that simply
living in the city came with expenses that weren’t obvious when it was our only home. For
example, we constantly spent money on transportation and parking in the city. A night out
in Seattle could pay for a week or more of entertainment on Orcas. And the relative bounty
of the city inevitably led to more purchases.
The message was clear. We could save thousands of dollars a month if we sold our house
and moved to the island. It would be like having another income source in the form of reduced expenses. We both started to see that moving made financial sense.
For the first time, we got serious about changing our lives in fundamental ways and to be
honest, the scale of the change made me nervous. Were we really going to sell our house and
leave the city we’ve known for over 20 years? It just seemed so…big.
In these situations, Sachi and I have different perspectives. She is incredibly pragmatic and
rational. In the context of big decisions, she sees emotion as a liability and a recipe for unintended consequences. I suppose it is her rationality that allows her to be free from worry or
fear of the unknown when it comes to the future. Once she rationalizes an idea, she dives in
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head first and never looks back. Case in point: her belief that we could find a way to pay for
the Hunter House renovation despite evidence to the contrary. Her always-forward perspective is a superpower and we’re both better off for it.
Oddly, there was never a specific moment when we said, “Let’s sell our house and move to
Orcas!” and high-fived. It happened much more slowly and lived in the world of “probably”
for months as I waded into the idea. It was in this phase that Sachi started packing in earnest. Every trip from Seattle to Orcas moved a bit more of our lives to the island. A box of
dishes from the kitchen, a few tools, and a living room chair. Before I knew it, the assumption that we’d probably move had done much of the heavy lifting, both physically and for
me, emotionally. My default setting is overly optimistic, but I needed the help for this load.

As I waded deeper and deeper into the idea, the ripples from Sachi’s dives helped me adjust
to the new temperature. Eventually, I grew comfortable enough to dive right along with her
and soon changed my perspective from nostalgia about Seattle to anticipation of a future life
on Orcas Island. Always forward.
Once we both understood we were fully committed, all sorts of wheels started to turn. The
to-do list we share via our phones seemed to be endless as we prepared the Hunter House
for the market. After expanding to outfit a second place, we faced the task of contracting
into a single, much smaller, yurt-shaped home. It was a blur of activity that didn’t seem to
stop until a few days ago when we officially arrived at Orcas Island as full time residents.
What a feeling.
For now, we’re both still adjusting to the idea that, for the first time since we’ve been together, we no longer live in Seattle. And it’s nice to know that Sachi, after 25 years away from
Hawaii, is once again an island girl.

May 21, 2019

Born to Move
Issue #21

Sachi and I spent months packing, piling, cleaning and eventually moving from Seattle to
Orcas Island over multiple trips in our car. To most people this probably sounds completely
unappealing and that’s a very reasonable reaction. No one likes to move, do they?
In observing her over the past six months, I have come to the conclusion that moving is actually right down the middle of what gives Sachi an abundance of satisfaction. She was born
to move.

Let me explain. Sachi, in every situation, has thought ahead and has a plan that’s been tested in her mind for longer than she wants anyone to know. When she sits on the couch next
to me, I can see her mind spinning through scenarios before coming out of nowhere with a
remark like “we need to put air in the tires”. I’ve learned over time that these conclusions,
while often lacking context, have backstories and lots of reasoning.
In this case, she had been planning a trip to Orcas that included the use of a cargo carrier
that attaches to the back of our car. This carrier sits pretty low and when we exit the ferry, it
can potentially drag on the ferry deck. This is especially true at low tide. She had reviewed
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the tide charts and thought we might be able to avoid damaging the carrier if we boarded a
ferry in the late afternoon when the tide was higher, and put air in the tires for extra lift. In
this case, I hesitated because I didn’t think it would matter, but in the end, I agreed and we
put it on our to-do list. Sometimes, she just needs to get an idea out of her mind and then
decide later if it’s worth doing.

The Yurt after a big load from Seattle

In discussing it with her, I’ve learned there are two ideas that drive her incessant planning.
The first is optimization. She looks at nearly everything from the perspective of there being a “right” way. This is not a moral judgement, but one that is focused on efficiency and
effectiveness. If she has a chance to think about it for long enough or do a bit of research,
the right way will present itself. On countless occasions, I’ve made suggestions about how
to improve a process only to find out that she had considered it and dismissed it, like, four
ideas ago.
The second driver is regret avoidance. I’ve rarely seen Sachi more disappointed than when
she misses an opportunity to optimize and feels the sting of regret. In this case, regret is a
signal that the desired result was possible, but went unnoticed or unoptimized. This realization, that the present could have been better with a bit more consideration, really does sting.
To her, it feels like a personal failure.
Now, Sachi and I are very different and I admit that she’s helped me become a better, more
observant planner. But man, I sometimes long for a bit of chaos. When everything has a bulletproof plan, there’s not a lot of room for surprise or serendipity. I miss the days of living

88

Born to Move

closer to real time, when events force you to make decisions on-the-fly. There is magic in
letting the chips fall where they may.
A good example is our dogs who are managed like any other project. Generally, I want them
to be free and get used to being off-leash now that we’re out of the city. Sachi wants to keep
them safely on-leash, and there are valid reasons why this is the case.
On a recent occasion, we parked the car outside the Yurt where I said, “Screw it”, and let the
dogs out of the car without leashes. The moment Piper hit the ground, she saw a deer and
chased it across our neighbor’s property and disappeared down a steep embankment toward
cliffs by the water. I ran after her, yelling useless commands at the top of my voice. Piper
eventually trotted back unhurt and followed me back onto our property, where we encountered Sachi by the car with a smug smile on her face. Magical, right?
This begs the question: would I trade one for the other? Do I really want chaos or cost
instead of complete optimization? Not in a million years. Sachi’s approach to planning
smooths rough seas on a day-to-day basis. For every instance of optimization that I notice,
there are three that happened behind the scenes. These are things like placing a new roll of
toilet paper on the back of the toilet when the roll is about to run out or keeping our bottles
full of water in the car.
Once it became clear that we were probably moving, planning went into overdrive and
honestly, she was happier than I’d seen her in a long time. There were a million things that
could be planned and optimized and organized and strategized. You’ve never seen an adult
so happy about bubble wrap and cardboard that’s designed for packing plates.

Packed to the gills, every time
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Now that I think about it, there is another driver of her planning and optimization that’s
related to our move: frugality. Her default option in most situations is DIY. She will gladly
spend extra time to do something herself if it means saving a few dollars. And it’s not really
the dollars that matter, but the principle.
When we first got together, we had a huge bowl of coins and my first instinct was to take it
to a Coinstar machine in a grocery store and pay a small fee to get it counted. Sachi wouldn’t
have it. She went to the bank and returned with little coin sleeves and rolled up dozens of
sleeves of coins with no fees involved. This is still what we do and once again, I’ve come
around to her way of thinking.
In preparing for this move, we had to figure out what to do with over a decade of financial
documents that filled multiple filing cabinets. Sachi looked up IRS recommendations and
found that we only needed a fraction of them. We could get rid of the rest, but how? They
contained sensitive information.
My first inclination was to take it to a shredding service who would destroy them in minutes for a fee. That didn’t make it past Sachi. Instead, she put our little office shredder to
work over multiple days and thousands of documents. It would run until it overheated and
stopped. After it cooled down, she’d be back at it. We recycled over a dozen trash bags of
shredded documents for free. Sachi was incredibly satisfied and I shrugged. Her satisfaction
was more than enough for me.

before
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the first load (after)

This kind of planning also applies to food. Any time we are about to leave home for a few
days, Sachi’s planning manifests in what we call “eating down the house”. This means planning meals days ahead so we leave without buying anything new or wasting any perishables.
The perfect scenario for Sachi is leaving with just enough food to pack up and eat on the
road. In moving out of an entire kitchen, the mother of all eating down the house projects
commenced, sometimes producing strange but still delectable combinations served with a
side of optimization and without the sting of regret.
On the last night at the Hunter House, the entire kitchen had been emptied, except our
trusty coffee maker, which was about to make its final journey from Seattle to Orcas Island.
Before heading to bed, I always grind the coffee and fill the coffee maker with water so it’s
ready in the morning. With the grinding done on the final night, I panicked for a second.
What about the filters? Had we packed them deep in some unknown pile of boxes? I opened
the cabinet where they usually resided and sure enough it was completely bare, with the
exception of a single coffee filter, obviously placed there by Sachi, with a plan in mind.

May 28, 2019

The Surprising Origin of the Name
“Orcas” Island
Issue #22

If I told you about an island that was known for watching cormorants and the name of the
island was Cormorant Island, it would be safe to assume that the island was named after the
bird that calls it home, right? How else would the name originate?
Now imagine an island known for watching orca whales named Orcas Island. Surely the
name comes from the whales, right? They are in the water surrounding the island.

Female killer whales as seen from the Yurt

The name Orcas Island is even more apt if you know a bit about the orcas in the pacific
northwest. Along with “transient” orcas, the Salish Sea is home to three pods of “southern
resident killer whales”, which are a distinct population of whales that have been on the endangered species list since 2005.
There are currently 75 southern resident whales, who are closely watched, in part, because
their numbers are at a 30 year low and may be falling.
As you might imagine, their plight is big news and I am not immune to feeling the heartbreak. This is especially true now that we live with them in our backyard. Do you remember
the national news story of the mother orca who carried the lifeless body of her baby on her
back for over two weeks? That’s Tahlequah a southern resident orca. After learning so much
about the residents, I couldn’t watch that saga in the news.
Having orca whales in the area is one thing. Having resident whales with names and stories,
is another. They feel like OUR whales and it seems entirely logical that an island could be
named after them, right?
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Male killer whale from the Yurt

As it turns out, it’s all a strange and unlikely coincidence.
When we visited the San Juans before living here, I always wondered why this part of Washington bore names that sounded so Spanish. To access the islands from the Pacific, you
must pass through the Strait of Juan de Fuca and sail past Port Angeles. Lopez Island is one
of the San Juan Islands. These names seemed out of place among very English sounding
names like Rainier, Baker, Vancouver, and Washington. Why was this the case?
Along with English explorers like George Vancouver, the Spanish were the first Europeans
to explore the pacific northwest in the late 1700s and named much of what they saw. One of
those Spanish explorers was Francisco de Eliza.

The Surprising Origin of the Name “Orcas” Island
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How explorers reached the San Juan Islands

Eliza was under the command of the Viceroy of New Spain (now Mexico). The Viceroy’s full
name was: Juan Vicente de Güemes Padilla Horcasitas y Aguayo, 2nd Count of Revillagigedo.
To honor the Viceroy, Eliza named the area around what is now Orcas Island “Horcasitas”
and from that point on, the island was known as Horcasitas on Spanish maps.
The English, not satisfied with the Spanish version of names (or native names for that matter) eventually shortened the name to “Orcas” on their charts in 1847. The new, abbreviated
name stuck and the island has been known as Orcas Island ever since.
This is why the name is such an interesting coincidence. The name of the island and the
name of the whale appears to have no connection at all.
The southern resident orcas were probably swimming these waters when Orcas Island
originally got its name. This begs the question: Were the whales named after the island? The
short answer is no. Their name comes from their scientific classification as Orcinus Orca
(1758), which references a god of the underworld.
For most of their history, they were called blackfish or killer whales because they were seen
killing much larger whales. Only in the 20th century did we start calling them orca whales.
For the record, orca whales are technically large dolphins.
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A life-size orca in the village of Eastsound on Orcas Island

And so, despite the unlikely origins of the name, there is no more pervasive symbol of Orcas
Island than the orcas who live around it. They adorn everything from mailboxes and yard
art to cutting boards and yoga outfits that tourists take home as remembrances.
When those visitors arrive home, they might tell stories of seeing orca whales from Orcas
Island and it will all seem to make perfect sense. After all, they’re in the water.

Jun 4, 2019

Phase Change
Issue #23

This morning, I woke up, served the dogs breakfast, set the coffee to brew and did something that I’ve done every day for the past three months: I poured my thoughts into a daily
journal that I write via an app on my computer or phone. I write about anything that’s on
my mind, which includes events happening around me and importantly, inside my head. It
sometimes feels like thoughts and anxieties get trapped in there. Keeping the journal, for
me, lets them out and gives me a chance to inspect them and evaluate what I can, or should,
ignore. I ask myself, “What am I feeling right now?”
This journal is a new practice for me and one that I took on with intention. With so much
change happening in leaving Seattle and moving to Orcas Island, I started to feel a bit unmoored and the journal helped, and is helping, me see it from a clearer perspective. It may
sound a little woo-woo, but the science is pretty clear that journaling is helpful for most
people.
My journal is one part of a bigger picture. Over many months, we anticipated the events involved in the move, but not how the move might change us. It shook up our lives and now I
can see that moving has caused me to rethink a number of things. I call this a phase change
because it feels like I’m in between phases in my life. In this gray area, change seems easier
because almost everything is disrupted anyway. Why not try something new?
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I take some motivation from one of my best friends, Tony. Last summer, his wife, Alex, died
suddenly and it changed nearly everything in his life. These events can have consequences,
both positive and negative, and Tony made up his mind to become a better, healthier person
because of it. From what I’ve seen, he’s been successful in being healthier, more engaged
and as happy as could be expected.
Watching Tony go through this phase change inspired me and showed me that change, like
so many other things, really comes down to making up one’s mind.
So, I started to notice parts of my life that could be reconsidered, improved or removed. One
of the most obvious was my addiction to political news. Before I started journaling, I would
wake up and immediately dive into news sites and especially Twitter, which I had used virtually every day since 2006. This set the table for my day, for better or for worse.
In the stream of Twitter political commentary, where people are emotional and provocative, it can start to feel like the news is happening to you; that you are somehow a part of it
and feeling its effects. On the day that the Mueller Report was released by William Barr, I
thought, “Enough is enough.”
Starting then, I stopped reading Twitter and have never looked back. As a result, I‘ve found
that political news feels more distant. It’s important and momentous, but not happening to
me, personally. It’s been a relief. Today, I no longer seek out political news. Instead, I notice
that the newsworthy information tends to find me. This has been a positive change.
I’m realizing, as I write this, there is a connection between starting my day by journaling
versus reading political news. When news was my focus each morning, I started each day
absorbing information. I was filling my mind with news. Today, by journaling each morning, I’m releasing information instead. I’m getting my mind set by reminding myself of
where I stand. You can probably guess what works better for me.
The phase change also extends to where I find satisfaction in daily life. A few years ago, we
planned a long term road trip to Charleston, SC, where we would live and work for three
months. 18 days before we left, our dog, Bosco, was diagnosed with lymphoma (a terminal
cancer) and we left Seattle without knowing if he would make it to Charleston. He made it,
but did not return to Seattle. It was a terribly stressful phase of our lives and I wrote each
day. I wrote about Bosco and Charleston and what we were experiencing. It was during that
time that I learned that I’m happiest when I’m writing consistently and especially if someone might read it.
My promise to write one newsletter issue per week in 2019 came from that experience
in Charleston. It was the first time I saw the potential for writing to become a renewable
source of satisfaction. I wish it was my full time job, because I want to work on it every day.
Now that we’re 23 issues into this newsletter, I can’t imagine not doing it in the future.
Other phase changes have been more like adjustments. We no longer live in a neighborhood
with friends we’ve known for years, and we miss them. We’ve made a choice to be relatively
isolated and I expect that distance to become more obvious over time. For the people who
truly matter, proximity is not an issue. We’re not gone, just further away. And with fewer
events close by, my fear of missing out is kept at a minimum.
In meeting new people and making new friends, it’s been interesting to see myself reflect-
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ed in their perceptions. They have very little backstory or preconceived notions. I am just a
person from Seattle who moved to the island. If I chose, I could reinvent myself or try on a
new persona. I think that’s part of why people move to new places.
For me, at 45 years old, that seems like a lot of work. Despite this phase change, I am who
I am. But that doesn’t mean I am immune to adapting to island culture. Sachi and I both
have become keen observers of the differences between the city and island perspective. We
want to be a part of this community and that sometimes means being open to change or new
ideas.
For example, we’ve always been responsible recyclers, but the island’s culture of reuse takes
it to a new level. People consistently do more with less. In smaller ways, we’re getting used
to everything being so casual in appearance and expectation. No one really cares how you
dress or even if you showered recently. And a neighbor might just show up unannounced to
say hello or to share a bottle of wine. While Orcas is an island, it’s also a small town.
We’re taking it all in stride. Change, to varying degrees, has been a near constant part of our
relationship. As soon as we complete a project, we take a breath and say, “OK, we’re done,
let’s just chill.”
But it doesn’t last. It’s part of how we’ve worked up until now. Perhaps the biggest phase
change of all is for us to work toward a life with less change. That is the long term goal.
But that’s not going to happen for a while. In fact, as you’ll soon see, the change in our lives
is going to accelerate. Soon, I’ll share our long term plans for Orcas Island and what we see
as our next project. If it goes as planned, the next phase change for us will take time, but set
up a long term transition to a slower, simpler, more consistent lifestyle. Maybe that change
will stick.

Jun 11, 2019

Getting the Project Started
Issue #24

I have a confession to make. I’ve been keeping something from you. It’s been happening in
the background for over a year and slowly but surely becoming more real. Here’s the deal…
When we first camped on Orcas Island and had dreams of property here, we hoped to find
vacant land, reserve our spot on the island and maybe, someday build a house. Having
learned so much with the Hunter House project, the idea of designing a home from scratch
was as enticing as it was far away.
Then, we stumbled upon the Yurt. Suddenly, the idea of having a home on Orcas Island was
real with no planning or construction required. Instead of reserving our spot and waiting,
we could move in and have a second place in the short term. The Yurt, with its bohemian
charm, was a perfect way for us to test living on the island.
What we really saw in the Yurt was location. The building is fine. It keeps us warm and
dry. But the setting is what really mattered. The west-facing property and especially the
view were worthy of bigger dreams and it is within those dreams that a new story started to
emerge. We had to ask: what could come after the Yurt?

The Yurt, with an unfinished basement and lower deck with no interior access

This question dominated discussions over dogs walks and dinners. It filled the spaces between work and weather. It was something, mostly imaginary at the time, that we could
anticipate and plan and brainstorm. It was a new project.
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These discussions eventually led to us to contacting our architect and friend, John Stoeck.
Having worked with John on the Hunter House, we knew he would be the perfect partner
and someone who could add reality and rigor to the low fidelity sketches in our minds. We
told him we had purchased property on Orcas Island and would like to start thinking about
what we could someday build on the property.
Within a week, we were sitting across from John on a ferry to Orcas Island and trying to
find some kind of foothold in terms of what we wanted. I had saved a bunch of photos of
houses we liked on my phone and we talked through what might work.
The prevailing thought was this: let’s start designing and see what happens. We saw the potential to take our time and work with John at a low burn that made the design work more
affordable and less stressful. With time, we could solve any problem before the first footing
is poured.
Time worked in our favor in other ways. The longer we stayed in the Yurt, the more we
could learn about the weather and what to expect each season. For example, on warm summer evenings, a wind almost always blows from the east just as the sun is setting. You can
hold your hand just above the edge of the western roof and feel the wind flowing over the
house and down to the water, where it pushes layers of waves out into the channel. In the
winter, the harshest, coldest storms come down from the Fraser Valley in Canada. These
observations come with time and experience.
By slow rolling the design, we could account for the winds and look for ways to use them as
a resource. We might consider using the east wind to cool down the house on a warm summer day or block the cold north wind in the winter. We could notice how the sun moves in
each season and how it could warm the house in winter or influence outdoor activities in the
summer. This was the beauty of taking our time and starting the design from scratch. We
could try to account for everything, which is right down the middle of Sachi’s favorite activities.
This more deliberate approach was refreshing after the pressure cooker feeling of the Hunter House project, where we were learning how to work with a builder and architect who
were also trying to solve problems along the way. The plans changed constantly as the house
was taken apart and put back together. We constantly made decisions on the fly and with a
feeling that the clock was ticking. With this house, it could be different. We could start with
most of the decisions made on paper and try to prevent expensive course corrections in the
future.
And for a while, we could pretend that building costs didn’t matter. That was something for
later, much later. Maybe never. It was not clear if we’d ever build anything. We wanted to
live for a while in the world of possibility and imagination, unencumbered by pesky things
like costs and timelines and contractors.
We knew, of course, that actually pulling off a new house project would be an extremely
heavy lift financially and emotionally. After spending a week at the Yurt we’d fall in love
with the idea of building our forever house on Orcas Island. Then we’d go back to Seattle,
walk in the front door of the Hunter House and I’d say, with a shake of the head, “We can
never give this place up. This is our forever house.” We didn’t want to admit it at the time,
but we couldn’t have both.
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The only way to build on Orcas would be to sell the house we’d owned in Seattle since 2003,
move to the island and put everything into the new project. This scenario meant lowering
our living expenses and being on location, just in case.
That’s why this part of our story has remained behind the scenes until now.
We’ve spent over a year planning a new house while never knowing if it would actually be
built or how we’d pay for it. When I started this newsletter, I thought it might happen, but
it was far from a sure thing. There were so many parts that had to line up just right and
it often seemed unlikely. The last thing I wanted was to set an expectation and then see it
unmet.
Today, however, things are lining up and I’m more confident than ever that we’ll see this
project become a reality, possibly in the short term. If it happens, it will be the most consuming and complicated project of our lives and I want you to come with us, wherever it
leads.
Between now and then, I plan to fill in some of the blank spaces regarding the plans we’ve
made and how we made them. If it all works out, you’ll get to see the process from beginning to end.
I, for one, can’t wait to see what happens next.

Jun 18, 2019

Sharing a Brain
Issue #25

I have a memory that seems inconsequential, but meant a lot to me at the time. We had just
finished the Hunter House renovation and had friends over as a small house warming. After
a quick tour, a handful of people were sitting on the couch in the living area. Our friend,
Kate, who had visited the house before the renovation, looked around the room and said,
“Like, how does this happen? How do you even start this kind of project?”
Having just lived through it, we didn’t have a ready answer.
Thinking about that question today, I think the answer is something like, “Outside of the
resources, it happens by having a big idea of what you want and then making thousands of
decisions to make it happen.”
From light switch locations to decking materials or the dimensions of a room, nearly everything needed consideration and eventually, a final decision. With the help of an architect
and builder, we decided our way through.
It’s these decisions, big and small, that can represent a threat to a house-sized project and
the people working to make it happen. If homeowners can make decisions efficiently and
without drama, it makes everything easier. The project can stay on track because decisions
are what often what breaks through roadblocks. Of course, the opposite is also true. If a
couple can’t compromise and make decisions without anger and resentment, the project becomes more difficult. Roadblocks build up and eventually blow out the budget and schedule.
The one thing that gives us confidence in the context of a big, hairy project is our ability to
make decisions without drama. We first noticed this when we traveled together in 2006.
Travel has a way of amplifying relationships, in directions both good and bad. A day of travel requires decisions about what to do, where to go, what to eat, when to rest, and more. If
you’re in a foreign country, it might include stress from not knowing the language, oppressive heat, questionable food and jet lag.
Before we ever made decisions about home design, we learned, via travel, to make decisions
without hurt feelings. One of those methods was through understanding who cared more
about a specific direction and giving them ownership of the decision. For example, if I was
excited to do a hike and Sachi was indifferent, it was up to me to organize and make it happen. She would gladly go along and vice versa.
What makes this method work is a rule we established that keeps things on track. Under
no circumstance is the indifferent person to express regret about the decision at hand. If a
relationship risks explosion, agreeing on one course and then saying, “I KNEW we should
have done the other thing!” is the spark that can set it off. Everyone must go with the flow
and keep an open mind.
We also became more aware of situations that provoked one another while traveling. Sachi
identified a combination of factors that can turn me into a petulant child that is something
like this: hunger, heat, back pain. Knowing this, she worked to anticipate and mitigate those
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situations. I learned that we have different travel styles and that my need to “do it all” was
not shared by Sachi and was making her feel weary and exhausted. So, I got used to slowing
down.
Back at home, our decision making process was different because there was so much more
consistency. Today, we spend nearly every waking moment with one another doing the
same things. We work together, make dinner together, walk the dogs together. This everyday proximity, over a decade, has shown me that we now share a decision making brain.
In moving to Orcas and considering a new house on the property, all these factors come to
bear in the myriad decisions required to make it happen. We share a brain, but also methods for getting through the inevitable disagreements. For example, Sachi cares more about
kitchen appliances, so I follow her lead. I care more about lighting, so I own that part of the
project. A shared brain that is working on different facets of the project means disagreements are relatively rare. We’re both working toward the same outcome.
Of course, it took time to establish the vision of that outcome. At the very beginning, I spent
time researching houses on the Houzz website. I searched for modern houses that were
designed around a view. I looked up single story construction and houses that were in our
region. I learned about energy efficiency, green buildings and trends in architecture. When
I found something inspirational, I’d share it with Sachi and explain what I liked about it.
Sometimes she’d wave it off, but often, she’d say, “Me too, I love that!” When that happened, I’d save the image. Browse the images we collected.

A handful of images we found inspirational

It was these initial discussions that laid the intellectual foundation for the house on Orcas.
We came to early agreement regarding the big picture. The house would be modern, with
a lot of glass that focused on the view. It would be single story and have a flat or slightly
sloped roof. It would be efficient and use long lasting materials. It would sleep up to six
people comfortably.
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That was our starting point. We wrote a creative brief for John that outlined, in big swaths,
what we envisioned. Using that document, he could start to think about the design and
propose ideas. He could help us weed out early ideas that were too expensive or didn’t make
sense.
And we needed the help. When a house design is young, the sheer number of options is
nearly overwhelming. Something like a simple garage requires a deep dive into how we’d
likely use it. Should it be heated? What about running water? Skylights? We had never
owned a garage, so we could only guess. I knew I wanted a workbench, but that was about it.
That’s the thing about decisions early in a house project. They come with risks. Until the results of those decisions exist in three dimensions, you’re never sure how it will feel to actually stand in a room or look out a window. All you can do is trust the professionals, listen to
one another, and make decisions with the best information you can find.
In the end, if it works as planned, people may one day sit on the couch, look around and
wonder how it all came together. And our answer may still be the same. It’s having an idea
of what you want and making thousands of decisions that you hope will fit together in the
future.

Jun 25, 2019

Good Lives Make Bad Stories
Issue #26

We recently found ourselves at an event called a “silent disco” where everyone wears wireless headphones and dances silently to music only they can hear. It’s a strange and fun experience, in part because you know how silly it looks. In this case, the dance floor was divided
into quadrants and when you moved to a new one, your headphones changed color and the
music changed to a new genre.
As we were dancing I noticed an attractive couple arrive on the dance floor. The woman immediately turned her phone to selfie mode and started making faces into the camera. They
walked from one end of the dance floor to the other, always looking at the phone and trying
to find the most flattering light. More faces, more smiling. They didn’t dance at all. They just
held up the camera and smiled as if they were having the time of their lives. As soon as the
photography was over, their faces returned to normal and they looked bored. After about
five minutes, they disappeared and never returned.
Watching from afar, I was fascinated. Whoever saw their messages that night was surely
convinced that they were living the good life. They were partying at a silent disco and having
a great time. Just look at those smiles and silly faces. Headphones, at a disco? Crazy! What a
night!
What I witnessed that night seemed like a charade. I could be misinterpreting what happened, but it sure seemed like a show that was designed to make an impression. It was
meant to create a sense of fun and exuberance mediated by social media apps. Yet, it wasn’t
like that in real life. They didn’t actually experience the event or appear to have a good time
outside of the world they were building through the camera’s lens.
That night, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. Did they ever consider that the event was
a real thing that real people experience, just for the fun of it? Did they think it was odd,
having taken so many photos, to walk off the dance floor knowing that they didn’t actually
dance or enjoy the disco?
Seeing this happen reminded me that so much of what we see online is curated to provoke
a response. It’s meant to make an impression and garner more likes and reactions. And
often, people go to great lengths to make it happen. They go to a silent disco not to dance,
but to wear silly headphones on a dance floor and then leave. It seems like a vapid way to
approach sharing your life online.
I am not immune to the gratifying feeling of sharing something online and having it be noticed. It feels good to see friends react to a photo I share on Instagram. If I have a response
in mind when I do, I hope it’s that people find the photo interesting, funny or beautiful. I
also hope it doesn’t provoke a negative response that I didn’t anticipate.
When I think about the couple at the disco, I wonder what reactions they received, but also
what impressions they made. I’m sure their friends responded with, “FUN!!” and added the
appropriate emojis. But I also imagine some friends being envious or wishing they were in
their shoes. Was that what they wanted?
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This reminds me of a tweet I saw a while back by @robinmccauly that said:
Saw a couple holding hands while jogging and it made me hopeful that one day I will
meet someone who will hate them with me.
Hilarious. This perspective is so real. Every day we are bombarded with images that show
people living their best lives. They are at silent discos and holding hands while jogging. They
create an unrealistic or unreal sense of other peoples’ lives and that portrayal can quickly
turn from interest to disillusionment or even hate. Who do those people think they are?
How can they be so happy with so much suffering in the world?
Watching social media can feel like reading an unbalanced story where there’s no conflict
or negative consequences. While it might be fun to imagine living in that world, it makes for
terrible storytelling.
There’s a line in a song I like, called Sober to Death, that relates this feeling. It’s a dark song,
by the band Car Seat Headrest, about mental health and not being around to help someone
who needs it. I think the lyric is about trying to see the bright side of a life that’s not looking
good. When I heard this simple line, it stuck with me.
You know that good lives make bad stories
Good lives make bad stories. It’s true. But it’s also true that good lives still have problems
and conflict and heartbreak. Despite what you see on Facebook, no one’s life is all good all
the time.
That’s the challenge of the storyteller. Within a good, productive life there are still lessons to
be learned and trials to be endured. No matter how good or bad things may appear, there is
still a complicated person who is experiencing them and that is where the story truly unfolds. Sometimes, good lives are only possible through weathering a storm.
From all this, I take inspiration. I think about that couple on the dance floor taking selfies
and painting a positive and inauthentic picture of that night. They inspire me to push in the
opposite direction and share the feeling of the sweat that gathered in my ears as I danced.
They make me want to share all the questions I had about how the headphones are cleaned
and what might lurk inside them. They make me want to admit that I was tired and ready to
leave before it ended.
It also reminds me that our story, the story I’m telling here in Ready for Rain, is subject to
the same dynamics. We may not hold hands while jogging, but we are generally happy people who are in the middle of trying to accomplish a goal. For that story to be engaging and
real, it can’t be one sided. I may take photos of happiness and joy. I may share successes and
achievements. But I will also share stories about anguish, anxiety and disappointment.
And I can guarantee this: what I share actually happened. We’re not here to take photos
with fake smiles and leave. We’re here to dance and sweat and share real stories about real
people because in the real world, that’s what matters.
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Sachi experiencing Piper, a real dog.

Jul 2, 2019

The Guest House
Issue #27

We had some time before catching a ferry, so we stopped by a place we’d targeted only a few
days before: an RV dealership on the side of Interstate 5. You’ve seen them in your area, too.
A parking lot full of vehicles, a patriotic themed sign and maybe a giant helium balloon with
little flags on the cord holding it down.
A friendly guy named Bob, who had run out of business cards, wheeled us around the lot in
a golf cart with a bench seat facing backward. We passed rows and rows of RVs of all shapes
and sizes and eventually stopped at the section of trailers that go by the name, “fifth wheel”.
These are trailers that require a special attachment in the back of a truck to transport because they are big enough to be a home.
Being new to camper shopping, we asked what we should consider. He said that, in our
price range, they all have the same basic features, like a kitchen, built in stereo, TV, shower
and bedroom. The big difference was layout. I thought to myself that most homes, wheeled
or not, come down to this basic element.
We tried to imagine living in this kind of trailer for a year or more with two big dogs. More
so, we imagined living through a dark and wet northwest winter. Given the situation, we
were prepared to do it. We can do nearly anything for a year.
We faced a problem that is familiar to people on Orcas Island: housing. There is a constant
shortage of options for people who need long term rentals, in part because many property
owners have switched to short term Airbnb-style services.
This was a problem for us because our beloved yurt would need to be demolished if we
moved forward with building a new home. Given that we’d put the Hunter House on the
market and moved out of Seattle, we needed a place to live during the construction. Like
many others before us on the island, we saw a fifth wheel trailer as a temporary home we
could park on our property, rent free. A part of me looked forward to the adventure of it all.
That all changed over Christmas. A neighbor has a Christmas party that, over 25 years, has
achieved legendary status among islanders. They are kind people who have become neighborly friends.
After meeting them early on, they gave us their contact information and we encountered a
confusing bit of quaint island history. They grabbed a pen and paper, wrote a quick message
which I immediately deposited in my pocket. When we returned home, we looked at the
note and saw their number was “5938” or something similar. We both looked at each other
and then back at the number. 5938? What are we supposed to do with that? Then it hit us.
On the island, the landline phone numbers all have the same prefix. As a shortcut, residents
with landlines only use the last four digits. A cute lesson learned.
Their Christmas party was something we couldn’t miss. They prepare delicious tapas for
days and bake hundreds of carefully decorated cookies. As we drank mulled wine and hot cider with brandy, we found ourselves surrounded by curious neighbors and other guests. We
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explained our plan to move to the island permanently and someday build a house. We told
them about the Yurt, its eccentricities, and our plan to demolish it some day. They nodded
in knowing agreement.
But, our story had a gaping hole and they saw it quickly. “If you’re going to tear down the
place you have now, where would you live?” they asked.
You could almost feel the anticipation because the answer to that question is more difficult
than it should be. We told them we were planning to park a fifth wheel trailer on the property and live in it during construction. More approving nods. It’s the island way.
At the end of the evening, Sachi and I were grazing the cheese plates and meatballs when a
couple approached us who we had briefly met that night. The tall, soft spoken man introduced he and his wife again and reminded us that they were neighbors, just walking distance from the Yurt. He said they heard our plans for RV living and had an idea. Our ears
perked up.
You could tell they had discussed the idea in private, agreed on a course of action, and prepared to approach us by writing their names and a seven digit phone number on a cocktail
napkin, which they handed to me during the discussion.
The idea was this: They have a “guest house” above their garage that’s not being used and if
it suited us, we could rent it from them during the construction. They said they were leaving
the island the following afternoon, but if we wanted a tour, we could see it the next morning.
We were a little stunned and not sure what to say other than yes, please, and thank you so
much. We went home that night walking on air.
The next morning we arrived at a piece of property on the top of a hill. The main house faces
west and looks over trees that have grown into the view over the past 25 years years. Behind
the house is a two car garage with a second story. I looked up at the windows over the garage doors and thought to myself: this is where we’ll soon live.
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The couple came out to meet us and we quickly moved into tour mode. The guest house is
essentially a 500 square foot studio apartment with a bedroom area separated by a six foot
wall. Once again, our bedroom would not have a ceiling or offer any privacy. But it didn’t
matter, our entertaining would be reduced for a while.

There were linoleum floors, a tiny electric range and dorm sized refrigerator. The sink was
a deep circular bar sink, and it didn’t leak, so that was a solid upgrade. In fact, nearly everything was an upgrade compared to the Yurt. The shower was full sized, there were nice big
windows, closets aplenty and a loft which we needed for all of our stuff. And just outside the
kitchen, there was room for a larger fridge, if we wanted it.
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The guest house was perfect, a gift. We told them we’d love to rent it, if the project actually
commenced. They agreed to hold it for us.
With the guest house, a huge piece of our puzzle had fallen into place. We had a place to stay
during the construction at a price we could afford. There were more pieces to go, but that
was a huge relief, in part, because it was far simpler than buying or renting and transporting
a fifth wheel trailer.
This event reminds me of a discussion I had recently. We were at the ferry landing and I saw
a guy named Karl Kruger who I’d been meaning to meet. He’s well-known on the island for
captaining sailboat charters, contracting and serious paddle board expeditions. This summer, he will attempt to cross the northwest passage (a 1,900 mile journey above Alaska and
Canada) on a standup paddle board. You can follow along on Instagram.
We talked for a bit and he asked about our story. Having recently discovered the guest
house, I told him I was in awe at how the pieces were lining up. He said something I’ll never
forget: “It’s crazy, this island. Once you decide you want to do something, it just opens up
for you.”
That was a sentiment we felt, but had never put into words. Orcas is a small place, but it’s
mostly inhabited by people from elsewhere who forged their own way. They hear stories
from newcomers like us and easily empathize. They’ve been there and have advice, resources and in some cases, a shoulder for commiseration. More than anything, they want to help
and with a possible house project on the horizon, that’s exactly what we needed.

Jul 9, 2019

The Builder
Issue #28

Drew in his natural habitat

John, our architect, emailed us with a worrying discovery. He said that the house we
planned to build to replace the Yurt might need to have a sprinkler system. Needless to say,
this was a shock.
The problem is that our road on Orcas Island doesn’t have infrastructure we took for granted in the city, like fire hydrants and city water that can help douse a house fire. To avoid installing a sprinkler system, a big fire truck needed to be able to turn around on our property.
To get over this hurdle, the county Fire Marshall needed to come out and take a look.
I expected, with a title like Fire Marshall, for the person to be a grizzled and close-to-retirement firefighter. To our surprise, he was a friendly, young guy who lives on the island. We
seemed to have things in common.
At the time, we were still in planning mode and very far from building a house. In fact, we
faced an uphill climb in the context of finding a builder on the island who was affordable
and available. We did some research and met with a few who were scheduling new projects
more than a year out. They all had good reputations and did nice work, but seemed to be
going through the motions. They were overwhelmed with demand and didn’t seem hungry
for business. We didn’t know where to turn. How do you find a good builder in a new place?
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The nexus of Orcas Island serendipity is the farmer’s market and it was there that we
crossed paths with the friendly Fire Marshall. We reintroduced ourselves, and chatted for
a bit. I learned his name is RJ and just before moving on, he invited us to see live music at
his barn that night. I was psyched to get an invite, if not a little anxious about appearing at a
party where we knew exactly one person.
That night we arrived, met RJ’s partner, Ali, in the house and eventually found a group of
people around a campfire along with an assortment of potluck dishes, a half keg of beer and
music emanating from the metal barn. As we made our way to the campfire, RJ saw us and
said to a friend, with a bit of surprise, “Hey - They came!”
He didn’t know, but we had recently committed to acting on this exact kind of situation.
Meeting people and becoming a part of a new community isn’t easy. It requires putting
yourself out there, accepting invitations and importantly, showing up.
After a few introductions by the campfire, we wandered around and tried not to look too
awkward. I chatted up a guy named Matt and eventually the conversation turned to our story. We told him about splitting our time between Seattle and Orcas, the Yurt, and our hope
to someday build a house on the same property. I told him that we were working on plans,
but still needed a builder.
After hearing our story, Matt smiled said, “Well, I’m a carpenter and work with a contractor
who builds custom homes.”
That get our attention. We expected him to follow that statement with something like, “But
we’re booked out until 2021.” But that didn’t happened. Matt said he was working for Drew
Reed and gave us his phone number. Drew would be happy to talk about a new project, he
said. I thought there must be a catch.
We talked to Matt a bit longer and something he said stuck with me. He liked working for
Drew and felt that he treated his employees well. That mattered to us.
Within a few days, Drew came to the Yurt to look at our plans and talk about his experience.
He was a contractor in California for many years. After moving to the island, he cranked up
his contracting business and had recently grown to have one of the bigger teams. He looked
at our plans and immediately saw the concept and the challenges we were likely to encounter. It was clear to us that he had experience in building homes like the one we were designing.
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Drew (left) and John (right)

We were cautiously optimistic. Working with a contractor means having a long term relationship that involves all the things that make a relationship work or not: constant decision
making, money, expectation setting and trust. If you don’t choose wisely, you could end up
in a messy and expensive divorce.
Being friendly isn’t enough to feel good about a long term relationship. With any builder,
the proof is in the building. To help, Drew took us on a tour of a few projects.
At one location, a team of about six workers were renovating a house and they seemed engaged and even happy. They joked with Drew like a peer instead of the boss. And it seemed
authentic.
Next we visited a house under construction and we got a glimpse of how he works with clients. He said, “I have a policy. If a decision needs to be made, I’ll tell you my opinion three
times. After that, the decision is yours.” It was clear that Drew has opinions about how to
build a house and that’s what we wanted.
Before long, Drew was our guy, in sentiment at least. Everyone we asked thought Drew
would be a solid choice and his work spoke for itself. We still had many hurdles and plenty
of relationships to form before we could actually work with him, but he seemed like our first
pick.
When we got down to specifics, Drew said he could start in a matter of months and would
be happy to provide an estimate once our plans were close to final. We came to call this estimate “the number” because of its outsized power. More than any other factor, the number
could set us back or even ruin our plans.
With the guest house available and a possible builder interested, the momentum seemed to
shift in our planning. It was like a window was opening that created a draft of fresh air. For
the first time, it seemed we could actually build the house rather than just look at plans and
dream.
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What we feared was the potential for the window to close before we could act. The guest
house could be taken by someone else. Drew could get new projects. The number could be
too big. If we waited too long, it could all fall apart and this put real pressure on us to keep
pushing.
Looking back, finding Drew and the guest house were only possible by showing up, shaking
hands and telling our story. By putting ourselves out there, we met the owners of the guest
house at a Christmas party. We accepted RJ’s offhand invite, which led to meeting Matt and
Drew. That doesn’t happen from the couch or even a computer screen. There’s no replacement for showing up.
And in the end, we didn’t need a sprinkler system. So that, too, was a win.

Jul 16, 2019

The Grinch on the Hill
Issue #29

Walking distance from our property on Orcas, there are a few roads that lead up into the
hills. When we were new to the island and still understanding how things worked, we decided to drive up into the these hidden neighborhoods, see what the properties were like and
get the lay of the land.
Like many neighborhoods on the island, the first one we explored had a nice sign with a creative and slightly pretentious name along with a small sign, that said “Private Road - Residents Only”. These signs are everywhere on the island, including on our road, but we had
been told to ignore them in the past when looking at vacant land. Being bona fide property
owners from just down the road, I figured we could do a little exploring.
The neighborhood on the hill is small, with maybe fifteen homes in all. Some are on the
roadside, some have long driveways that lead back to unknown quarters. Just off the main
road, we saw a small, moss covered sign that said “Wetland Trail” that had clearly been created by a neighborhood resident. This was the kind of thing we’d hoped to find; a new place
to explore.
Just after noticing the sign, we came upon a man and woman doing yard work and I asked
Sachi to stop the car. Being a neighbor, I thought I would introduce myself and ask about
the trail and if we might be able to walk through it. Surely this nice couple would be open to
helping a neighbor.
I knew something was off as soon as I made my way up the yard and got close enough to
see their faces, which were glum and cold. I said, in my friendliest small town tone, that my
name is Lee and I’m a neighbor. Still no smiles or waves. Not knowing what else to say, I
started to ask about the trail and before I could finish my sentence, the woman said sternly,
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“Where do you live?”
I said that I’m just one road away and that we recently bought property and her immediate
reaction was “So you’re NOT a neighbor. This is a private neighborhood and you need to
have permission to be here.” Her words had the air of a mean school teacher. Needless to
say, this put me on my heels.
I started to make nice and try to salvage some pride from the situation. But then I stopped.
It was clear that this was a dead end. I was on her private property. My attitude changed in
an instant.
Before she could finish the next sentence, I said “I see. Thank you and have a nice day.” and
walked away with a stunned look on my face. As I did, I noticed that the man with her, who
didn’t say a word, had a sly smile. It was like he had seen this all before. I ran face first into
the buzz saw and he couldn’t help but marvel at the awkwardness of the situation.
As I turned around, she immediately switched into neighbor mode, probably sensing that I
was offended. She started to tell me about the history of the wetland trail. Neighbors built
it in… whatever. To me, the conversation was over and I couldn’t get to the car fast enough.
Before getting in, I waved and said “thank you” and “have a good day” as if we’d just shared
tea and told stories. It felt like the only thing I could do was be an opposing force. I could be
nice, even if I knew that my every word dripped with sarcasm.
Once the car door closed, I sat back and took a deep breath as I recounted the event to
Sachi. The experience was so far from what I expected that I didn’t know how to process it.
Did I just stumble upon the grinch of Orcas Island?
This ended up being an important lesson for us both. First, we learned never to go into that
neighborhood. I now consider it haunted. More than that, we’ve come to understand how
private roads work on Orcas and what could have made that person so protective.
It starts with Orcas Island having a mix of public and private roads. The public roads are
managed by the county and virtually everything else is managed by citizens in the form of
homeowners associations. When we bought our property, we became members of a “road
and park” association, which has a board, annual dues, etc.
Our association has about twenty members who live on a few contiguous roads owned by
the association and not the county. They are private property and it’s up to the association
to maintain them. That’s a big reason we pay dues: to have nice roads and a means to make
collective decisions about the neighborhood.
It’s this issue of private property, associations and dues that caused the problem with the
woman on the hill. She was right. We should not have been on private property. We were
using roads she paid to maintain and if I fell and broke my leg on it, her association could
have some liability.
The same is true for our road, which has only a handful of houses. There is a very clear “Private Road - No Trespassing” sign at the beginning of it. My dues paid for that road and now,
I’ve become protective. When a stranger is spotted on the road, emails start flying. Who was
that? Do Lee and Sachi have friends in town? There is no reason a stranger should be there.
While private roads close the island to many, their forbidden nature does add a bit of mys-
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tery to the island experience. As we’ve made friends, we’ve been able to discover, bit-by-bit,
parts of the island that are intentionally hidden. With them as our hosts, we get glimpses
of neighborhoods and roads that few tourists ever get to see. A ramshackle sign and gravel
driveway can become a portal into a labyrinth of waterfront properties or houses perched on
the top of mountains. That’s part of the fun. A house party can be an opportunity to explore,
with permission.
Today, I can empathize with the grinch on the hill. She had a point. My experience with her
reminded me that there are people who want to make friends and there are people who just
want to be left alone. Apparently, I chose poorly. In recounting this story to our neighbors
we learned that she has a reputation among those in the area.
They said, “Oh, you went up that road? Most of them are really nice, but don’t go as far as
HER house. Yikes.”
From this event, I do take inspiration. If a friendly island resident shows up on my road
asking questions, I’m quite sure I would explain the situation and why roads are private. But
I’d also be nice about it. Is that so difficult?

Jul 23, 2019

The House Plans
Issue #30

I sometimes think of house plans like a plan for a dinner party meal. In the beginning, it’s
impossible to know how it will taste, or what it will cost to create. The best you can do is
imagine what you want and slowly plan it out, dish by dish, ingredient by ingredient, until
it starts to take shape. Only then, after the planning is mostly done, can you start to understand the likely cost, and how it all works together, or not.
Houses, while much more complex, aren’t that different. Before any ingredients or even
dishes are considered, there has to be a realistic vision of what’s possible. Are we serving tacos or filet mignon? We asked ourselves: in what sort of house could we imagine spending
the rest of our lives?
The first question was: could it be the Yurt? There was nothing to stop us from living in the
Yurt for many years. It kept us relatively warm and dry, but it also had issues. Even if we invested in updating it, we’d still be left with a small, inefficient and impractical home. It’s not
the kind of place that can be renovated into something significantly better. The ingredients
just weren’t there and the idea of living the rest of our lives inside of a circle did not seem all
that attractive.
So we tried to imagine a completely new house sitting in the same location as the Yurt. A
few things stood out. First, anything we built had to take advantage of the view. We imagined a house with glass doors facing west and a deck for entertaining.
Second, we saw room to spread out. The property is about 190 feet across and that meant
we could consider single story construction. We figures that, as we age, a single story might
come in handy.
Third, we didn’t need a large home. We imagined having three bedrooms and space that
could feed and entertain six people comfortably. Most of the entertaining would happen in a
“great room” that has a kitchen, living room and dining room in a single space.
Below is an early draft of the floor plan with the green circle indicating the Yurt’s footprint.
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I liked the idea of a house that looked nestled into the side of the hill and blended into the
natural setting with a dark exterior. We imagined the roof hanging over the deck to keep out
the rain and provide shade in the summer. In the pacific northwest, anything you can do to
extend the summer is a good investment.
Once we had a vision in place, we sat down with John, the architect, and started sketching
and brainstorming. In working with him on the Hunter House and now this project, we’ve
become even more trusting in his judgment.
The earliest versions of the plan were messy sketches that fleshed out possible shapes and
orientations.
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Over time, sketches became drawings and quickly, house plans. John began to arrive at
our house with huge rolls of paper tucked under his arm. We would sit at our bar and walk
through the latest versions and talk about anything that stood out, from window placement,
to bathroom layout, to where the grill will be. I looked forward to every meeting.
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Usually, we’d find things we wanted to change or improve and John would leave with notes.
The next meeting, he would arrive with thoughtful solutions to those problems and we’d
move to the next room or problem to solve.
For example, we spent time on the glass doors facing the view. Originally, we wanted the
doors to slide left-to-right, across the entire great room and disappear into a pocket on the
north side. It would have been so cool. But it would require custom doors and many extra
man hours. It was expensive, and also started to seem impractical.
We had to consider the reality of living where we do and understand that the doors would
be closed for most of the year. I began saying “We don’t live in Malibu.” as a way to remember that the house needs to be practical in a cooler, wetter climate. So instead, we planned
on four glass panels with the two middle ones opening to the north and south in sliding
glass door style.
This was just one ingredient of many and it was possible to understand the price in isolation. We could get a quote for the glass doors. But the doors were part of a structure supported by wood, steel and concrete. They’re part of a room with a floor and ceiling, a kitchen
and fireplace, all with their own lists of ingredients.
With such volume, it felt impossible to understand the cost of the dish we were designing,
much less the meal. The best we could do was try to be smart and efficient while hoping it
would all come together with a price tag we could afford.
By the time most of the project had been designed, it became clear that making it a reality
would require selling the Hunter House and moving out of Seattle. And it wasn’t a decision
we took lightly. In fact, we both agreed that the project had become a life goal, something
that set the stage for everything going forward. We were prepared to put everything into
making it happen.
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The first real milestone was to get a building permit. Within about six weeks, the permit was
granted and we were ready for Drew to take the plans and work with his subcontractors to
come up with price tags. He needed a few weeks to get the estimates together and we set a
date for the big reveal. The Number was coming.
In those weeks, we debated every day what it might take to build this house. In the best case
scenario, the cost would be less than we budgeted and we’d have money for furnishings or
landscaping. In the worst case, the entire project could come to a screeching halt. That’s the
nature of this kind of project. You never really know the cost of what you’re designing until
most of the design work is done. Our fingers were firmly crossed.

Jul 30, 2019

The Reveal of the Number
Issue #31

I couldn’t sit still. I paced around the Yurt as my mind raced. We had anticipated this moment for over a year and it was finally happening. Drew, the builder, was about to arrive
with his estimate for what the new house might cost. This was the number, the one piece of
data that had the potential to change our direction. It could help us kick off the project in a
matter of weeks, or be a setback with the potential to ruin our plans.
In preparing for this moment, we had completed a few basic calculations in our heads. Often, construction estimates come down to cost per square foot, and are highly dependent on
location. The conventional wisdom is that it can cost up to 20% more to build on the island,
in part, because of transportation costs.
Based on the square footage in our plans, we had a number in our heads. Our architect,
John, also had a number that was higher than ours, but not by much.
We met at 1pm on a Tuesday and I could feel the pressure build as the meeting got closer. In
the best case scenario, we could build the new house with the funds from selling our house
in Seattle. It would be like trading one for the other.
Drew arrived and immediately got down to business. He handed out copies of his estimate
in the form of a multi-page document full of line item details for nearly every part of the
project. In the weeks leading up to this moment, Drew had shared the building plans with
his sub-contractors and their estimates were now rolled up into his overall document. There
were specific numbers for framing, electrical, fireplace, labor and everything else.
As soon as the document slid into my view, I hesitated. I wondered to myself if it would be
rude to immediately turn to the final page and view the bottom line. In my mind, everything
else was details. I asked, “Is it OK if we go ahead and take a look at the bottom line?” Drew
said, “Sure…” and I pulled back the final page. There at the bottom was the number we had
anticipated for over a year. And I couldn’t believe my eyes. I tried to play it cool and laid the
closed document on the table and picked it up again, like some kind of analog reboot. Surely, I had looked at the wrong page. Maybe I missed a decimal place. I looked again. Nope,
the same number was there and it was orders of magnitude more than we expected.
As I tried to stay composed, my heart raced and sank at the same time. It felt like the dream
was suddenly dead and I was looking at the culprit on the page in front of me. Any thoughts
of trading homes were squashed and we were now in “is this even possible?” territory.
I looked over to Sachi who appeared calm and collected, as always. In her mind, the number
was bigger than expected, but made of individual parts that all had their own numbers. Her
first reaction was to study the estimate, line-by-line and try to figure out what caused the
number to be so high.
Leading up to the meeting, we had brainstormed questions for Drew and I had them on my
phone. After taking a cursory look at the estimate, Sachi prompted me to go through the
questions and my immediate reaction was to look at the questions and think to myself, “It’s
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all moot. None of these questions matter anymore. This is a waste of time.” In my mind,
that list of questions about the project might as well have been a lunch order. Until we addressed the bottom line staring us all in the face, nothing else mattered.
For the first time, we were confronted with the reality that we’d spent over a year planning
a project that we might never see happen. None of us expected to see such a big number,
including Drew, and we all felt the shock. It was heartbreaking.
Eventually, I asked the obvious question: “If you were in our shoes, what would you change
to bring down costs?” Drew was prepared for this question and had a list of the most costly
parts of the design. As a group, we went through his list and documented a handful of other
items that could be changed or delayed. For example, solar panels could wait. We could use
a heat pump instead of expensive in-floor hydronic heating.
A big part of the cost was in the design. We had designed the best house we could imagine
and those choices, from a high level, were more expensive than we understood. These were
things integrated into every part of the house, like insulation, concrete, and steel. Reducing them wasn’t as easy as choosing a different building material. Making the house more
affordable could mean rethinking and possibly reducing the entire design.
For example, we imagined having a roof that hung over the deck without obstructing the
view. To make this work, the roof overhang was designed to be a cantilever that didn’t need
supporting posts. On paper, it was obviously the best way to design the west side of the
house.
Unfortunately, we were dealing with more than just the roof design. The location of the
house, the one thing that could not change, meant that our engineers had to account for
weather and specifically, wind. The structure needed to withstand 125 knot (144 mph)
winds. That nice cantilevered roof overhang, in the right conditions, could become a sail
and rip the roof off the house. Keeping it in place required steel beams in the roof and other
supports that raised that overall number.
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After an hour of discussion, I could feel the tension. We had come so close to making it all
happen. We had a property, a builder, a place to stay during construction, a full set of plans
and a building permit. And with the number now in place, it was up to us. Was the project
going to happen or not? We agreed to take some time to decide our next move. As Drew left
the Yurt, I could tell he wasn’t betting on us moving forward.
John’s ferry to the mainland didn’t leave for a couple of hours and we had time to talk
through the options. He made a list of items to discuss with the engineers who made decisions about the house’s structure. He said he had ideas for what he called “value engineering”, which means engineering with a priority on lowering costs. This was a new term to me
and I wondered why there is any other kind.
Throughout these discussions, I was still reeling and feeling exhausted. I wanted to go into
the bedroom, get under the covers and hide. As Sachi drove John to the ferry terminal and I
had some time alone to run through what we could do. Selling our house in Seattle wouldn’t
be enough and we had to adapt to the idea that might include serious debt.
I knew that Sachi would have a positive spin on the situation. Unlike me, she is not easily
discouraged. Upon her return, I saw someone who was full of ideas for how to proceed. In
her view, this was simply a challenge to overcome. We’d have to make sacrifices, take risks,
work harder and devote more time, but the dream was still in reach. Her confidence inspired me and I needed it.
As I tossed and turned in bed that night, I thought about all the times we’d taken risks in the
past. We always seemed to plan projects just beyond the edge of comfort and usually found
ways to make them work. It felt like we couldn’t let the number stand in our way.
I imagined looking back from ten years in the future and wondering how I’d feel about the
risks and potential of today. Would we regret the sacrifices and costs it would require to
build the house we designed? Or, would we regret making changes to the design to make it
more affordable? There were no easy answers, but one thing seemed clear: having come so
far and there had to be a way to make it work.

Aug 6, 2019

The Path Forward
Issue #32

Simplifying

After a year of planning and dreaming, it was clear that something had to change. We
couldn’t afford to build the house we designed. The estimate was just too high and it still
had holes that represented additional expenses we would eventually encounter.
Along with all the practical roadblocks, I was feeling emotional ones. We’d worked so carefully to not only complete the design, but to line everything up to support the project. Drew
was holding a spot for us on his schedule. The guest house was ready. The plans were complete. If we dilly-dallied too much, we’d miss those opportunities and be taking a significant
step backward. This put pressure on us both to make it work.
Initially, we looked at possible options, including a construction loan, and considered delaying the whole project for a year or two. A delay seemed to open up more risk in the form of
increasing construction costs, changing interest rates, lost opportunities, etc.
What we didn’t discuss was changing the design in significant ways. Like the project itself,
the plans were not just a plan, but a combination of smaller, independent plans, all wrapped
up into an overarching one. Those included a storm water plan, a geology report and structural engineering. Changes to the house plans would create an expensive ripple effect impacting all the smaller ones. And more extensive changes meant bigger ripples.
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After the meeting where the number was revealed, John, the architect, immediately got to
work on identifying ways to bring down costs. He found he could remove steel from the
deck and worked with the engineers to simplify structures. His goal at the time was to maintain the current design and footprint of the house. It was encouraging to see progress, but
the scale of these changes seemed too small to us. They would likely save money, but for the
project to be affordable, we needed to think much bigger.
For a couple of days, I had been mulling an idea. We had designed a house that was unique
and relatively expensive. Simpler houses on the island were being built for much less per
square foot. Could we be happy with a house that is more like those? While I knew it wasn’t
practical to start over, I started to consider large, fundamental changes. Rather than tinkering in the margins, what if we looked at changing big chunks of the design?
Initially, Sachi pushed back. She felt it was tantamount to giving up on the dream. From
her perspective, we’d done everything we could to make this our forever house and we just
needed to push harder to make it work. We couldn’t trade a year of thoughtful design for
something inferior.
I expected this reaction. Sachi is one of toughest people I know when it comes to getting
things done. She has a deep well of confidence and ambition. If something is in her way, she
will apply everything she has to overcome it through sheer force of will. For her, the number
was a barrier, but one that could fall with an acceptance of risk, sacrifice and hard work.
With her so convinced, I knew compromise wasn’t going to be easy. But I kept pushing. I
assured her that I didn’t want to design a new house. In fact, there were parts of the house
that absolutely could not change, like the unobstructed view of the water. I told her that I
just wanted to think much bigger in terms of the scale of the changes.
In what I think was a turning point, I asked her to imagine going to John with a challenge.
Instead of focusing on relatively small “value engineering” changes, what if we told him we
needed to reduce overall costs by 25%? How would that work?
Before long, we were in agreement and started to think through the implications. We’d have
to be prepared for the house to be a bit smaller and simpler. The changes would require us
to pay for new rounds of design and engineering. We’d need to go through a building permit
revision and push out the start date for the construction. It would be added cost, but in relation to the expected savings, it made sense and seemed like the responsible direction.
So that’s what we did. We met with John and told him we were prepared for major changes to the design and that we wanted to reduce costs by 25% or more. We told him that the
view was the priority, but everything else could change. Further, the design changes had to
happen quickly, as we might miss our window for construction this year. John accepted the
challenge.
This was a turning point in the project. We were, to some degree, starting over. Within days,
John arrived at our house with the familiar rolls of plans under his arm and more ideas to
discuss. What I love about this process is that John doesn’t just show up with ideas that fit
with our requirements. He gets excited and says, “OK, now look at this, it’s going to be SO
COOL.” When he’s excited, we’re excited.
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In this new phase of the project, however, the excitement was different. Previously, we were
excited about the overall design and how awesome it was becoming. Now the excitement
was about how much money we could save while also having a design we loved. That was
the true power of having the estimate in hand. It contained line items for concrete, steel,
deck material, ceiling material, flooring, labor, etc. We could look at it and say, “Let’s take
out as much concrete as possible” or “Let’s simplify the deck” knowing it would save money.
Before long, we had recovered from the shock of the estimate and felt that we were doing
everything possible to make it work. We were delaying expensive line items like solar panels
and landscaping, choosing more affordable options for heating and air and using wood instead of steel. Even with all these changes, we’d still need a construction loan, but hopefully
a smaller one.
What we didn’t have was extra time. In the northwest, the weather is dry through the summer. Then, winter storms arrive in late October and bring near constant rain and bouts of
windstorms that last for months. Every builder tries to start new projects early enough to
get a roof on the building before the rain arrives. For our project, that window of time was
closing with each day that passed and we all felt the pressure. The house needed to be ready
for rain.
We were faced with a now familiar feeling. To get the project started in time, the new puzzle
pieces had to line up just right and now, as quickly as possible.

Aug 13, 2019

A More Affordable Design
Issue #33

There’s an old saying from a marketing pioneer named John Wanamaker that goes like this:
Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.
With our house project, we faced a similar issue. We needed to reduce costs by at least 25%
and didn’t know which 25% to change. But we did have some hunches, thanks to having an
estimate in hand.
We started with an agreement about what parts of the design couldn’t change. When we
first challenged John, the architect, to reduce overall costs, we told him we would not compromise on the view and we were all in agreement. Our attachment to this part of the design
was, in part, personal.
Usually, when a house has a view, there is a deck with a railing. The railing tends to obstruct
the view, but it has to be there. Some homeowners use glass panels to make it less obvious.
Still, when you’re sitting on the deck, the railing is in the way.
This is especially true in our design. Most of our time would be spent in the “great room”
which has a kitchen, living space and dining space. The west wall of the room faces the water and will be floor to ceiling glass doors. The view through those doors is the one feature
we had to get right.
Early in planning, Sachi decided there must be some way to hide the railings and maximize
the view. Being 250 above sea level, we would look downward, through the railings, to the
water.
The solution she proposed was a two level deck. The upper deck would be level with the
house’s floor. That deck would extend out, and then drop 30 inches, which, according to
county building code, doesn’t require a railing. Then, the lower deck would sport the required railings. Stairs on both ends of the upper deck would provide access to the lower
deck.
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A lower deck hides the railings

This means the railings would be mostly hidden and create what we call an “infinity deck”
view from the house. Drew, the builder, said it was a bit more expensive to build the deck
that way, but we knew it was worth it.

The view from the interior, without railings

With the view issue settled, we could think bigger.
The entire north side of the house was designed to be cantilevered, meaning it extended
from the side of the house with no support aside from costly steel beams inside the structure. Architecturally, it was a beautiful part of the design, but was it required? No.
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Originally, we considered the north side of the house to be guest quarters, with two bedrooms, a full bath and a powder room off the great room. Did we require so many rooms on
the expensive side of the house? No.
Further, the house included a basement with walls made of concrete. In some places, the
concrete wall was over twenty feet high. It was a good use of space, but was a basement
required? No.

The original plan

Bottom line: the square footage, cantilever and basement on the north side of the house
were expensive and not required. Here’s what we did to change them:
Instead of two bedrooms and two baths on that side, we decided to have only one bedroom
and bath, which reduced square footage. We made up for the missing bedroom by enlarging
the office on the other side of the house so it could become a bedroom when needed. The
powder room was moved near the office/bedroom.
Further, we decided we could do without the basement (and all that concrete) and the cool
cantilever, with its steel. Instead, we would use posts and something called a “moment
frame”, which looks like a soccer goal, to support the house on the north side. This new approach meant we could use approximately 55% less concrete.
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The new plan

This was the kind of compromise we had to make. No basement was fine. We have a garage.
The bedrooms and baths were accounted for. The cantilevered design would be less remarkable, but the moment frame could still be beautiful.
The next big change was to simplify the overall design of the house and reduce the square
footage. We loved the original footprint of the house and shape of the deck, but it was not
conventional and was more expensive to build than a house with convenient right angles.
You can see the difference below.

Simpler and hopefully more affordable

For these sorts of changes, you have to take it on faith that reducing the size and shape
of the deck, for instance, will help. That’s because the deck is part of a bigger picture that
includes changes to the roofline, the engineering of the posts that support it and more. Less
square footage and a simpler design should mean fewer materials, labor hours, etc.
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As we worked through this process, crucial time was passing. We set dates a couple of
months into the future as the start date for the project. If we hit the mark, we could probably get a roof on the house before the winter storms arrive. Probably.
The scale of the changes meant going back through processes we thought were final. For a
second time, we finalized new plans and handed them to structural engineers for new calculations and specifications. With their work done, we could apply for a revised building
permit.
Slowly but surely, everything started to look promising. We were spending more time and
money to redesign the house, but with the savings it produced, it seemed like a great investment. I felt confident that, in challenging John to save 25%, we’d been responsible and
resourceful.
The reality, however, was that we wouldn’t know the full extent of the savings until the
house was already underway. There wasn’t enough time. We just had to hope our decisions
were the right ones.
As the process moved closer and closer to the start date, it began to dawn on me that soon,
our beloved Yurt shaped house would be gone. Once the demolition commenced, there was
no going back. Living on Orcas Island for the long term would require finishing the new
house.

Aug 20, 2019

Why Orcas Island? Why now?
Issue #34

Answering the question, “Why Orcas Island?” isn’t as easy as it sounds. Within that question are bigger questions like, “Why move?” and “Why move to an island?” along with
smaller ones like, “Why Orcas, specifically?”
We’ll start with the former.
I think a lot about where our happiness originates and what we can do to keep it flowing.
Over our many years together, Sachi and I have become accustomed to changing our lives
(and our business) to support what matters to us and what we believe will make us happy.
At heart, our move to Orcas Island is a change that we hope sets the stage for future happiness.
While acquiring property and eventually moving to Orcas seemed to happen quickly, it felt
like it was a long time coming. As we both approached our forties, our perception of city
living started to change in ways large and small.
Access to nature and the great outdoors is one of the reasons people move to Seattle and it
was something we valued. We love being able to drive a short distance and find ourselves
floating in the ocean or a lake, climbing a mountain peak or stepping deep into the forest.
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In recent years, we’d spend a few days without leaving our home office and say, “Let’s go for
a hike!”, which seemed simple enough. But then, we’d think about rush hour traffic leaving
town and how to avoid it. We’d choose times and locations to avoid crowds.
And it wasn’t just the outdoors. An evening out might include more traffic, finding (and
paying for) parking, shuffling through elevators and escalators, crowded trains, standing
in lines, etc. These things aren’t new, or unique to Seattle, but our perception of them was
changing. We found ourselves choosing to tune out and stay in more and more.
As much as we love the city, we longed for something different. We imagined living in a
smaller place, with fewer people, that still offered access to the outdoors, good food and
some of the amenities we enjoy. We imagined being more self-sufficient and finding happiness in simpler pleasures on a day-to-day basis.
Further, aside from connections to our friends and neighbors, we had no formal ties to Seattle, like corporate jobs or kids in school. We started to ask: what’s next?
Looking back, there was never a time when one of us said, “We should move to an island!”
but I now believe it was inevitable. Sachi, having grown up in Hawaii, has island living in
her DNA and has always imagined a return to that life.
In fact, on our first weekend trip away together, we went to Orcas Island. There, by a
beachside fire pit, she told me that she would someday live on Orcas. At the time, I’m sure I
just smiled. Sure you will. That was nearly twenty years ago.
Below is what Sachi posted to Instagram the day we officially moved to the island.
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Living on an island has always been a romantic notion in my mind, but not one I thought
would become a reality. It was never even real enough for me to consider, before the move,
the trade-offs and consequences.
For example, Orcas is not big enough to be fully self-sustaining. Most of the island’s population depends on boats that bring supplies like fuel and groceries. This begs the question:
what happens if the boats stop coming? You can’t just drive to the next town. This reality
has bred a culture of preparation and self sufficiency into Orcas that wasn’t obvious early
on.
The price of this isolation is also true for healthcare. The island has family doctors, a dentist, optometrist, vet, etc. But if you need anything specialized, or if something serious happens, getting to a hospital can be a trial. That’s why many people, including us, have airlift
insurance.
And some of the retail conveniences of city life are scarce. In Seattle, we could walk to grocery stores and coffee shops. We now drive at least 15 minutes to reach them, when they’re
open.
In the winter, much of the island has limited hours or shuts down along with the tourist
industry. When the long, wet winter arrives, residents convert to a cozy interior lifestyle. As
they say… in summer, it’s Orcapulco, in winter, it’s Orcatraz.
But, it’s a trade-off. We were prepared to deal with whatever came our way because we were
seeking change. We knew it wouldn’t be all rainbows and unicorns and that’s part of the fun.
Within months of getting the Yurt, we were driving back from a hike with our friend, Tony,
who asked, “Why Orcas Island, not another island?” It was a perfectly reasonable question,
but not one that I had actually considered myself. To us, Orcas seemed like a given.
Today, two years later, I stand by most of my response. I told him that we had always loved
the island and that Orcas checked more boxes than any island we’d found.
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It has a combination of natural beauty that is spread across mountain peaks, hiking trails,
lazy lakes, rural farms and rocky coastlines that are just a few minutes away.
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The View from Mount Constitution (2,400ft)

Moran State Park
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There are no chain stores (aside from a bank), no stoplights and traffic only appears when
the ferry arrives. Most businesses are owned and run by people who live on the island.

Buck Bay Shellfish

It sometimes seems like there are more boats than cars and thankfully, the waterways stay
traffic free.
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Deer Harbor

And seeing wild animals is as easy as taking a walk by the water or paddling into the Salish
Sea.

An upside down harbor seal

142

Why Orcas Island? Why now?

Orcas has four airports (one on land), and remarkable restaurants and bars that rival any in
the city. All in 55 square miles and a few thousand people.
But there is something else about the island that is difficult to define. Over and over, a single word appears on social media in reference to the island: magical. Our friend (and Ready
for Rain reader) Carter recently used it to describe his visit.

Soon after we moved, we had a short conversation with a friendly server over lunch and she
said something I think about often. She said, “Something I love about Orcas is that it’s a
small, rural place, but it has an open mind.”
Coming from Seattle, that felt like what we wanted. And she was right. A few nights ago, we
attended a Dolly Parton-themed drag show in a tiny craft cocktail bar called The Barnacle.
That kind of event doesn’t happen in many small towns. Maybe that’s part of the magic?
Amenities aside, there is one factor that mattered above all others: being a part of a community. One of my biggest worries in moving to Orcas was not finding people like us. This,
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we knew, was one of the most important sources of our long term happiness and without it,
we may not last. I started to ask about it and everyone said the same thing: your community
is here. It’s instant. You’ll find it or it will find you. Today, I am amazed at the accuracy of
those words. Our social lives are fuller than we ever expected.
Orcas Island continues to feel like a launch pad for the new life we were seeking. The tradeoffs seem minor compared to the possibilities. Now that we’re two years into the adventure
and knee deep into a house project, I can only say that we have zero regrets. We are more
convinced than ever that Orcas is the place for us.
Once we have the house done, we imagine executing the idea that first drove all the change.
We’ll be in a place, both geographically and in our lives, where we can live a new kind of life,
at island speed.

Aug 27, 2019

Goodbye to the Yurt
Issue #35

There was no way around it. To build the new house, our yurt-shaped house on Orcas Island
had to go, and this weighed on my mind more than I expected. Sure, I had grown to love it
and we’d made memories there, but that didn’t bother me. What I felt was a sense of finality.
Throughout the planning process, there was always an escape hatch. We could simply decide not to build and make the Yurt our home on Orcas. The plans were just that, plans. By
moving out and demolishing the Yurt, the hatch would be sealed and we’d be locked into the
house project.
As this lingered in my mind, Sachi was predictably undeterred. From her perspective, we
would make the project work, one way or another, and the clock was ticking. The second
guessing was a sideshow. Her confidence helped me over the hump and soon enough, the
demise of the Yurt became inevitable. Always forward.

The Yurt, days before demolition

144

Goodbye to the Yurt

145

Before demolition could commence, we had to move out. This was move #2 in a matter of
months. After moving nearly everything from Seattle to the Yurt, we now had to figure out
how to fit it all in the guest house that would be our home for another year or more. Thankfully, Sachi was born to move and planned storage for every square foot of the guest house.

The guest house move

I’ve found that moving is like a filter. Every time I do it, some things make it through and
others don’t. This is especially true when moving to smaller and smaller places. In this
journey, we moved from a 3500 sq/ft house in the city to a 1500 sq/ft Yurt shaped house to
a 500 sq/ft guest house. To make those transitions work, something had to give. And ultimately, giving is what we did. Our filter left a number of items at the Yurt that were up-forgrabs.
Leading up to the demolition, the island ethos of squeezing value out of everything possible
had started to become a larger part of my perspective. While not the finest of specimens,
the Yurt did have value and it became a goal to keep as much of that value on the island as
we could. Anything that went to a home on Orcas was something we didn’t have to pay to
remove, which added to our motivation.
To start the process, Drew contacted a few people to let them know it was now a salvage
project. The washer and dryer, couches, a mattress, mirrors, various hardware and more,
went to good homes. This included our 1985 Blaze King wood stove, which I was happy to
see start a new life.
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The Blaze King

The only thing I needed was the name plate.
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One person spent a weekend taking apart the garage and salvaging cedar shingles and wood
decking from the ceiling. He also cut out a few big beams from the house and created a neat
pile at the edge of our property.

While we gave away what we could, we salvaged a few things for future projects. For example, we liked the idea of saving the windows and sliding glass doors and using them to build
a greenhouse at a later date. We also salvaged the hog wire from the deck railings for use in
the garden.
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Windows for future use

With the Yurt stripped, we considered if it could be moved or disassembled for reuse. Some
houses can be cut in half and moved on a truck or barge. A few people came through to take
a look and decided it would be nearly impossible. The whole structure was held together by
a metal cable, kind of like the ring around a barrel. Once the cable was snapped, the whole
structure loses integrity and would eventually collapse. Further, the building was designed
to sit on an unfinished basement that couldn’t be moved.
Over ten days, the Yurt became a shell of itself and that became apparent the first time we
departed without locking the door. It wasn’t ours anymore. It had a gaping hole in the ceiling from the wood stove, missing windows and doors, no railings on the deck and no life. It
felt depleted and abandoned, which was a sign we’d done what we could.
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Where the Blaze King lived since 1985

Within minutes of the deer fence coming down, the deer decided to move in to devour all
the tasty plants they had watched grow from the outside. The property was theirs, once
again.
I’ll never forget the last afternoon we spent at the Yurt on the day before demolition began.
We sat on the deck with a couple of ciders, with our legs hanging over the edge where railings used to be, and tried to soak up what we could from the experience. We looked out over
the water knowing that it was something we’d never experience again, in that configuration.
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The Yurt-shaped house that came into our lives two years before was about to breathe its
last breath. The next day, it would all go away and once again, we’d be moving forward,
always forward.

Sep 3, 2019

The Demolition
Issue #36

In the James Cameron movie Avatar, soldiers use something called an Amplified Mobility
Platform suit or AMP suit. It’s a huge, powerful robot that’s controlled by a human who sits
inside the machine. It can move around like a human, control weapons and lift heavy objects.
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AMP suits are mostly science fiction, but I can’t help but think that excavators, like the
machine that demolished the Yurt, are the closest thing we have to those suits. With a small
move of the wrist, a human can wield a 30,000 pound beast to demolish a wall, lift a 30 foot
log, or break through rocks. Excavators feel impossibly powerful to me and I figured I’d just
have to watch from afar.
Then, just as the garage demolition started, Drew asked if I wanted to take the excavator for
a spin. He didn’t have to ask twice. I got in and he showed me a few of the controls, which
felt like using a giant video game controller. I could swivel back and forth, extend the arm
and move the bucket. It was easy to see how quickly the controls could feel like second nature. Soon enough, I asked Sachi to record a video as I smashed the garage. For a moment, I
was twelve years old again.
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Yours Truly at the Controls

I had been anticipating this day for weeks. After so many months of planning, the real work
was beginning and I wanted to make the most of it. I imagined having a way to capture both
photos and video of the entire project, starting with the demolition. What I needed was another bit of science fiction in the real world: a little drone called a DJI Spark.
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As you’ll soon see, the drone is making Ready for Rain a more multi-media experience,
complete with a new YouTube channel.
With the drone ready and the real operators at the helm, the proper demolition could begin,
starting with the garage. Before we knew it, the building was a pile of rubble.
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The main event was the destruction of the main house and Drew did the honors. For the
videos to come out the way I wanted, we had to work as a team; him behind the machine
and me piloting the drone. After a quick thumbs up, the southern end of the roof was the
first to go.
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Next was the main house and the moment the claw of the excavator crushed the ceiling, I
thought to myself that there’s no going back. In an instant, the Yurt, our home, officially
became unlivable.

Before the main house could come all the way down, the metal cable that encircled the entire structure needed to be broken. From there, the main house went quickly.

The cable that held The Yurt together
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Eventually Drew handed control over to an operator to finish the job. Over a number of
days, the property became more apocalyptic in appearance and hazardous in practice. Broken glass, insulation, shattered wood, and random refuse was everywhere.

I started to see that breaking down walls was a small part of the process. A lot of the time is
spent making piles and crushing the piles into small bits that could fit into the succession of
container-sized dumpsters that appeared on the property. Dumpster by dumpster, the Yurt
disappeared.
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And of course the always-present deer had to inspect the wreckage.

The Demolition

Within a week the house was gone and all that remained was the circular foundation.
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Soon enough, it too disappeared, and the property became devoid of nearly any trace of the
Yurt.

The entire building was hauled off over the course of a week and it was hard not to feel a
little nostalgic. We owned the Yurt for just under two years. It was our second place for a
while and allowed us to sink our teeth into the island and formulate a plan for moving.

The Demolition
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But more than that, it was a place to be with friends and family. Even though it lacked interior privacy, it performed admirably over weekends and holidays when visitors would arrive
from Seattle and elsewhere.

One of the traditions we started was marking peoples’ height on the wall, along with their
name and the date they visited. All that was required was an overnight stay.
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Over time, it became a list of friends and family who experience the Yurt in all its glory. No
one will ever sleep in the Yurt again, but we’ll always have memories of its strange shape,
odd fixtures and 1980s style . It was our yurt-shaped house on Orcas Island.

Sep 10, 2019

Trees, Wood, and Fire
Issue #37

The first time I visited Washington State, I became a little disillusioned. My friend, Chris,
and I drove north from Portland through the Olympic Peninsula, which is a drive full of natural wonders, especially for a young guy from North Carolina. What I remember most was
the trees. Huge stands of evergreens crept right up to the coast, where they met a turbulent
ocean full of giant rocks called sea stacks.
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Sea Stacks

I’d never seen trees that tall, much less on the coast. Looking back, it was a scene that felt
like a movie.

Trees, Wood, and Fire
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The disillusionment came as we drove inland, away from the coast and into logging country.
There are few landscapes that look more bleak than a recently cut forest and I came face
to face with miles of of it. My first reaction was sadness and disappointment. I wanted the
western side of Washington to be the lush and green place from my imagination.

A few years later, I moved to Seattle and started to understand more about the logging and
timber industry. Specifically, I came to see managed forests as large and long-lived crops
that are a renewable resource and a significant part of the local economy. What I saw on
that trip was part of the harvesting and replanting process.
Over time, I developed a fascination with the trees of the pacific northwest and especially
Douglas Firs which are found all over western Washington.
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Douglas Firs Lit by Afternoon Sun

Once you become familiar with their shape, they appear everywhere, including countless
tattoos, the license plate of Oregon and the flag of Cascadia. Sachi has picked on me for
years about always wanting trees on my shirts, hats and walls. It’s kind of a thing for me.

Trees, Wood, and Fire
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In moving to Orcas Island, we found ourselves in a place covered in firs that are both beautiful and an essential element of self-sufficiency. Over our first winter, we noticed that nearly every house we visited featured a wood burning stove or fireplace, along with a carefully
built stack of wood.
Before long we had our own stack of wood and fired up our Blaze King wood stove on winter
nights. I was the fire master and loved the process of building and tending the fire. I loved
the warmth, which felt different from the hot air that flowed through the vents from a heat
pump. It was like my skin evolved to respond to that kind of warmth and there was nothing
else like it.
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When spring rolled around, I missed having the fire and realized something about our plans
for the new house. We had a gas fireplace in the city which ignited with the push of a button,
and planned to have a similar model in the new house. It was so clean and easy.
Having burned wood for the winter, gas just didn’t seem right. I started to feel the new
house needed a wood burning fireplace instead. Sure, it would be more maintenance and
take time to manage, but that was part of the experience. Dealing with wood and building
fires, in my view, seemed like a great use of time. Besides, the other option was to use expensive propane from a tank on the property. I preferred the wood.
Seeing smoke rising from chimneys made me wonder if burning wood is friendly to the
environment. I worried that we’d build a fireplace and then, ten years later, regret it when
wood seemed irresponsible. A bit of research soothed my worry.
In terms of efficiency, it’s true that fireplaces are not the best heat sources. They produce
warmth, but are mostly for aesthetics. A room with a roaring fire feels and smells like home
and that’s what we wanted. Our house will be heated on a day-to-day basis through more
efficient means.
The reality of burning wood in terms of carbon dioxide is fascinating. As a tree grows, it
absorbs carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and carbon from the soil. When the tree dies
naturally and decays in the forest, the carbon it absorbed is released. In burning wood, that
same carbon is also released, so it’s similar to what would naturally happen in the forest.
Burning wood doesn’t create new CO2 and is considered by many to be carbon neutral
[source]. Burning wood can cause air quality issues, but the population in our area is low
enough for it not to be a problem.
Long story short, I won’t feel irresponsible for burning wood in our fireplace. And that’s
fortuitous, because it’s becoming clear that wood is something we’re likely to have for years
to come.
The area surrounding the Yurt is home to a couple of large Douglas Firs and I fell in love
the first time I saw them. It made me happy to think about these big trees being my trees. I
imagined lighting them at night and making them part of the experience of the new house.
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As the layout and position of the house became clearer, the trees started to become an issue.
I was adamant, for a while, that the trees had to stay. But the reality was they needed to be
taken down. They were too close to the house and represented a hazard. A single branch
could do serious damage, which we saw firsthand after one windy winter night at the Yurt.
We asked an arborist to take a look and he said the trees were a risk and that building so
close to them could slowly kill them and make removal even more expensive and difficult.
He and others also said the trees were “gnarly” and not good candidates for lumber.
Over time, I came to terms with the idea that the trees, my favorite Douglas Firs, had to go.
Thankfully, they were a small part of a forest on the property.
After the Yurt was removed, there was room for the trees to fall and I was excited to learn
how it all worked. Basically, the excavator holds the tree while another person cuts through
it. When it’s ready, the excavator simply pushes it over.
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Of course, I had to get footage from the drone.

Then, a person walked down each trunk, cut off all the branches and cut each tree into sections that were moved into a pile by the excavator, which is where they are today.
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Before the wood can be used, it needs to cure for a year or so. Then, we can save some for
projects and turn much of it into firewood.
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I like the idea of the trees from our property keeping us and fellow islanders warm for winters to come. I dream of cold rainy nights with the fire roaring. I look forward to stepping
outside and hearing the sound of wind breezing through the evergreens by the house and
feeling like I finally live amongst them. My trees.

Sep 17, 2019

Seafaring with “Short Story”
Issue #38

It seemed like everywhere we went on Orcas Island, people who learned we were new residents asked the same question: Do you have a boat yet? For a while we just smiled and said
that we hoped to someday. With so many plans for the house project, a boat seemed out of
reach.
These questions mostly came from long time residents who saw, in us, an opportunity to
share something they valued about living on Orcas. Not having a boat in the San Juans was
akin to living at a ski resort and not having skis, they seemed to say. People come from all
over to boat and sail the San Juans in the summer, why not us?
Like so many experiences we’ve had here, boating found us. Our neighbor, Grant, (of potluck fame) texted me during our first summer on the island with an idea. He had recently
purchased two boats, an older, smaller one and a larger, newer one and didn’t want both.
He said that if we were interested, he’d sell us the smaller one, a 25 year old Boston Whaler,
for what he paid.
It seemed like an amazing offer, but at first, it didn’t seem possible. We had other priorities.
But the more we talked about it, the more it seemed like a gift. We didn’t have to shop, or
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haggle. We could work with a person we trusted and it seemed the kind of opportunity that
doesn’t come along very often. Our minds opened, just a bit more.
The idea of having a boat reminded me of a sign that used to hang at our family lake house
in North Carolina. It said “A boat is a hole in the water into which you pour money.” The
expense of having a boat doesn’t stop when you acquire it. It requires gas, moorage, maintenance and more. Did we really want to take on that expense?
Within a couple of days we met Grant and took our first look at the boat. The first thing we
noticed was the name. Emblazoned on both sides of the boat, in a design we’d never choose,
were the words “Short Story”, and we both couldn’t believe how apt it was. For over a decade, short stories, in the form of educational videos, have been how we supported ourselves. It was kismet.

Short Story was 15 feet long, with a center console, bench seat for two and enough room for
two additional people. It had an older 55hp Suzuki outboard engine and a gas tank that held
12 gallons of gas. It wore it’s age with grace and seemed to be in working order, unless you
needed a working gas gauge, horn, running lights, etc.
Grant, always a helpful soul, took it upon himself to install a new battery and do some other
maintenance before handing it over. For us, it was perfect and easy to get up to coast guard
standards. Within a couple of weeks, it was ours.

Seafaring with “Short Story”
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What made the idea work was our proximity to two marinas, only minutes away, in Deer
Harbor. Most people moor boats in the summer and store them in the winter and that was
our plan. By the end of July in our first summer, Short Story had a spot in a marina and we
became slightly more seafaring people.

Our marina in Deer Harbor
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Having grown up around ski boats, I was comfortable on Short Story and ready for exploration. It was small and easy to drive. What I discovered is that Sachi and I were not on the
same page when it came to where we could go and what we could do on the boat. Having
grown up in Hawaii, a respect for the ocean was drilled into her from a young age. Her love
of being on the water and exploring with Short Story was balanced with a consciousness of
the very real risks.
Boating in the San Juans is notoriously dangerous. While it may sometimes look like a lake
from the surface, danger lurks below in the form of reefs and sea mounts that come out of
nowhere. Without proper equipment and/or tide charts, it’s easy to run aground. Further,
the water is cold enough to cause hypothermia any time of year and the currents can be
strong enough to overcome small engines. Boating in the San Juans is not to be taken lightly.
On one of our first trips out on the boat, we were with our friends, Darren and Julie. Prior to
striking out, we didn’t discuss where we’d go. I figured we’d just explore and make it up as
we went along; I was in lake mode.
After leaving the harbor, we entered the wide and rough channel to get a water view of the
Yurt before crossing the channel to get a closer look at Waldron Island. I didn’t know it at
the time, but this was a formative experience for Sachi. From her perspective, I was being
reckless. She saw risk in my careless attitude and looking back, I can see why. We didn’t
have a plan. We didn’t know the area. The waves tossed Short Story around more than expected.
We made it back across the channel safely, but that trip set the tone for the rest of our
boating and specifically, my perspective. For us to be a team, I needed to show more respect
for the situation and surroundings. I needed to account for weather and tides and charts.
I needed to listen more and work with Sachi to understand how our seafaring adventures
could be more fun and less stressful.
The biggest risk is not knowing what’s happening below the surface. In the best scenario,
boaters use radar/GPS in combination with a map of the seafloor to navigate around reefs,
rocks, and obstacles. These systems can be very expensive and we figured there must be a
more affordable way to solve the problem. Surely, I thought, there’s an app for that.
I eventually found a $15 app called Navionics that worked on a used iPad. For very little
money, we had a way to navigate, via GPS, anywhere that 12 gallons of gas could take us and
more than that, have confidence that we weren’t going to run aground. The iPad and app
became essential parts of our boating experience.

Seafaring with “Short Story”
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By the end of the summer, I was feeling more comfortable and itching to explore. The San
Juans have 128 named islands and a number of them are preserves or parks. There are
countless bays and harbors to visit. Our little boat could only take us on a limited radius,
but from my perspective, we were missing out by not exploring more. My FOMO was in full
effect.
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In talking through it one evening, I learned more about Sachi’s perspective. Short Story is
not a boat that can handle bigger waves and Sachi kept referring to swells and the fear of
waves swamping the boat.
1.	 This is obviously a legitimate fear, but the reality of the Salish Sea is that it’s an
inland sea and unlike the open ocean surrounding Hawaii, there are no swells. The
waves we encounter are mostly from large boats. They can be treacherous for boats
like Short Story, but they come and go. The other factor is the weather, as wind can
create dangerous conditions.

Where is the Salish Sea?

At the end of the conversation, we came to an agreement that set the stage for our seafaring
future. We agreed to make fair weather a priority and always have a plan for our exploration. Further, we agreed that waves are a part of the experience.
Slowly but surely, we both became more confident and started to understand why people on
the island feel so strongly about boating in the San Juans. It’s not simply a mode of transport, but means of self-sufficiency, autonomy, and exploration. It’s a chance to catch dinner,
visit neighboring towns, hang out with harbor seals and see whales in the wild. As much as
Orcas Island has to offer, there’s a whole other world just off shore.

Seafaring with “Short Story”
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Seals are just aquatic dogs

The story of Short Story is still being written. We have a lot to learn and explore. But one
thing is probably settled. Some day, we hope to have a bigger boat, with GPS and radar, that
we can take out for weekends and cruise to more distant locations. That boat will need a
name and naming it anything other than Long Story seems like a missed opportunity.

Sep 24, 2019

Breaking Rocks
Issue #39

I’ve planted trees like Japanese maples and fast growing conifers at every house I’ve owned.
I think of them as semi-permanent fixtures that slowly improve the property and provide
shade, privacy, and beauty.
Soon after getting our property on Orcas, I was motivated to start planting and picked up a
couple of Leyland Cypress from a nursery in our area. With the trees in tow, I made my way
to the south property line with a shovel, thinking I would dig a couple of nice big holes for
the trees. In a familiar move, I put the tip of the shovel into the dirt and then pounced on it
with enough force to dig through the soil. This action, surprisingly, didn’t work. Instead, the
shovel went in a few inches and hit an impenetrable force that made the shovel vibrate in
my hand. I tried again and the THUD sound it made was deep and resonant.
I had to regroup. The locations I had plotted for the trees were all solid rock. Thud. Thud.
Thud. So, I started probing and eventually found a couple of spots with softness, or at least
enough to get a tree in the ground. The cypress ended up being planted on rock, but with
enough soil around them to stand straight.
With the planting complete, I got curious and walked around the property with a long piece
of rebar tapping through the thin soil. Almost every bit of space around the Yurt was covered in a thin layer of soil and then, cold, hard, rock.
Our property is not alone in this experience. Orcas is sometimes referred to as “rock island”
and that name has become part of the local culture. Our internet service provider is called
Rock Island Communications. It’s just a fact of life on the island that manifests in strange
and interesting ways.
In between our building site and the water is a tall Douglas fir tree that has clearly broken
in half. Halfway up the trunk, it just stops in a jagged point. I’ve seen this in multiple places
around the island and eventually asked the arborist what was happening. He said that the
roots of some trees get anchored into the rock over time. When the wind blows and something needs to give, the trees break in half rather than fall over. I couldn’t help but think of
my little cypresses slowing anchoring themselves into rock that will be their foundation for
many years.
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Broken firs, left and center

I found this fascinating and started to learn about the geological history of the San Juan
Islands and what made Orcas into rock island. The short answer is glaciers. In the last ice
age (between 10,000 and 18,000 years ago), a huge glacier came down from Canada and
covered our area in slow moving ice that was nearly a mile thick. The weight and pressure of
the glacier pushed everything but the most stubborn land southward. Orcas was a piece of
rock that resisted the flow of the glacier.
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Today you can see evidence of the glaciers in large boulders that seem to be randomly
dropped around the island. These rocks are called “glacial erratics”. They traveled in glacial ice for hundreds of miles before being deposited in locations where they remain today.
I think of them as travelers from an ancient era that moved through the northwest when
woolly mammoths and mastodons likely roamed Washington.

A glacial erratic
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In other parts of the Salish Sea, where the glaciers left piles of sand and ground-up rock,
homes by the shore are in danger as the sea slowly erodes their property. When we first visited the Yurt and looked at the steep hill from the house down to the water, erosion was on
our minds. We soon discovered that it was not a problem for our property. It’s made of rock
that withstood the force of glaciers. It isn’t going anywhere.
Owning property made of rock is one thing. Building a new house on a rock is another. As
Drew and John, our architect, reminded us, once the house is built, it will be locked into
bedrock.
Once the demolition was complete and the trees were removed, we could move to excavation, which meant, for the most part, using 30,000lb machines to break big rocks into
smaller rocks. This phase was where the project became very real. Once expensive holes
were dug, the house’s location would be locked-in.
To make sure everything was right, we had multiple surveys done that pinpointed the corners of the house using GPS and computerized survey equipment. For the first time, we
could see the footprint of the house and get a feel for its orientation. The house is mostly
right angles and any east/west line should point directly at the view. After an initial survey,
we moved the house a few feet and changed its orientation a couple of degrees.
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A problem for the surveyors was trying to use stakes on a rocky surface. In some places, they
had to pile rocks around a stake to make it stand upright.
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With all the locations double and triple checked, the real work could begin. Excavators got
to work digging out the crawl space for the house and creating holes in the rock for post
foundations.

This work is mostly done with a rock hammer that attaches to the tip of the excavator arm.
It breaks the rock before the excavator comes back with the bucket to dig it out and remove
it.
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Breaking rocks is both time consuming and incredibly loud. For hours a day over a few
weeks, the excavators hammered away.

My little cypress at the edge of the property looked so quaint in the midst of the incredible
noise echoing through the neighborhood. We checked in with the neighbors from time-totime. Maybe one more week, we’d say, with a hopeful smile. They’ve built houses on rock
island. They know how it goes.
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After a month or so, the excavation was complete and the property was transformed into
level sections for the crawl space and garage. Holes that will support steel posts were carved
into the rock on the western slope.

I don’t think either of us want to go through that kind of excavation again. We could hear
the constant rock hammering from the guest house and could only imagine what it was like
to live next to it.
But for all the noise and work, we get a building site that’s practically bulletproof. Our house
will be anchored into rock so hard that a glacier couldn’t move it. And for a house that we
consider our forever house, that sounds about right.

YouTube Highlights - The Excavation
The Ready for Rain YouTube channel is the home of short videos from the building project
that are organized into playlists. The videos below are from the Excavation playlist.

Oct 1, 2019

Everything is Temporary
Issue #40

I usually wake up around 7am and the first thing I see is almost always a dog’s face. They
seem to have a natural ability to detect, often before I realize it, that the day has begun.
While Maybe, our older dog, has better manners when it comes to humans in bed, Piper is
unburdened. She plops down on my chest in an attempt to rouse me with cuteness alone.

Our morning routine is simple and based on needs. I need coffee and head straight for the
coffee maker, which I prepared to brew the night before. The guest house, like the Yurt, is a
single room and with Sachi sleeping just a few yards away, I try to keep the coffee noise to a
minimum.
Handling dog needs has been different in the guest house. For the first time in nearly 20
years, we don’t have a dog fence that allows them to roam without my supervision. One of
us has to go with them, every time they need to go out. Now that fall and winter are upon us,
these romps are about to get progressively less enjoyable and no less required.
The complicating factor is the ever-present deer who mock and tease the dogs by simply
living their wild animal lives. Given the chance, Piper will chase them deep into the woods
and through unknown hazards before coming home. We want to keep those instances at a
minimum, so she stays on the leash, while Maybe can roam a bit more free. Like so much of
our lives right now, this isn’t a big deal because it’s temporary.
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Piper (left) Maybe (right)

With their business done, we all come inside and the dogs race up the stairs to pounce on
Sachi in bed, which makes Sachi giggle. She has always wanted big dogs and we now have
over 100 combined pounds of canine. csx
The small kitchen of the guest house usually becomes a hive of activity in the morning and
tests our ability to economize. Because we don’t entertain anymore, our collection of dishes and cookware has been boiled down to the essentials and it reminds me of how little we
actually need. We use the same few plates, glasses, bowls and silverware everyday and are
rarely inconvenienced.
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There are things we miss, of course. I, for one, will never take dishwashers for granted
again. The bigger issue, day-to-day, is counter space. Between appliances, we have about
four square feet of working room. A month ago, that changed when I discovered a hidden
feature of the kitchen. Tucked under the counter, there is a small white refrigerator. In a
flash of insight, I pulled it out of the counter and into the kitchen space, revealing a new
kitchen work space. It’s been there ever since and I now count this as one of my best innovations for this place.

Everything is Temporary
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I love the idea of home appliances and objects, like the little fridge, having multiple purposes and the flexibility to adapt. For example, our TV is currently an aging 21” iMac computer.
Rather than placing it on a table across the room, or attaching it to a wall, we put it on a
rolling shelf that can be easily moved to a better viewing location and then tucked out of the
way when it’s not being used.

The TV setup is a stark change from our home theater in Seattle and adopting a smaller,
lower fidelity version of TV might seem like a negative consequence of moving. But it’s not. I
enjoy it just as much. A movie is still a movie.
This is true for so many parts of the transition. Our home lifestyle is more compact, with
fewer features and more disarray than we’d grown accustomed. But does it matter? Would
30% more counter space make us 10% happier? Doubtful. A dinner made in a toaster oven
in a one room guest house can be just as delicious as in any other location.
Living in a relatively small space has its benefits. Cleaning the house is quick and easy. The
rent is affordable and the constrained space means our essential belongings are never far
away. But there is one thing that drives me crazy. It works like this…
The guest house is filled to the brim with boxes and piles of belongings in closets and a loft
area. For the most part, the boxes will remain untouched until we move out.

192

Everything is Temporary

Just after we moved in, we realized that a few random things were missing. In this case, it
was a cocktail shaker. This set up a dilemma. That shaker is in the room, somewhere. Do
we start the process of diving into the closets and boxes in search of it? Or, do we throw up
our hands and do without? I often choose the latter because lurking within those boxes is
the shaker and a high likelihood of serious frustration for me. For now, I mix cocktails in a
measuring cup. It will appear, some day.
We both look forward to the day when we can once again have dinner parties and entertain
friends over weekends. For now, there is a happy medium. Friends can visit the guest house
overnight, but it’s strictly BYOB (bring your own bedroom). Our friends, Tony and Lindsay,
recently visited with a teardrop trailer that they parked outside. It worked perfectly.
The temporary nature of this phase of our lives colors our perception of what’s needed, or
desired. We will probably be in the guest house for another year and we have chosen not to
invest in making it feel more home-like. We’ve hung no art on the walls. There are no plants
or decorations. The guest house feels like a quick stop on a long journey and our goal is to
get in and out without a trace. We are but visitors.
Living in the guest house is a reminder of how much of our recent lives have revolved
around moving. Since acquiring the Yurt two years ago, it feels like we’ve been floating from
place to place. First, we split our time between Seattle and Orcas. Then we moved to Orcas
and a few months later, to the guest house. In a year, we’ll move to the new house.
Two years of moving means that living in a state of flux has become a kind of lifestyle and
something that doesn’t feel like a burden or trial. More than anything, it’s been a reminder
of how lucky we are to have this opportunity.
Our friends Chris and Sarah (and their three dogs) lived in a fifth wheel trailer on their
property for three years as they finished their house. Their story seems to be closer to the
norm on Orcas and we expected to do the same. We owe deep gratitude to the kind family
who first offered us the space.
We’re still settling in, but today it feels like the guest house is home. Almost everything has
a place, a box, or a pile. And that’s okay. It’s temporary.

Oct 8, 2019

Your Questions, Answered
Issue #41

Your Questions Answered (An Intro to Ready for Rain)
Over the past two years, my wife, Sachi, and I decided to change our lives in fundamental
ways. After 20 years in Seattle, we sold our house and moved to a yurt-shaped house on
Orcas Island in Washington State.
Since then, we’ve been adjusting to island life and planning a new home on the property.
Today, that home is becoming a reality and represents the biggest project of our lives. We’re
putting everything we have (and then some) into making this dream a reality. The house
project is the central subject of my newsletter.
What sort of house is it?
It’s a single story modern house (3 br, 3 bath) with a shed roof. The house faces west and is
positioned to maximize the view over the water. I created the 3D models below to represent
how it will look.

Back of the House, Facing the Water

Front of the House
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Where is the house?
The house is on the west side of Orcas Island, which is part of the San Juan Islands in
Washington State. The islands are in an inland sea called the Salish Sea, about halfway between Seattle and Vancouver, BC. It’s about as far NW you can get in the continental U.S.

Why Orcas Island?
Orcas has a combination of natural beauty, useful amenities and a strong sense of community. It’s 55 square miles and has a few thousand people. We visited many times over the
years and always dreamed of living on the island.
We also stumbled onto a property that was a steal and had a view that we never thought we
could afford. It was the first and only house we visited on the island.

Just Before “The Yurt” was Demolished

Your Questions, Answered

195

Do you have jobs? How do you work on the island?
Yes. We own a small company called Common Craft. We produce animated educational
videos that are used by educators to teach technology and related topics. The business is
an online subscription service that gives us the freedom to work from almost anywhere. It
helps, of course, that Orcas has fiber optic internet connections.
How can you do this?
We were fortunate to buy a home in Seattle in 2003, just as the city started to grow. We
remodeled it significantly in 2010 and eventually sold it as we moved to the island.
Are you building the house yourselves?
No. We are working with an architect we’ve known for years and a builder on the island. We
plan to work on the house in the future, when our limited skills can be more productive.
Where are you living during the construction?
We originally planned to live in a fifth-wheel trailer on the property during construction. A
kind neighbor heard about our plans and offered a guest house over their garage. We will
probably live in the guest house for over a year.
When do you expect to move into the new house?
We hope to be in the house a year from now, in the fall of 2020. I plan to keep writing about
the process until it’s done.
Where is the project today?
We have finished the excavation and are pouring the concrete foundation. Soon, the framing will begin and the house will start to take real shape.
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Why are you writing the newsletter?
The newsletter started with a goal of publishing a new story every week in 2019. This is the
41st issue and I’m sure we’ll make it to #52 (and much more). At heart, I love writing and
creating media. The newsletter is how I practice and having an audience keeps me motivated and engaged. I share videos, animated gifs and lots of photos.
Are there newsletter issues from the past that you recommend?
Origin Stories:
• As the Salmon Sizzled
• We Bought a Yurt Shaped House
• Second Place
About the Island:
• Why Orcas Island? Why Now?
• The View from the Yurt
• The Surprising Origin of the name Orcas Island
Personal Stories:
• It was a Dark and Stormy Night
• Phase Change
• Breaking the Rules at the West Sound Potluck
Recent Project Updates:
• The Demolition
• Trees, Wood and Fire
• Breaking Rocks
Can I follow along elsewhere?
Yes. The newsletter website has all the current and future issues. I also have a Ready for
Rain YouTube channel for videos, mostly shot with a drone. I also post photos on my instagram account.
Lastly… I want this experience to be interactive. I want to hear your ideas and feedback. I
want to answer your questions. It makes my day to know that you’re reading and thinking.
All you have to do is hit reply on any newsletter to say hello.
Thanks in advance for sharing!

Your Questions, Answered

Photo of us at the site by Anastasia Fulle
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Out of the Ground
Issue #42

In the parlance of contractors, home construction is completed in phases. The first, is “getting out of the ground”, which means laying the foundation. They say things like, “Once you
get out the ground, it gets easier.” and “The project is more predictable once you get out of
the ground.”
I suppose it makes sense. The ground is the big variable in construction; an uneven and unpredictable interface connecting the building to the property. And in this phase, stakes are
high. The entire house depends on the placement of the foundation. It has to be right when
the concrete is poured.
Like so many parts of the project, you have to trust the professionals to get it right and on
this project, that was Kelly, the owner of the concrete company. The first time I saw him
was on our construction site and it was immediately apparent that he had a unique sense of
style.
It was summer and he was wearing a tank top and shorts with gold chains around his neck
and wrist. On his feet were brand new, spotless sneakers. While this isn’t typical northwest
attire, it’s really not construction site attire. But that’s Kelly.
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I chatted with him over a couple of days and grew to like him. He encouraged me to ask
questions and be a part of the process. He said multiple times that he really liked the design
of our house, in part, because it was simple. I suppose that’s relative. We set out to have
a simple house, but the concrete work to make it happen seemed anything but. I took his
word for it. Kelly has seen it all.
Having never been through the concrete phase of a house project, I didn’t know what to
expect. My frame of reference was the Yurt, which was not a fine specimen when it came to
quality construction. The deck was stable, but not very strong. It bounced and swayed just
enough to notice when filled with visitors. I worried about its integrity.
On a few occasions, I inspected the underside framing, just to be sure that braces remained
connected. I saw no crumbling concrete or rotting wood. I deemed it as safe as a layperson
could, especially knowing that its days were numbered.
Like nearly everything about the building, the Yurt’s connection to the rock was, shall we
say, serviceable. The posts that supported the deck were small and connected to concrete
footings attached to the rocky surface of the property. To me, it looked like the deck was
supported by little concrete feet.

The Yurt’s Little Feet

While relatively young by northwest home standards, the Yurt was a relic of a bygone era
when houses weren’t expected to stand up to earthquakes and strong winds. I doubt it was
built with input from structural engineers or to adhere to strict regulations. Needless to say,
things have changed and it all became very clear as our house got out of the ground. For us,
nice little feet were out of the question.
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The complicating factor was where we chose to place the house on the property. It sits on a
small knob at the edge of a downhill slope made of rock. On paper, this is obviously the best
location for maximizing the view. It’s as close as you can get to the water without building
the entire house on a slope.
Being on a knob, half the house will sit on the rock and half will be supported by posts and
steel frames. What I didn’t understand in the planning phase was the incredible engineering and structure that would be required to make it work at that location. According to the
regulations, the house must withstand 144mph winds and earthquakes that could cause it to
tumble down the hill.

The people in charge of preventing these problems were structural engineers. They are like
the doctors of the process and are responsible for ensuring the house is safe and strong. And
like doctor’s orders, what they specify about the construction must be followed. They designed the all-important connections between the house and the ground.
Their designs all became very real when Kelly’s team started building the boxes, or “forms”
that give the concrete shape and strength. These forms were wooden boxes, filled with rebar
and eventually concrete, that creates the foundation for the house and the posts that support it.
Seeing the size of these boxes blew my mind. They were huge! I couldn’t help but think
of the little feet on the Yurt which seemed like tic-tacs compared to these emerging behemoths.

Out of the Ground

The deck piers
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Foundation for a steel “moment” frame

At first, I was incredulous. It almost seemed like there had been a mixup. The forms, from
my perspective, seemed like they were meant for a much bigger house. “These are for our
deck?” I thought. Surely not.
Later that day, I looked at the plans for the property and tried to imagine a different scenario. If we had decided to pull the house back away from the slope by twenty feet, most of the
house would be on more level ground. We could have avoided a lot of excavation and rock
work. The engineering could have been simpler and more affordable.
But we didn’t do that. We weren’t thinking about engineering or excavation when we
planned the house’s location. Along with John, our architect, we were trying to execute a
dream. To us, this specific location is special and deserving of a house that’s designed to
take advantage of it. Anything else would be a compromise we’d likely regret.

Out of the Ground

Of course, it’s easy to justify past decisions when your property is covered in rebar and
forms. We were literally locked-in.
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There is, now, no room for revision or second-guessing and from that fact, I take comfort. I
take comfort in having those decisions behind us. And I also take comfort in knowing that
this house, our forever house, is being built to last in spot we chose.
Years from now, once the last nails have been driven and the concrete boxes are hidden
underground, we’ll have confidence that we feel every day. When we walk onto the deck,
there will be no swaying or bouncing. There will be few worries about wind or earthquakes.
We’ll know the house will outlast us because we saw the rebar and concrete it took to make
it work.

Oct 22, 2019

Rocks, Sand, Lime, and Water
Issue #43

Living on an island is a constant reminder that almost everything here had to be brought to
the island in some form and usually on a boat. The vast majority of the houses, for example, were made from materials from the mainland. Steel beams, lumber, and appliances all
arrived here on ferries and barges. It’s kind of incredible.
Thankfully one of the heaviest and most used materials is made right on the island: concrete. And lately, we have seen our share of concrete trucks and pumps as the foundation of
our house has finally taken shape. Starting the construction process, I knew very little about
it and now, I think concrete is fascinating.
On the podcast 99% Invisible, a guest appeared recently, named Vance Beiser, who had
written a book about one of the main ingredients in concrete: sand. The book is called The
World in a Grain and he shared a few of its stories in the show.
Concrete goes back to Roman times, or perhaps before. People somehow figured out that
heating limestone creates lime, which could be mixed with water to create cement that
hardened like rock. When mixed with gravel and sand, it formed concrete. This discovery
meant Romans could build structures like aqueducts and multistory buildings. Today, these
are still the basic ingredients of concrete.
But then, the Roman Empire fell and concrete seemed to be forgotten. The invention was
lost for the next 1,500 years. What brought it roaring back was the great San Francisco fire.
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Ernest Ransome, in the mid-1800s, figured out that you could add rebar to concrete to create a very strong and fireproof building material. He built a few buildings around San Francisco with reinforced concrete, but the idea never caught on. Then, the city burned to the
ground in 1851 and guess what was left standing? Ransome’s concrete buildings. From that
point on, concrete became the building material of the future.
Here on Orcas Island, we have no shortage of gravel and I’ve heard that our concrete company has its own source of sand. What must come from the mainland is lime, which is ironic, as lime has played a significant role in the history of the San Juan Islands.
After the San Francisco fire sparked more demand for concrete, limestone was discovered
in the San Juan Islands and local entrepreneurs went to work. Fortuitously, the limestone
was often found near the shore, which made it easy to load the processed lime onto boats for
shipment to the mainland.
Like today, the process of creating lime and cement is energy-intensive and involves heating
limestone up to 2000(f). To do this, they built lime kilns fueled with wood that burned 24
hours a day. For a while, the San Juan Islands were the biggest producer of lime in the state.

A refurbished lime kiln. Photo: WA State Parks

But there was a problem. If lime comes into contact with water, it becomes highly combustible and can cause fires. And once lime combusts, it can’t be put out with water. Like a grease
fire, it must be smothered. This meant every boat leaving the islands full of lime was taking
a risk and some didn’t make the journey. It didn’t take long for mainland customers to find
safer and more affordable sources of lime.

Rocks, Sand, Lime, and Water
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Today, for our house, concrete is an essential part of the foundation and one we’ve tried to
minimize. Our original plan was to have an unfinished basement with concrete walls. Being
on a slope meant that, in places, that wall was over 15 feet high. That design required a LOT
of concrete.

The original plan: concrete walls

When we redesigned the house to be more affordable, one of our goals was to reduce the
concrete significantly and the idea of a basement was the first to go. Instead of concrete
walls, we would support the house on steel posts. These posts would rest on concrete footings but require only a fraction of the amount. Thanks to the redesign, we cut our use of
concrete by about half. So yay for that.

The new design - posts instead of concrete walls
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With all the forms in place and inspected, we could finally pour concrete and watching it
all happen felt like the house was finally taking shape. A giant truck arrived on the property
that pumped concrete through a tube that a team maneuvered around the property to fill
each form. The pump truck stayed in place as a succession of concrete trucks kept it full.
Rocks, sand, water, and cement.

The work happened in two phases. First, the footings were poured to create the house’s
foundation. This is the where concrete touches the ground.

Rocks, Sand, Lime, and Water
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Then, more forms were applied to create the stem walls. These are the short walls and posts,
built on top of the footings, that the house actually rests upon.
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The day the team pried-away the wooden boxes to reveal perfectly formed concrete walls
was like Christmas. The stem walls were all at exactly the same height. More than ever before, the house was out of the ground. I could stand on a concrete wall, look out at the view
and experience it at 272 feet above sea level, the elevation at which we’ll live.

Rocks, Sand, Lime, and Water
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Walking around the property, I continued to marvel at the size of the concrete footings,
which would soon be attached to steel posts and frames. This house isn’t going anywhere.
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In the midst of all the big, heavy and messy work, I noticed a small detail. Kelly’s concrete
team took the time to add little bevels to the edges of the footings. While 95% of the concrete will be buried, the top 5% will be visible and the bevels make them look more finished.

This is the kind of small detail that matters and makes me appreciate working with professionals. I didn’t ask for that feature or expect it. But now, that concrete is more beautiful to
me than I expected.
We’re entering a phase of the project where craftsmanship and attention to detail will be
more obvious and important. In my experience, the houses that look and feel the best have
an undefinable quality about them. Sure, they may have a great layout and beautiful finishes. They may have a nice location. But the subtle quality that makes the difference comes
down to working with builders who take pride in their work.

Oct 29, 2019

We’ve Got Crabs
Issue #44

Just outside the guest house where we live, Short Story, our little boat, sits all buttoned up
for the winter. Pulling her out of the water was a momentous occasion because it marked a
seasonal transition in our lives from the warm fun of summer to the chill and rain of fall.

Short Story

The transition also means that we lose an amazing source of protein and a hobby that adds
excitement to summer days. You see, Short Story, for us, is a working boat. Its hard fiberglass deck can take a beating and throughout the last two summers, it performed admirably
as we became dedicated to catching as many Dungeness crabs as possible.
How this works is best told through a couple of summer days.
The process starts at Costco, where it’s possible to find chicken at the lowest price per
pound. We load pounds and pounds of drumsticks into our cart to use as bait for the crab.
Upon returning home, some of it goes in the freezer, some the fridge and some into a cooler
without ice. This is where our dedication to crabbing is tested.
We’ve heard that crab may be more attracted to smelly meat, so Sachi started her own
chicken spoiling project. The basic idea is to throw raw chicken into a cooler and let sit for
a few days. Once it’s nice and ripe, it becomes the bait. This process is a reflection of Sachi’s
personal dedication to crabbing. I am willing to take my chances on fresh chicken.
This year crab season started on July 12th in our area and we put traps out the first morning
we could. That morning we got up and gathered all our boat things, like a dry bag, a bucket
with crab tools and our four crab traps. It all barely fits in our car, which quickly becomes
filled with the smell of rotting chicken. The crabs better love that stuff, I think to myself.
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The marina is only a couple of minutes away and it’s a minor trial to get everything to the
boat because the traps, which are metal cages shaped like big hockey pucks, are heavy and
unwieldy.
The crab traps, or “crab pots”, are designed to sit on the bottom in 50-70 feet of water and
we’ve weighted them with rebar to keep them in place. Leading up from the trap is a line
attached to a buoy that has our name and address on it. As long as we’re in regulation, we
can throw the traps into the sea almost anywhere we want. And that is the real challenge in
crabbing: location.
Sitting inside the metal cage is a box that contains, in our case, radioactive chicken that acts
as a beacon, inviting crab to enter the trap via little ramps which lead to trap doors. The
traps are designed to catch not just crab, but the right crab. Small ones should be able to get
in and out with ease. We want those little guys to grow big and strong and feeding them is a
cost of doing business.

Once we have everything loaded onto the boat, we putter out of the marina and into Deer
Harbor, which is well known for crabbing and only a few minutes away from the dock.

We’ve Got Crabs
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On the way, Sachi stands at the front of the boat with a stack of crab pots. Each one needs to
be inspected and baited. Being downwind at the helm of the boat, I get assaulted by chicken
smell, which you can almost see in the air. Sachi is undeterred. Using tongs, she loads the
off-color flesh into the traps one-by-one and arranges the lines on the deck to reduce tangles.

Then the challenge begins. Where do we drop the pots? Dungeness crab live in eelgrass and
usually, the best crabbing is in areas where it grows. The problem, as with a lot of fishing, is
the well known places see a lot of competition. Over time, we’ve tried to forge our own way
and have seen success off the beaten path. By the end of the season, I’m willing to try just
about anywhere.

218

We’ve Got Crabs

I read once that you should hold the line as the pot sinks so you can be sure it lands on the
bottom correctly, which is right side up. Once it hits, you can feel the tension lax, and I give
it two or three tugs to stir up the detritus on the bottom. This practice is another bit of tribal
crab knowledge with unknown benefits. Why not? We are learning and always open to new
tactics.
With the crab pots in the water and locations marked with GPS, we putter back to the marina and drive home. It usually takes about 45 minutes, door-to-door, and our anticipation
can begin. We both hope the crabs are appreciating the effort we put into the chicken. It’s
surely a delicacy.

We’ve Got Crabs
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Our crab pot buoy floats in Deer Harbor

On this day, we return to the boat in the afternoon once work is done. The pots have been in
the water or “soaking” for about 8 hours and this trip is different. Our goal is to remove crab
from the pots, refill the bait and put them right back into the water. This is a cycle we repeat
every day, five days a week. Crabbing is closed on Tuesdays and Wednesdays.
Usually, the buoys are easy to find and I’ve learned to approach them at just the right angle
for Sachi to grab the line with a paddle handle. This is when I get to work. The line is 100
feet long and that works out to about 55 hand-over-hand pulls to get the trap to the surface.
If you’re wondering, that’s 220 pulls, often twice a day. Over the summer, I become stronger
in very specific ways.
As the crab pot approaches the surface, it feels a little like Christmas. What is the gift that
nature bestowed on us today? I’ve become quite good, on the 53rd or 54th pull, at peering
into the water and judging the catch. Some days, it’s possible to tell from weight alone.
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Not a big day

I pull the trap into the boat and slide it across the metal rail to Sachi, who opens the trap
from the top. Because I already have gloves on, I am usually the one who removes the crab,
which can do damage to your fingers if they get ahold of one. So far my fingers remain intact.

Two Dungeness Crabs

We’ve Got Crabs
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Across the four traps on this day, we caught 10 Dungeness crabs and could keep four. That’s
because females and small crabs must be returned to the water. We measure male crabs to
be sure they meet regulations. The traps also catch many red rock crabs, which are smaller
and less meaty, but still delicious. They can grow huge claws and we often keep them when
they’re big enough.

A red rock crab sporting a big claw

Each pot is emptied, restocked with chicken and placed back into the water with intention
and hope. We putter back to the marina and tie Short Story to the dock.
These days, I clean the crab on the pier beside our boat. The process is simple and quick. I
hold the legs of the crab to the deck and use my other hand to rip off the shell. Then I split
the crab down the middle with my hands or a cleat and shake out the innards. Most of the
waste ends up back in the water, where it would end up anyway. This has been a huge improvement in our crab process.
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When the crabbing is good, we have fresh crab for weeks at a time and it becomes a substantial and delicious source of protein. Once we get home, Sachi boils them in a big pot and
places them in the fridge to cool.

Then, she sits at our dining room table and shells them in what I consider a state of zen. The
product is a big bowl of delicious crabmeat that, in a restaurant, would cost at least $40 per
serving, and a big bowl of shells to dump into the water on the next trip.

We’ve Got Crabs
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The results from multiple crab

When the crabbing is fruitful, we share cooked crab with friends and neighbors. It feels like
we’re living off the land, or water. It can be frozen, but there is no replacement for fresh
crab.
This summer, we brought home 86 keepers and a few dozen red rocks. That beat last year’s
total by about 20. I’m sure that next year, we’ll continue to hone our skills and strategies a
bit further and shoot for 100.

Nov 5, 2019

Best Laid Plans
Issue #45

The master bedroom side of the house, with garage

There’s a famous quote about war from a German field marshal that says. “No battle plans
survive contact with the enemy.” The American philosopher Mike Tyson improved on this
sentiment when he said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”
I think you get the point. Plans are helpful and necessary but don’t always reflect reality.
This can certainly be the case with building a house. Plans printed on a sheet of paper are a
representation of the real world that doesn’t always account for being there, walking around
and seeing it with your own eyes.
Over the last few weeks, the house and property have started to take shape in fundamental
ways. We now have a subfloor on about half of the footprint. Walls and ceiling structures
are being put into place and the property continues to be molded by an excavator.
As the house is becoming more real, we’re learning to react to what we see. Our goal is to
find opportunities to make improvements now, before nails are driven and change becomes
more expensive and difficult.
A simple example is the interior doors. On our plans, the standard door was 2’8” wide and
that seemed fine in the plans. Once the subfloor went down, the framers put chalk lines on
the floor that allowed us to see, before anything was built, the size of doorways and rooms.
One of the framers mentioned that the doorways might be nice if they were 3’ wide instead.
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He said it would make it more accessible and easier to move appliances in and out. We
checked with John, the architect, and he agreed that the change was a good one. Within two
days, the doorways were built with openings for 3’ doors and we were thankful. We changed
it just in time.
What we want most is to avoid regret. We don’t want to look back and think, “We had an
opportunity to make this better, but missed it.” Now that the house is developing by the day,
there’s constant pressure to account for opportunities and make decisions quickly. As the
owners, it’s our job to think ahead about what we want.
Another simple example involves lighting. We will soon have an “L” shaped concrete retaining wall for our driveway. Between the wall and the house, there will be a walkway that
needs to be lit and we didn’t previously plan for how it would work.

A perfect place for recessed lighting

Knowing that it’s difficult to install lighting on finished concrete, we asked Drew, the builder, if we could embed lights in the concrete when it’s poured, so they’d be recessed and look
finished. He said yes, but we had to get the lights quickly so they’d be able to position them.
We ordered the lights just in time and avoided the hassle and expense of trying to do it later.
One of the most surprising parts of the project has been how the property around the house
has changed. When The Yurt was there, the area around it was a continual slope toward the
water. This was especially true on the south side. Now, after weeks of excavation, it’s close
to level, from back to front. Seeing this develop, an idea started to percolate that has become
the biggest change yet.
In our original plans, the deck that faces the water stretches across the whole house and has
an upper and lower level. On the left side, the deck is 15’ above the ground. As you walk to
the right, the ground, or “grade”, comes right up to the level of the deck so that you can step
off the deck without stairs or railings. In this scenario, railings are necessary.
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If Sachi had her way, there would be no railings. She wants the house to be safe, but she
also will take any opportunity to banish railings from the deck experience. It’s her personal
battle against anything that interferes with the view.
As the excavator leveled the grade around the house, the plans stopped reflecting reality.
The grade in front of the deck was much higher than we expected and it looked like much
more of the deck could be at ground level if we moved more fill dirt in front of it. For a
while, we thought we could at least remove some of the railings and integrate the lower deck
with the grade.

Then, we started to think bigger. The fire bowl area on the lower deck is an important part
of the design and it looked like it was destined to have railing in front of it and stairs that
took up valuable space.

Best Laid Plans
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The big idea was this: What if we could bring in enough fill dirt to make one whole side of
the deck, including the area in front of the sitting area, sit right on the ground? This meant
no stairs or rails on one whole side of the house.
I talked it over with our architect, the builder and the excavator and we decided it was possible. The excavator said he could bring in a bunch of big rocks that could be placed downhill, in front of the fire bowl area, and bring the grade up all the way around the front of the
sitting area. This way, we could remove the railings from the view, have safe space for entertaining and Sachi could rejoice.

Within days, the big rocks arrived, dirt from other parts of the property was moved and
the plan for that side of the deck was transformed. The rock work cost a little extra, but we
saved on having significantly fewer railings. More than that, we avoided expensive revisions
in the future.
Here’s what it looks like today. You can see the footings for the posts that will support the
deck. There’s also a rake in the photo that provides a sense of scale.
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Large rocks form a retaining wall

I’ve never felt more thankful to live near the construction site. We are there daily and always
on a search for decisions we can make now that will save time and effort later. I can’t imagine living far away while a house is being constructed, but it happens all the time. People
live in Seattle or Arizona or LA and visit their home projects occasionally as the construction is happening.
For now, the search continues and our battle to discover new ways to improve the design
wages on. And we’re not alone. We’re fortunate to have Drew, the builder, and his subcontractors looking out for us and constantly making suggestions.
This period, when plans are becoming real, is when the magic has to happen. The house
can be improved and money can be saved in a short window of time, just before the house
becomes the real thing, a permanent structure that’s more difficult to change.

Nov 12, 2019

The Project in Pictures
Issue #46

If you’ve been a reader since the early days, you know I spilled a lot of ink in the preparation phase. We planned and moved and assembled all the pieces before anything actually
happened in the real world. To me, it was perfect because there was so much to write about.
Instead of excavators, concrete, and 2x4s, I had words and visions of the future.
Those days are not over. I still have plenty of words and we’re both learning every day. But
now, the house project has entered a new phase where words can’t do it justice. Ceiling
trusses and framing might make for an interesting essay, but probably not as interesting
as seeing them in photos and videos. They tell a story more efficiently and with more color than I can muster. And truthfully, I love making media and want Ready for Rain to be a
multi-media experience.
So, this post is different. I’m letting photos do most of the talking as the house goes from a
footprint to a building.

The First Shipment of Lumber
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Drew the Builder (L), John the Architect (Standing), Chris and Chris, the Framers

The First Wall

The Project in Pictures

The Bedroom Side of the House with Walls

Looking Northward to Waldron Island - Garage on the Right
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Overhead

Awaiting a Crane Delivery

The Project in Pictures

Roof Trusses
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A Skeleton of a Garage

The Garage with Sheer Walls

The Project in Pictures

Our Future Bedroom Window and Door

Smoothing the Concrete
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Even Smoother

The Finished Product

The Project in Pictures

Excavator Waiting in the Wings

Where We Stand Today
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A Peek Behind the Curtain
Issue #47

My Workstation in the Guest House

When I first started planning Ready for Rain, what excited me was not only telling stories
but creating media. One of my true passions is using technology to share an experience or
relate an idea. In fact, it’s been my day job since 2007.
Now that you’ve seen the types of media I post, I thought it would be interesting to share
how they come to life.

Overall
Because my goal is to publish a new post every week of 2019, Ready for Rain is on my mind
every day. From the moment a new issue is published on Tuesday evening, my attention
turns to the next issue. I don’t work from a publishing calendar or have a plan for future
issues. I just feel it out and try to publish what I think could be interesting.
Usually, a new issue is drafted by Saturday and that’s when Sachi gets involved. She is my
editor in nearly everything I do. I share the post with her via Google Docs and she provides
copy edits and editorial feedback. On a couple of occasions, she has stopped posts in their
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tracks and said I should start over or find a new topic. Over our many years working together, I trust her judgment, even if it stings a little.
By Monday night, the post has taken shape and I move the text into a publishing tool, called
Revue, to start adding media. I use Revue because it’s built to be a newsletter tool, but also
creates a blog-like archive. We both continue to tweak the post until it’s published on Tuesday evenings.

Photos and Videos
This year, I have taken over 8,000 photos (and videos). I’ve always loved photography and
mostly use basic tools. It’s possible to spend large sums on software and camera equipment,
but I don’t bother. My favorite camera has become my iPhone and I use simple editing software that came with my Macbook. My goal isn’t winning awards, but sharing an experience.
Sometimes, professional-level tools can get in the way.

Drone Footage
When I flew the drone for the first time, it felt like I was a kid again. Growing up, I was
fascinated with paper airplanes and learned to make them to optimize both acrobatics and
air time. I remember wishing I could see the world from their point of view. Now, the drone
gives me this ability and I’m still amazed.

DJI Spark

240

A Peek Behind the Curtain

I chose a DJI Spark, which is a basic model that costs under $500. It’s an incredible piece
of technology that includes a video camera, GPS and sensors that prevent it from hitting
objects from multiple directions. Unfortunately, I still find a way to crash into trees sometimes.
The drone comes with a remote control that can be connected to an iPhone. Once you have
everything connected, the phone becomes a screen that displays what the drone’s camera
sees. I can send the drone up 200 feet and see what it’s like up there. It feels like a dream
come true.

iPhone as Drone Camera Feed

And it’s not just seeing what the drone sees, but being able to capture it and relive it. With
the press of a remote control button, I can take photos and switch to video that makes it feel
like I’m flying.
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The Camera

Everything is recorded onto a micro-SD card that fits into a slot on its body. When I get
back to my computer, I import the video and images so I can edit them.

Animated GIFs
In a number of issues, you’ve seen short videos that play on a loop. These are “animated
GIFs” which are not videos, but images displayed in quick succession. I’ve often compared
them to a digital flipbook. I use these in the newsletter because true video doesn’t play reliably in email.

The Implosion of the King Dome
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These GIFs are easy to make, but the problem is file size. Because they are made of dozens
or hundreds of photos, they can easily become too large for an email. I use a tool called GIF
Brewery (iOS only), which turns a video clip into an animated GIF with the press of a few
buttons.

3D Models
Building plans on paper can only go so far. 3D models, on the other hand, bring the structure to life and help you anticipate how it will look. In the planning stage, I learned to create
3D models and now it’s one of my favorite projects. I sometimes feel addicted when I’m
working on a model. I’m willing to miss dinner or a dog walk, just to keep designing. There’s
always something to add or improve.

An Animated GIF of a 3D Model

The software I use is called Sketchup, which is a sophisticated and expensive tool. For my
needs, however, I’ve found that the free online version of the software works wonderfully.
All the models you’ve seen were created for free.

Digital Drawings
Most people believe Powerpoint is just for clicking through presentations. But it also provides an easy way to draw and arrange simple shapes. With a few clicks, I can create models
that relate ideas, processes, and buildings. When they’re done, my Macbook helps me take
screenshots, which are photos of whatever is on my screen.
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A PowerPoint Drawing

Most of the videos I’ve shared on YouTube are from the drone. Others come from my iPhone and most of the editing happens with software that came on my Mac, like QuickTime
and iMovie.
Because the house is a physical object that is growing and changing over time, I can’t imagine not using media to tell the story. I’ve always been fascinated with unique and interesting
ways to share ideas and Ready for Rain is the perfect outlet for me to test what’s possible. If
I’m doing it right, you’ll experience the project from a perspective that’s new and unexpected.
If you’re curious about what media I enjoy that’s related to the project, see below…
===========

Inspiration
I’ve become fascinated with home design and construction, and that fascination is apparent
in my media consumption of late. A few examples:
We both love the show Grand Designs on Netflix. The show follows homeowners in England
who are building very interesting homes from start to finish. It’s hosted by a charming architect and is as much about the people as the buildings.
My Instagram feed has been taken over by architecture accounts which provide daily inspiration and sometimes, disgust. A couple of my favorites are:
Engineering and Architecture (Instagram) - This account has taught me about the basics of
building, like this graphic about foundations.
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A few other resources include…
D.signers (Instagram) - A variety of design inspiration
Dwell Magazine (Instagram)
#ContemporaryArchitecture (Instagram Hashtag)
A YouTube channel recently caught my attention thanks to two different friends named
Tony (thanks, guys!). It’s called Essential Craftsman and it documents a house being built
along with explanations of every part of the process. The host is a lifelong carpenter who is
excellent at communicating the process and reviewing the best tools for the job.
Reminder: I’m sharing project photos on my Instagram account.
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Your Turn
If you’re curious about software, construction, drones or anything in between, I’d love to
talk. Further, if you know of resources I might find interesting, I’d love to know about them.
Just hit “reply” to any Ready for Rain email to get in touch.

Nov 26, 2019

Big and Beefy
Issue #48

Early in the design process, John, our architect, said something that caught my attention.
He said our design would require a lot of steel. Not knowing much about engineering a
house, I took it as a given for a house like ours. I assumed it was normal and expected.
Since that time, I’ve had numerous conversations with people about the house and when
I bring up the steel beams, they are perplexed and ask: why do you need all that steel? In
watching other houses come together locally, on the internet and on TV, the houses with
steel beams seemed bigger and more complicated than ours.
This led me to wonder: why does our project require so much steel? Do we have a choice?
From the very beginning, before plans were drawn, we envisioned a roof that stretched out
over the deck. This roof would be cantilevered and not have posts that obstruct the view. At
the time, it seemed like a no-brainer. Why have posts if you don’t have to?
What we didn’t realize was the engineering required to make that roof a reality. The regulations for our location meant the house had to withstand winds of up to 144 mph. Without a
beefy roof, a strong wind could rip the roof right off the house. Further, because it hangs so
far off the house, it had to be strong and support a lot of wood.

So, we had a choice. We could have designed a different house on a different part of the
property. We could have had a roof that didn’t cover the deck. But that felt like compromising on the dream of what the house could be. To make that dream a reality, steel was
required.
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Steel (in Green) Supporting the Roof

We’ve now reached the point in the project where the steel beams are being placed in the
roof structure, and John was right. It’s a lot of big steel.
Over the last week, the biggest and beefiest steel beam was delivered to the property and it
took me by surprise. It was a behemoth: 34 feet long and a foot tall. It’s commonly referred
to as an “I” beam and this one is 120 pounds per lineal foot. That’s over 2 tons of steel in a
beam supported by two 4X4 steel posts.

A new, long-awaited phase of the project was beginning and I came to appreciate the complexity that goes along with getting the beam in place. Because it sets the standard for the
entire roof, it has to be right. Once it’s in place, the rest of the roof is constructed around it.
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When it comes to steel, the maxim “measure twice, cut once” becomes “measure 12 times,
fabricate once” because corrections are so much more difficult and costly. The builder,
framer, architect, and engineer worked to get every measurement right the first time. The
stakes were high.
This process started when the concrete foundation was poured and screws were placed in
the concrete that will hold steel posts that support the beams. The first time I saw these, I
wondered how the concrete people knew where to put the screws. Their placement seemed
important and I saw no evidence of measurements being taken.

Screws Awaiting a Steel Post
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This was one of the first lessons I learned about the process. The screw locations don’t
matter a lot because the steel is designed around the screws and not the other way around.
To get it right, the builders use wooden templates that document the position of the screws.
These templates are then given to the steel fabricator so they can create a post with holes in
the right places. It makes so much sense!

Two Templates Nailed to a Board

Until the beam is actually set into place, nearly everything is theoretical. The holes in the
beam are supposed to line up with holes in the posts. The posts are supposed to fit onto the
screws on the foundation. And everything has to account for the slope of the roof. While the
builders have ways to fix problems on-site, the goal is perfection when the parts arrive.
With everything ready, the process could begin and Drew arrived with his 48,000lb crane
truck. Seeing the beam moving around the site was a sight to behold and everyone was a
little on edge. Its size and mass made it dangerous.
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Within a few minutes, the beam was in place and I marveled at the precision. Drew could
move a two-ton beam an inch at a time and place it perfectly over the posts.
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Soon it was obvious: the theoretical had made a successful jump to reality. The holes lined
up perfectly and the beam was positioned just as it was designed. We all breathed a sigh of
relief.
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Over two tons of steel now rested on posts attached to the house’s foundation and created
an essential part of the structure.

It was finally possible to see, for the first time, how far the roof would extend on the water
side of the house.
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I was fascinated by all the steps it took to make it happen. The plans, the engineering, the
templates, the fabrication, the expertise. It all worked and now, our roof is not going anywhere.

Dec 3, 2019

A Return to Herb’s
Issue #49

The Tillikum Arrives at Orcas Island

I suppose it’s possible to never leave Orcas Island. With good health and tolerance for mild
isolation, one could live on the island indefinitely. For most, however, leaving is required
from time to time, and that means boarding a ferry for an hour-long trip to the mainland
where family, Costco and other forms of abundance await.
Along with trips to the mainland, there is another popular ferry route that is limited to the
San Juan Islands; an “inter-island” route. This route is serviced by a sixty-year-old ferry
named Tillikum, or affectionately “Tilly”, that runs all-day-everyday among four of the most
populated islands. She is the closest we have to a road that links the islands, both socially
and commercially.
A couple of weeks ago, my friend, Jesse, on a neighboring island asked if I could help him
with a house project and I jumped at the chance to see him and ride the ferry on a nice autumn day. Jesse’s house is on San Juan Island, which is home to Friday Harbor, the county’s seaside commercial center and tourist trap.
When the morning arrived, I carefully packed a backpack with snacks, sunglasses and my
drone so that I could take overhead photos of his house. As I packed, I thought the backpack
would be easy to forget and that I had to be careful; it had precious cargo. Maybe that was
on my mind when I left the house without two things that I looked forward to using on the
45-minute ferry ride: a full flask of coffee and my headphones.

254

A Return to Herb’s

255

I drove to the Orcas ferry terminal, parked the car at its free parking lot and walked down
the hill to the terminal to catch the 10:30 ferry. Riding the inter-island ferry is always free
to walk-on passengers and that was my plan. I’d walk-on and disembark at Friday Harbor
where Jesse would pick me up and drive to his house.
By the terminal, there is a petite, but mighty, grocery store that makes espresso and delicious homemade pastries and I never miss a chance to grab a scone before boarding. Usually, the store is a hive of activity and a place where locals cross paths. When we first started
coming to the island, I wanted to be someone who knew other locals in the store. It seemed
like a rite of passage. On this trip, I got to be that person when I saw Allie, one of our first
island friends. She and her partner, RJ, hosted the party that eventually connected us with
Drew, our builder. Allie and I ended up sharing a ferry booth on the ride to Friday Harbor
and both delighted in seeing harbor seals frolic along the way. The thought of missing headphones never crossed my mind.
After we docked at 11:15, I disembarked and met Jesse for the short drive to his house. He’s
currently renovating it and we spent the day cutting holes in walls, installing appliances and
assembling furniture. As the day drew to a close, we planned to get a beer and early dinner
in town before my 5:30 ferry and never made time to fly the drone, which sat safely in my
backpack.
We parked in Friday Harbor and I decided to take my bag with me, knowing that I’d probably go straight to the ferry and that if someone stole it from the car, I’d never live it down.
We ended up at a dive bar called Herb’s Tavern. And as we sat down, I put the bag in the
seat next to me and noted that it was easy for me to see and remember to grab when leaving.
Over a beer and a Reuben sandwich, Jesse and I reviewed the day’s work and talked about
Seattle life versus island life. We used to be neighbors and I enjoyed having time to reconnect. In fact, I was probably so engaged that time got away from me. With the ferry departure time approaching quickly, we paid the bill and just before leaving the table, I looked
back and said words that I hear consistently from Sachi, “Do you have everything… phone,
wallet, keys?” Everything seemed in order as we rushed out the door.
In minutes, I was alone on the Tillikum wishing I had my headphones when I realized that
I’d made a huge mistake. My backpack, with my drone, was still sitting in the chair at Herb’s
Tavern. Shit. It was the one thing I needed to remember. As the ferry pulled away from the
dock, I could only think about Sachi rolling her eyes. Sadly, this is not out of character for
me. I called Herb’s and had them store the backpack until I could return. The bartender
said he’d place it in the locked “liquor room” and asked if I’d be back that night. Heh. No, I
would not be back that night. I was was on the last ferry to Orcas Island.
Most people have left something at a bar or restaurant that required retrieval. Usually it
involves a u-turn or a short drive. But this was different. I left something on another island.
I’d have to spend hours taking a ferry to retrieve it. What a mess. I arrived home that night
with a sheepish grin and a plan. The next morning, I would repeat the entire ferry process,
with one exception. I would attempt to disembark in Friday Harbor, grab my backpack and
board the same ferry, bound for Orcas.
The next morning I left home with nothing but headphones, a full flask of coffee and a bit
of stress that I could get off and back onto the ferry in time. Like the day before, I went to
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the store for a scone, but they were out. But I did see Ezra, someone I knew from the island.
I told him about my plan and he shrugged as he said: “Well, there are worse ways to spend
the day than on a boat.” I had to agree.
Once again, I was on the 10:30 ferry to Friday Harbor. In our region this time of year, the
sun never gets very high and it seemed to follow me around the ferry as it wound its way
through the islands. I switched from one side of the boat to the other to escape the glare as
walkers circled the deck to get in a bit of exercise. I recognized a few people but talked to no
one. I was on a mission.
As Tilly approached the terminal at Friday Harbor I called Herb’s to ask them to have the
bag ready and they were happy to oblige. Perhaps I was not the first person to attempt the
ferry gambit. I waited with a few dozen walk-on passengers for the gate to open and rushed
to Herb’s to get the backpack. Thanks to my call, the bartender had my bag ready and handed it off like a relay as I rushed back to the boat. If I missed it, I’d have to wait three hours
for the next one.
The waiting area at the terminal was empty when I arrived because the other passengers
had already boarded. Would they still let me on? As I made my way down the loading dock
with the vehicles, a ferry worker motioned me on and I breathed a sigh of relief.
Once I made it to the passenger deck, I accounted for everything. I had my backpack, my
coffee flask and my headphones for my fourth ferry voyage in two days. I sat listening to
music and watched as the islands passed by my window like a movie. This trip was a result
of a careless error and was a waste of time, but I didn’t mind. There are worse ways to spend
a day than on a boat.

If you’d like to read about another ferry ride, check out Aboard the Elwha.

Dec 10, 2019

Gettin’ Hygge With It
Issue #50

Seattle’s 1998 winter was record-breaking in its wetness. It rained 90 days out of 120 and
Mount Baker Ski Area received over 1,000 inches of snow, a world record. That winter made
quite an impression on me as a new arrival and I remember thinking that Seattle’s reputation was well earned.
While it’s true that Seattle and the pacific northwest are wet in the winter, the rain isn’t
much of a burden. It’s typically a light and misty kind of rain that never seems to soak into
clothes. What is burdensome is the persistent darkness. The sun hides behind clouds and
the horizon, only peeking out in what local meteorologists call “sun breaks”.
Today, December 10th, the sun sets at 4:17 on Orcas Island and it’s the earliest sunset of the
year. This isn’t that remarkable, as most people in the northern part of the U.S. experience
short winter days. What’s different is the combination of short days and cloud cover that
can last for weeks and seem to seal the moisture into the atmosphere. Even without rain,
there is a feeling of dankness that lingers. Every surface, given enough time, becomes covered in moss. Yards, vehicles, and houses, if left alone, will eventually be eaten by it. There’s
even a name for pacific northwest old-timers: mossbacks.
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The rainy winters are a constant subject of conversation and commiseration in our area.
People love to moan about the rain, but not me. From the moment I arrived, I began looking
forward to the end of summer and the arrival of rain, which begins reliably in mid-October.
As I wrote in an essay called Ready for Rain that is the namesake for this newsletter:
It’s not simply the arrival of rain, but the transition to a different environment and way
of life. The drear has a certain dark beauty; a low-contrast softness. There’s no need to
squint or close the blinds. Even the sound of the rain on our house is music to my ears, a
lullaby.
I think this attitude is, in part, a coping mechanism. Without intention, I found happiness
and hope in the darkness. I find the rain soothing and want to see forecasts with days of rain
and wind. I want to be in it; to feel the weather and to breathe it in.
When the days are short and wet, home plays a different role and our goal becomes to make
it a place that’s built for hunkering down and creating a contrast to the outdoors. Again,
from my essay:
The best way to describe the feeling is “coziness”. Home feels like a refuge from the elements; a place to relax and live life more slowly. Coffee seems to taste better when it’s
raining.
I always loved this feeling and a few years ago, I heard a name for it that comes from Denmark. They call it Hygge (Hyoo-GUH) The Danes, who are often listed as the most content
people in the world, must be doing something right in the cold dark winter months and
many point to their spirit of hygge as a prime example. For them, winter is a cozy time to
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build fires, light candles, pull on wool socks, eat buttery food, drink warm drinks and spend
time with family and friends. That sounds pretty good to me.
Once we learned more about hygge, we started practicing it with intention. In Seattle, we
spent many nights with blankets spread out on the floor in front of the gas fire and along
with candles, wine, and dogs. When we moved to the Yurt on Orcas, we built fires in the
woodstove and got cozy as the storms rolled through the San Juans. I have fond memories
of opening the door at night and hearing the frightening roar of wind in the tall trees. It was
a sound I never heard in Seattle and it made me want to curl up in a blanket and appreciate
the toasty interior of the house, which smelled like burning wood.
This year is different. The guest house is cozy but has no fireplace or wood stove. There’s
not much room to spread a blanket on the floor and even less to entertain friends. We have
candles and wool socks and dogs, but it’s just not the same. Even if we turn up the heat and
drink wine as the rain beats the roof, it doesn’t feel quite right, perhaps because we are just
visitors in this place and not invested in making it feel more like home. Thankfully that
homey feeling has a way of appearing almost anywhere we find ourselves. Even if there’s not
a fireplace, the guest house is still a nice place to be.
By this time next year, we’ll have moved into the new house and this multi-year adventure
will be over. I’m sure we’ll enjoy the long, warm days of summer. But even in July, I’ll be
looking forward to October when the weather and our house become something different.
Our outdoor lifestyle will transition to focus on an interior hideaway that’s built for taking
the full brunt of storms that hit our side of the island. When they do, we’ll be inside, warm
and cozy, living a little more slowly.

Dec 17, 2019

It’s About Time
Issue #51

Two years ago this week, we were working with John on plans for the house and had just
completed a survey of the property. It boggles my mind that it’s been so long, but that was
part of our plan. From the very beginning, we saw time as an asset and a luxury.
In those early days, we had an abundance of time, in part, because the house was still a
dream. There were no contractors or deadlines. We could design and tinker and propose as
we looked for ways to make the finances work. In the first year, the house existed purely on
paper and we both loved pouring over the plans and debating every decision.
When we renovated the Hunter House in 2010, we were fairly new to construction and
didn’t anticipate the number of decisions that had to be made in a short amount of time.
Once the construction got underway, the clock was ticking and it seemed we were making
daily decisions on the fly. The builder needed to know what kind of front door we wanted,
what brand of fan to use in the bathroom and dozens of other things. At one point, thanks to
solid feedback, we decided to redesign the kitchen and all the necessary decisions happened
in a matter of weeks.
In the end, we were extremely happy with how the Hunter House turned out, but also a little
scarred by the experience of making so many expensive, pivotal decisions on the fly. We
knew we could do better and the house on Orcas Island was our shot to think ahead, take
our time, and get it right.
House plans have a way of creating their own momentum. A survey turns into a plan. A
plan needs a building permit. A building permit means a contractor can get involved. The
contractor has a start date and a window of time before the next project. It all flows together
and it can seem like it’s a race to the finish, which is marked by moving in. We both feel the
momentum and have consciously tried to balance progress with the reality that we are not
in a hurry. Yes, we are excited and want the house to be finished. I can’t wait to move in.
But at the same time, this period of the project is magical and something that is a source of
happiness.
I’ve written before that, for us, happiness lives in anticipation. It reminds me of being a kid
at Christmas. The long anticipation of Christmas morning far outweighed the experience of
opening presents. The same is true for vacations or even a meal at your favorite restaurant.
The anticipation can be a greater producer of happiness than the experience itself.
In anticipating the house’s completion, we’ve tried to be mindful that this phase is a time
of happiness that should be savored. Rather than pushing everyone involved to beat deadlines and feeling the stress of delays, we’ve decided that we’re better off being deliberate and
getting the job done right. We have faith that Drew’s team and his subcontractors will do
what is needed when it’s time and unreasonable pressure from us isn’t going to help. Quality takes time. Besides, our life at the guest house is comfortable and affordable. We’re better
off using that energy to plan the layout of the kitchen cabinets.
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Building a house is a complex and time-consuming affair, in part, because so much of the
work has to be done in sequence. For example, the great room side of the house is supported by three big steel beams that connect to one another. For the framers to start building
the floor and walls on that side of the house, the steel has to be in place.

It’s easy to imagine that all three pieces arrive and are bolted together like an erector set.
And that could have happened. Drew could have just ordered the steel based on the measurements in the plans. But that’s not what produces the best results. The quality comes
from getting the first pieces in place and then taking exact measurements for the next pieces. This takes time, but reduces the risk of having to refabricate and redeliver a piece of steel
that doesn’t fit.
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The Moment Frame Just After Installation

The Moment Frame, Closer
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Even something as simple-seeming as a concrete retaining wall requires multiple days and
a crew that rides a ferry to and from the island each day. Sometimes the ferries break down
or someone gets sick. The team has other commitments. Days might go by. But in the end, it
gets done and usually exceeds our expectations.

Our Driveway Retaining Wall

When we talk to people about the house, they inevitably ask when we’re likely to move in.
Right now, we believe it will be early fall 2020. But that’s not a deadline. The house is going to take as long as it takes and that’s OK with us. We’ll spend the rest of our lives there.
Besides, we have time to savor the anticipation.

Dec 22, 2019

52 Weeks of Change
Issue #52

Looking back, 2019 was the year we decided to change our lives in fundamental ways. We
moved away from a city we’d known for over twenty years and started a new life on a small
island. We said goodbye to a house we’d owned since 2003 and rebuilt in 2010. Then, we
committed to building a new one. We moved away from neighbors and friends who felt like
family and built new relationships. We started over in ways both large and small. It was a
big, hairy and unforgettable year.
When I look back to 2019, I can’t help but start in January when I started writing Ready
for Rain without a clear idea of where our lives would lead. We had big plans for building a
house along with a lot of uncertainty. There were so many things that had to work together. The builder, budget, and plans all needed to coalesce and for many months, there was
always a possibility our progress would start going sideways or even backward.
In the first half of 2019, we made a big decision. Our plans for construction wouldn’t be possible without selling the Hunter House, a house we’d owned since 2003 and rebuilt in 2010.
The idea of selling a house we loved, leaving the city and our lovely neighborhood was a big
step for us both. It was a one-way street to becoming permanent residents of Orcas Island.
In the end, we pulled the trigger and I left Seattle with a mix of excitement and anxiety. I
couldn’t help but hear the Green Acres theme song in my head as we left.
Moving to Orcas and into the Yurt was significant, but still a half-measure. We were not yet
committed to building and could decide to stay in the yurt for years. We didn’t have to keep
pushing on the construction project. In my mind, the uncertainty was an escape hatch. Or, I
needed to think it was. Sachi saw it differently. She was always convinced that we’d make it
work and had no choice but to keep pushing. Thankfully, most of the pieces were falling into
place and creating momentum.
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The Yurt-shaped House

At the same time, we were falling deeper in love with the island. Our concerns, like finding
a community of like-minded people, were easily brushed aside as our social lives became
busier than expected. Every day after the move seemed to show us a different side Orcas
and reinforce the idea that we’d found a special place. I said multiple times that it felt, to
me, like utopia. I still feel that way.
Our commitment to Orcas meant we needed to assimilate and for city slickers like us, it was
(and is) an adventure. Like most places, Orcas has its own attitude and culture that takes
time to learn. 2019 was the year we started to become island people and understand what
that meant. I suspected the island might influence us, but didn’t anticipate how much. I became fascinated with the contrast between Seattle and Orcas and how the island was challenging what I thought was normal.
So much of everyday city life felt foreign on the island. There is no hustle and bustle. No
traffic, no sirens, no commercial airplane noise, aside from floatplanes. Business dress is
rare. The pace of nearly everything is slower and, over time, I felt the tense muscles in my
shoulders begin to relax as I realized something fundamental had changed. For the first
time in years, I was not in a rush and could take my time. The island promotes a slower,
simpler, more self-sufficient lifestyle. It showed us we have a lot to learn when it comes to
reducing waste and learning to do things ourselves. I want more of those lessons in my life.
My focus changed the day in July when we demolished the Yurt. Suddenly, we were locked
in. We would now have to build. Always forward.
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The Yurt, Mostly Demolished

The demolition kicked off a new phase marked by yet another move, this time into the 500
square foot guest house where we now live with our two dogs, Maybe and Piper. It’s walking
distance from the construction site and a near-perfect place for us to live for the short term.
It’s basically a studio apartment over a garage.

The Guest House (second story)
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The guest house is well-designed, but lacks conveniences like a dishwasher, counter space,
and a bedroom door. It’s a tiny space stuffed to the gills with goods from merging two houses along with Sachi’s brother’s pantry when he and his family moved back to Hawaii this
summer. There is no dog fence to keep the dogs from chasing deer, so dog walks are a part
of every day (and night).

It’s Always About the Deer

Because we work from home, we are always within a few feet of one another. I’ve learned
to use noise-canceling headphones to pretend I have an office. Like our property, the guest
house has a fiber optic internet connection that’s faster than we had in Seattle. The guest
house works just fine, for the short-term.
When Sachi is not working or relaxing, she’s cooking. It’s her favorite way to spend time and
the constraints of the guest house have challenged her. Our oven, for example, is a toaster oven with just enough room to bake one loaf bread. But it hasn’t been a problem. More
space would make things easier, but we eat well. If anything, the guest house is helping us
appreciate how little some modern conveniences really matter. Maybe it’s conditioning us to
become better island people.
Today, I’m thinking about our lives in two years, or even five. Once we’ve moved the final
time into the new house, what will matter to me? Where will our happiness originate? I’m
sure we’ll continue to learn about island hacks and establish a lifestyle that’s increasingly
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practical and sustainable. We’ll continue to work on Common Craft and I plan for writing to
take more of my time.
In fact, I intend to be an author of multiple books. You heard it here first. My first book, The
Art of Explanation, was published in 2012 and I’ve always known I’d write more. This was
the original reason I started Ready for Rain a year ago–I wanted to practice writing. I’ll have
more to say about this in 2020.
Looking back to 2019, it was a year we’ll never forget. We chose to put ourselves through
a series of changes and, in turn, challenges. And through it all, we’ve remained as close as
ever. Sachi’s confidence in us is one of the real reasons we push through and I continue to
be amazed by her and how fortunate I am to have her in my life.
It won’t be long until we move from the guest house into the new house and our days of
packing our belongings into boxes will be over for a very long time. What a relief. It will
mark the end of a three-year journey and the beginning of a new, more stable lifestyle in a
location and house we’re sure to love.

As I sign off for 2019, I want you to know you have played a positive role in my life. Ready
for Rain was on my mind every day and you were my muse. I felt like I was talking with you
and telling you my story each week. I hope it added something interesting to your inbox.
Your attention, replies and kind words gave me confidence and I couldn’t have done it without you. I will be back in 2020 with more stories and I hope you’ll choose to stay with me.
Thank you and happy holidays!
I’d love to hear from you. What did you think about Ready for Rain over the
last year? Hit reply to say hello!

