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            January 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      Death, Chaos, Million-Dollar House

      Yesterday I got a shocking email from my builder’s wife letting me know that her husband had passed away suddenly, unexpectedly, at the end of December.  Just days later, she was dutifully and painfully going through all of his work emails to let clients know.  I wrote back letting her know how sorry I was for her and her family.  What a shock for her, what a loss. 

      He was a wonderful father, I could tell from only meeting him once. I liked him right away.  As we stood looking at the view in Randolph Center, he told me about his family. 

      We talked houses, and I really appreciated the approach he would take.  He was above all else, flexible.  He was patient.  He emphasized understanding the process and realizing that things don’t always come out the way they are imagined.  He talked about being able to shift gears and change things up for the owner as the building evolved.  This was not something I asked about or was even looking for, as I am a newbie to a house-building project. Of course, I was assuming that I am sure what I want, have already thought it all through and my plans are set in stone, so to speak.  But he must have known this is not realistic and brought it up, which was really generous I thought. What builder wants a homeowner who constantly changes their mind or heads off in a different direction, mid-build?

      He was not only a knowledgeable craftsman, he was a designer, problem-solver, and just a nice person to spend time with during the building process.  He was going to work on Charles Cooley’s barn for me starting at the end of March, beginning of April:  add a fully enclosed east side with barn doors, new ramp to hayloft, just get the place truly equine-ready. 

      Another builder can take over for me, but for his family it is a different story entirely. 

      I went to bed last night unsettled.  I had done the math with another builder who told me to count on $450/square foot.  32’ x 40’ Ridge Road house x 2 stories = 2560 square feet  x $450 = um….over a million dollars.  $1,152,000 to be exact and this didn’t even include the screened-in porch, deck, garage.

      My brain went into my usual dream sequences when I feel like life is out of control.  I am a teacher again, but this time I have all new students and even taking attendance turns into a nightmare.  I can’t find an obvious list of students I’ve been assigned and have to try to glean this information from a large classroom full of unruly hooligans, large adult-sized bodies (being in High School), and full of themselves, laughing, talking loudly, listening to loud music, ignoring me as if it is a sign of victory.  I dig through disorganized piles of paperwork on the front desk, I work at getting them quiet so I can speak and ask who they are.  This appears impossible as I get one person listening and talking just pops up in another quadrant of the classroom. Many students are in small groups with their backs turned to me, huddled together, completely enjoying themselves. When I am able to get their attention, they laugh and give me false amusing names.  And this doesn’t even include the part where I need to fill their young minds with important scientific information.  I woke up exhausted.  God, there are so many hard parts involved in teaching.  It is truly a miracle that there are many accomplished, creative, truly great teachers out there.  I am glad to be retired. 

      But then this morning I got an encouraging email from Builder number 2, who said (regardless of the $450/square foot potential costs) that a simple Cape Cod, three-bedroom house in Vermont indeed should not cost a million dollars to build.  Instead $600,000 was a figure mentioned.  OK, we’re good.

      Rest in peace, Matthew, and thank you for our short partnership.  I will hold your family in my most positive thoughts for the difficult times ahead for them, navigating their new world without you. 
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            Foreword

          

          Sara Tucker

        

      

    

    
      For many years, people driving up and down the Ridge Road that runs between Randolph Center and Brookfield, Vermont could not help but notice that the Cooley house, a once lovely little farmhouse perched on a knoll with a breathtaking view, was falling into disrepair. The house, purchased by Harry and Gertrude Cooley, my grandparents, in 1953, had so deteriorated by the time their son Charles died in 2017 that a proper restoration was out of the question. And yet the home held many memories for a sprawling network of family members who wished to see it preserved. What to do? Various stakeholders had a lot to say about what should happen next, but nobody made a decisive move . . . for years.

      Meanwhile, as Charles’s heirs pondered the situation and housing costs soared, the Ridge Road property continued to deteriorate. It would take an extraordinary person to save it. A visionary, to be sure, but also one with adequate resources and enormous resolve.

      That person turned out to be Sylvia Shepard Cooley, Charles’s daughter-in-law. Her story is told in her blog, Ridge Road House (ridgeroadhouse.blog), and in the pages of this book, which is a compilation of her blog posts from the time the project began to the present.

      When Sylvia asked me to help her document the project, I agreed to be her editor. I have known Sylvia since we were kids, and I was sure that she could tell her own story with little help from me. She has done so, and I have been her admiring cheerleader.

      At this time, the Ridge Road House project is well on its way to completion. We have decided to publish the story-so-far in the form of an ebook, which we have labeled Volume 1.

      Obviously, there is more to come. Sylvia and Dan and their menagerie—which includes at present a Morgan horse, a mini horse, a donkey, two barn cats, and a couple of dachsunds—are scheduled to move in sometime in 2028.

      To receive updates on the Ridge Road House story and to leave comments for Sylvia, subscribe to RidgeRoadHouse.blog.

      
        
        Sara Tucker

        Korongo Books

        April 18, 2026
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      Will MAGA Abort My House Project?

      November 21. I want to write this as a place marker in November 2024.  I want to remember how I am feeling and see what comes true and what doesn’t by 2028, our projected move-in date to the Ridge Road house. 

      I am essentially an optimist.  I don’t know how much of this was programmed at birth and how much was instilled in me via my life experiences, but an optimist I am.  I remember just last month agreeing with James Carville⁠* (an ornery man who can be foul-mouthed yet speaks the truth, starting as a comedian and becoming someone who could speak out to the media about political truths). 

      I saw Kamala’s consistently huge crowds, enthusiastic Americans cheering her on.  She was tireless, moving state to state to talk with everyday Americans.  I saw Trump barely trying to campaign.  I heard her plans for helping people, I read about Trump’s agenda to cut government programs using Elon Musk’s ideas for an efficiency plan.  People had to see the writing on the wall and vote for her, right?!  Why wouldn’t they?!

      Then November 5 arrived.  My six-year-old granddaughter had asked me, “Grammy, when we wake up in the morning will we know who the president is?”  I told her that it might take a few days of counting since the polls showed that the election would be very close.  Nope.  We knew right away on November 5, probably before she even went to bed.  What had happened?  Many folks had warned the polls have been wrong before, don’t listen to polls (and believe me I wanted to believe that the polls would be wrong and Harris would win in a landslide). 

      Trump and his people are calling it a mandate.  Nope again.  After many days of counting, it turns out less than 50 percent of Americans voted for him, but he is still what we are stuck with. 

      And as the days progress (it’s been about two weeks), it is clear that he will move ahead with his choosing of MAGA supporters into cabinet positions—inexperienced, wealthy, and with one thing on their minds: to make American great again for themselves. Other Trump voters just want a simple, conservative dream: get government out of our lives. 

      Even though economic experts in this country had said the economy as of November 5, 2024, was doing exceedingly well, the voters who chose Trump said they did so because the economy is bad.  Yes, groceries are expensive and yes, many Americans who are first-time homebuyers are finding it near impossible to buy a house.  But Harris wanted to help with both of those items: stop price gouging and find ways to help first-time homebuyers.  Now we’ll never know if her ideas would have helped.

      If Elon Musk’s plans to slash the government are enacted, he has said Americans should “brace themselves for hardship.”  He seems to think that the good stuff will eventually happen but not at first.  Economists have warned that if Trump’s “most beautiful word” tariffs are put into place, consumers will pay higher prices, it will cause inflation, lead to higher unemployment and lower wages.

      I am selfish, like those wealthy Republicans out there, and don’t want our family’s nest egg to be destroyed.  I differ from them on how our economy should be handled.  I don’t want more tax breaks for the rich that only benefit the rich.  I don’t want cuts to programs that help my fellow Americans.  I don’t want the economy to backslide and cause the chunk of money we have now to be erased from the books. 

      Am I being alarmist?  Time will be the truth-teller.  As much as I am an optimist, I am also an alarmist.  I remember when Covid first hit and ambulances were lining up on streets of NYC, bodies were piling up and morgues were running out of space.  I was an alarmist then, thinking it might cause civil unrest.  It started with toilet paper hoarding, but how bad could it get?  The normal U.S. delivery system was a mess.  I even thought about ways of securing our house, would we need to put in a wooden 2x4 across our French doors to make them impossible to force open? 

      My questions today are these: Will we get to move forward with our house project in Vermont?  Will our funding be gone?  Will our current house be worthless since there will be no one who can afford to buy it, virtually erasing our equity? 

      By 2028 I think there will be bigger things to worry about than just building a house.  But then again, I am an alarmist. 

      (As I said, this is a place marker for myself.)

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * “Three Reasons I’m Certain Kamala Harris Will Win,” James Carville, New York Times Guest Opinion Essay, October 23, 2024.
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      Dear contractors, builders, jack-of-all-trades, artisans, fixers, repairpeople: Thank you.  You are the unsung angels of the middle class.  You are there for us when we need you.
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      January 20. This past year I have often thought of Greg The Carpenter (his name, not mine…I believe he does this because people can’t remember, and definitely can’t spell his Greek last name Perchemlides.). He is from down our way in Montague, Massachusetts.  We currently live in Western Mass, which is much more like Vermont than the rest of Massachusetts. 

      We thought we had bought a new house here in 2015, only to realize in 2023 that a 20-year-old house is not new.  It was newer than anything we had ever owned.  We learned that houses built a little too quickly in 2002 on a budget start to wear out right about at 20 years old.  Windows (which were a lovely wood frame) were starting to rot, siding seemed to be letting in the rain, ceilings would start to drip. 

      A family member recommended we NOT call one of those window chains to do the work.  They sound tempting.  They come in and immediately simply pop out your old window, reinsert the new window quickly.  Not much mess, not much in-your-way down time.  And the photos on their websites look so glossy and professional.  Just what you would want.  But…

      Instead, this family member said, find a reliable, good contractor and buy high-quality windows separately for installation by this contractor.  As many people know in the 2020s, contractors are already busy and mostly unavailable (not helped by Covid and people staying home during quarantine times and wanting to upgrade their abode).  Stay strong, recommended this family member.  Even if you have to wait, it is worth it.  The time will go by fast and voila!  You have your windows, done professionally with products that will last. 

      He was right.  We did have to wait from the fall of 2022 until the spring of 2023, but we found Greg the Carpenter, recommended by locals. Use those services!  We have “Leverett Connects” down here, where neighbors write about everything from lost cats to astrology.  In Randolph, Vermont, they have “Front Porch Forum.”  These email lists are the best way to get advice from neighbors.  They can list recommendations, describe the work the person did for them, what they liked, and give you their contact information. Neighbors don’t mislead neighbors. 

      Many contractors these days can’t be found by Googling “Contractors near me.”  They don’t create websites, they don’t advertise, they don’t even paint their names on their trucks for fear of too many annoying phone calls while they are trying to get work done. 

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Greg was a good communicator.  He explained the work that needed to be done.  It isn’t a simple pop out/pop in of windows.  To make things truly fit, be insulated around the opening, be finished off properly on the inside, it takes a lot of careful, detailed work.  Yes, your house is a mess for a while.  There is dust.  There is sanding and repainting the entire wall where the window was and now is.  There are people in your house with your dog barking.  But Greg became like family, congratulating our dog on a “job well done” being the house protector.

      It was fun watching him work.  He would talk out loud to himself or run everything by his well-trained assistant (and stepson), Ben.  He wasn’t afraid of me overhearing or thinking he was incompetent, because he wasn’t.  He is a highly capable carpenter who is careful and knows mistakes can be made. He thinks and plans first, then acts and builds.  He would say things like “if we did this…then this…but if we did that…then that…”. Looking at his options, choosing the best way forward. 

      We now have almost all new windows and doors in our 2002 house.  We have new siding.  We have a new roof.  Our house feels truly new now.  It is protected and tucked in and taken care of. 
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      During climate-change downpours of 2024 that went on and on, our house was water-tight.  Never just light rain, but instead a deluge leaving ponds around the yard, but no drip dripping in the house.  I thought of Greg The Carpenter.  “Thank you, Greg! I would think, but never say it out loud or write it.  So today I am writing it and letting Greg know.  He saved this house.  He gave us peace of mind.  He gave us a functional house.  And by the way, it is also a beautiful home.
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      Meeting with a Builder
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      June 7. Today I got to meet Joseph Bertrand from Central Vermont Building & Design, LLC. Thank you to Phil Godenschwager for suggesting Joe. 

      Our meeting was at the house site in Randolph Center on Ridge Road. We were welcomed with kisses from Mazey Cooley.

      It was wonderful just standing with this view, but standing with a builder, someone who can help deliver a dream was great!

      I think Joe Bertrand and the Cooleys are well-matched. He believes in quality and not rushing a job. He is willing and able to make lots of suggestions with all of his experience, but respects what the owner wants as well. He has been building in the Randolph area for over 30 years. Beautiful work. He believes in simplicity when possible and that is my goal as well. It was a pleasure meeting him. I am convinced he would recreate the Cooley house and we would have a wonderful (modernized in only the best ways) little white Cape on the hill again. 

      Though I don't think we are ready to start this year, the house could be started in the fall season with the foundation, get the shell up, then work on the interior over a winter. It could be finished by the next spring/summer for move-in! 

      I would like to do some preliminary work before that process. Take trees down (unfortunately two of the maples close to the house do not look great) and have a source of wood for a wood stove, then install the new septic system, which Joe said the state of Vermont almost always requires a mounded system (but the site to the north of house would allow for that, since it naturally is somewhat bowl-shaped), put up the garage (which would provide storage and a work space for the builders), and look at the water/well situation. So maybe the house could be a Fall 2025–Summer 2026 project. 

      He can start with some basic estimates, but more exact estimates would come after drawings from Phil of the floor plan plus elevations. Then decisions on heating, cooling, flooring, kitchen, walls, ceilings, trim, windows, siding, roofing, etc. That would then provide us with a clear quote/contract. 

      What I need is more estimates from other builders so I know we are making the right choice. The problem: They are all busy and don’t get back to me. One from Chelsea, Vermont, did call me back once, and I had forgotten to turn my phone sound back on (after being silenced for the night), so I missed his call. I will keep trying. 

      Joe said we could save the fieldstone in the foundation to use for stone walls!

      Notice all the chervil growing in that northern part of the lot (the septic system location).
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      Another Great Builder

      June 20. I talked with another builder! Recommended by my niece Emily Howe, who has seen his work in Tunbridge for her husband John’s family (and he uses my nephew for excavation—Matt Loftus). His name is RJ Hoyt (Rodney) from Chelsea. I was excited to finally get to talk with him; we had done a bit of phone tag. I will go up and meet with him this month, see his work and show him the site.

      He is available for 2026 so that will work for us. We are not in a hurry (especially Danny), but I tell folks we may move in about three years. 

      I am happy to get more estimates. You can’t build a house with just one estimate, right? This will be estimate No. 2.

      RJ was easy to talk to and sounds like a nice guy. Emily says he is the best, and I trust her opinion. He does the whole job, septic, foundation, and finishing. 

      I sent him my rough floor plans and elevations, along with a photo of each side of the old house to let him know what we want to recreate. He sent me photos of an almost identical Cape Cod house he built last year! The only big difference is the dormer on the front. Anyway, his work looks great and the house he built was beautiful. I am happy for any forward movement on creating the Vermont Cooley house. 
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      Ridge Road House Materials List

      June 22. This is my initial list—possibly boring to read (but exciting to me). It is only preliminary, will take suggestions (especially to recreate the old house).

      I love the idea of oak kitchen cabinets with the oak grain. Some old 1920s kitchens had those. Though I am not sure of the original kitchen in the Ridge Road house when the Day family had it, the 1960s kitchen Harry Cooley put in did have a darker stain wood cabinet. His kitchen also had light countertop. Instead of subway tiles, though, I am thinking of white shiplap to have an older look instead of shiny new. Here's the idea of oak drawers below, light countertop, shelving above rather than cupboards.

      

      
        
        Materials list

        Ridge Road, Randolph Center, Vermont

        Cape Cod-style house with front large upside-down V dormer

      

      

      
        
          	
        Siding: Hardie plank smooth white
      

      	
        Window trim white, 3½ in wide, flat
      

      	
        No shutters
      

      	
        Retain molding details on front dormer of house and all along edge
      

      	
        Roof: metal standing seam, medium gray
      

      	
        Windows: Double hung, aluminum-clad wood outside, wood painted white inside
      

      	
        Grill type: two over one, as realistic as possible (not pop-out grill or encased in glass grill)
      

      	
        High quality in terms of energy efficiency
      

      	
        Woodwork interior, all painted white wood, semi-gloss enamel paint
      

      	
        5½-in flatboard baseboards with flat edge
      

      	
        3½-in flatboard trim around interior windows
      

      	
        All interior doors, solid wood, painted same white as woodwork
      

      	
        3-panel Shaker doors for all doors—except:
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        I have two old doors to use from the original house for the upstairs two bedrooms—do not repaint)
      

      	
        I have one old closet door should be used in mudroom (do not repaint)
      

      	
        I have one old very small door which should be used to recreate the secret passageway in upstairs hallway (do not repaint)
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        All doorknobs needed: white porcelain
      

      	
        All ceilings & walls sheetrock
      

      	
        White ceilings
      

      	
        Slightly off white (grayish tone) walls
      

      	
        All floors wide board pine with square nails (except kitchen, mudroom, bathrooms)
      

      	
        Kitchen, mudroom, and both bathrooms: solid sheet vinyl (pattern looks a little like concrete, a tannish/grayish mottled pattern)
      

      	
        Armstrong CushionStep  B3252 “Ancient Fury Vinyl Sheet- Spitfire Shot” 12’ wide, low gloss (cannot install kitchen cabinets on top of this)
      

      	
        Kitchen bases- medium stain oak (like old 1920s kitchens) with obvious grain pattern
      

      	
        Mostly drawers on bases (no cupboards) except one tall ‘pantry’ cabinet
      

      	
        Either slab style or full inset (I like the simple plain look of these)
      

      	
        Open upper shelving of either same oak wood or white boards, no cupboards up
      

      	
        Kitchen cabinet pulls: antique brass or bronze bin pulls
      

      	
        Backsplash in kitchen: white shiplap boards
      

      	
        Countertop quartz, white or off-white, simple infrequent pattern either lines or flecks
      

      	
        Squared-off front edges of countertop, slightly rounded corners
      

      	
        Island between kitchen and dining room, use same oak kitchen cabinet bases with simple, attractive back (viewed from dining room), drawers on kitchen side, same countertop as kitchen
      

      	
        Sink, white single large basin (double wide with no separation), drop down type
      

      	
        White appliances in kitchen: refrigerator (bottom pull-out freezer), dishwasher, induction stove top, microwave.  As simply designed appearance as possible but energy efficient. Consumer Reports Best Buy appliances.
      

      	
        White washer/dryer in mudroom, energy efficient, Consumer Reports Best Buy appliances.
      

      	
        White wooden shelving in mudroom, hooks, bench? cupboards? small closet?
      

      	
        Vermont Castings Encore black enamel wood stove in living room
      

      	
        Slate (or plain granite) stone base in one piece if possible
      

      	
        Possibly naturally found rounded stones creating interesting wall behind stove?
      

      	
        Bathrooms
      

      	
        Double sinks white, squared shape, drop down type
      

      	
        Quartz countertops same as kitchen
      

      	
        Bases: oak, same as kitchen
      

      	
        One small closet in each bathroom
      

      	
        White tub with shower in both bathrooms
      

      	
        Large-tiled walls inside shower enclosures, similar to countertop color
      

      	
        Mitsubishi mini splits for AC upstairs and downstairs
      

      	
        Electric hot water heater (But maybe makes more sense to have forced air AC/heat furnace/hot water source? Need advice on this)
      

      	
        Ceiling fans in living room, and in each bedroom
      

      	
        Ceiling light (simple chandelier type) over dining room table
      

      	
        Lights drop-down over kitchen island
      

      	
        Light over kitchen sink
      

      	
        Entryway mudroom light in ceiling
      

      	
        Lighting and outlets in screened-in porch
      

      	
        Lighting above each bathroom sink
      

      	
        Lighting outside at each entry door and along the side of house with deck
      

      	
        Lighting outside garage with switch in mudroom
      

      	
        Ring doorbell cameras at each entry
      

      

      

      

      My philosophy on interior design

      June 30

      OK, so I am just a regular person who shouldn't HAVE a philosophy on interior design (and those who know me could have a good laugh with our mix of furniture, etc.) but here it is anyway.

      Simple is best.

      Straight lines are more appealing to me than curvy.

      Light in a room is critical. Views from one room to another are important.

      I love cozy but I require open. I love interesting details but don't like a busy, overpacked room.

      I appreciate the Craftsman style. The Cooley house was not and should not be Craftsman style, but can contain some elements of it. Surprisingly, I was just reading (after deciding the above) that Farmhouse style often incorporates Craftsman design.

      For example, I love oak and the grain of oak, and we already have a Stickley armchair and ottoman (leather seat and back, oak arms, etc.) and Stickley coffee table (two small tables pushed together) and a bedroom bureau.  Maybe we will splurge on an oak/Stickley loveseat for the living room. 

      My idea for oak kitchen bases would fit with this.

      Older kitchens often do not have upper cupboards, that is why I am going with mostly bases and then upper shelves instead of cupboards.

      Since the stairs will be exposed to the living room, I would love to do those in a similar oak (even though otherwise I am having white woodwork throughout), maybe white risers on the stairs to help integrate it?

      The newel post at the base of the stairs in the original house was a simple square post with the top angled up on all four sides to a smaller square top (see photo). I’d like to recreate that except out of oak. 

      I’d love to have the handrail be somehow special (ideas?) and the baluster posts as you move up the stairs be more interesting than the usual without going overboard…so a Craftsman sort of look…maybe two narrow square posts per step? Or a flatter oak board with a small simple cut out like an oval leaf and stem (one per step)?

      Could the mudroom have an oak bench to repeat the use of oak?  Maybe an oak board that has hooks?

      It is kind of strange that I like white woodwork and doors/windows, yet I want some oak included in the house. 
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            March 2026

          

        

      

    

    
      Heating system halfway there. Ready for sheetrock
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      March 1. The HVAC installation is progressing.  Barry Gearwar has completed a lot of the preliminary plumbing and is at least halfway through the work to install a boiler and radiators in the main house.  The boiler is tiny (I am guessing about three feet high and two feet wide) and 95 percent efficient. The radiators will be white modern flat steel ones placed mostly under windows.

      We have radiant heat in the concrete basement floor, we just have to connect it to the boiler and add a thermostat. 

      Sheetrocking was supposed to happen soon, but with frost heaves in Vermont, big heavy trucks can’t drive on the Ridge Road for a bit.
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        See you next time, house!

      

      

      

      This will be one of the very last steps. I can't wait!

      March 25. Joe Bertrand, my builder, is smart and waits until the very end to install doors. That way they are not damaged during the building process. So I will have to wait. But for now I get to see the drawings from my architectural drawer, Phil Godenschwager. So beautiful. I am so lucky to have him working on the project. I think this final step will really bring the house to life.
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      Choosing a builder soon

      September 4. I have narrowed it down to two great builders...waiting for their estimates which I will get any day now which will help my final decision. Then the real process of building will begin!

      I would ideally like to do the septic next summer and maybe get the well checked (drill a new one if needed) and another possibility is to start refurbishing the barn right away. Then the following summer start the real build, at least with the garage. I am excited! The Cooley Ridge Road House will reemerge.

      Phil Godenschwager will be doing some interior elevations soon as well...that will give you a sneak peek and help you imagine the inside of the house. What will you see as you enter that dining room door and look towards the kitchen? What will the mud room look like? When you are in the living room and look over at the stairs and this beautiful front door, will it look familiar? That is my hope.

      Estimates Don’t Exist

      September 29. Being a homeowner who has worked with contractors on smaller projects within an existing home, I have always gotten estimates. Kitchen upgrades, new windows, siding, a new roof...the list goes on. You get recommendations from neighbors and friends for names of good builders, then you contact them, one by one, arrange times for them to come check your project, and you get prices. All else being equal, you go with the lowest price.

      The newest ingredient in the land of contractors is...when are they available? I knew this was the case during Covid, but I was hoping this had settled down four years later. I realized when people discovered they were stuck at home during 2020–2022 they started to look closely at their surroundings. They couldn't even get away to go into work. They wanted better. If you can't change the world around you and a plague is controlling your life, then you change something you have control over...your home. Or you even decide to move to the country, get away from all of those contagion-carrying people and get some breathing space. You build new there or you have fun refurbishing that old antique home that was just waiting for you to discover it.

      Even in 2024, when people are traveling again, going to theaters, concerts, and maybe even reversing their move to the country and heading back to the city... you are most likely in for a long, long wait. If you can even find a contractor or get them to answer phone messages, emails, or texts. You mull over the idea of calling them back and leaving another message, but will that make you even less likely to get a call back?! Annoying customers do not make it into the lineup of possible future projects.

      Builders have told me they don't put their names on their trucks; that means more phone calls they don't have time to make. They don't do websites, they have unavailable email addresses. They are busy working. And they are booked for years. Some builders are only picking and choosing smaller projects or specialty projects, things that are appealing to them and in a timeline that doesn't pressure them. Why not? I would do that if I was a builder.

      Another factor in the building industry is even if building material prices are settling down from 2021–22 prices, wages have gone up (which is a good thing). Also, builders have told me that “kids” (i.e. up and coming workers) don't want to get up early to work, so there is a lack of workers. And older contractors, like experienced electricians and plumbers, are aging out and retiring (with not many younger people moving into these careers).

      Getting estimates seemed like the obvious and responsible thing to do, but now I understand differently. I got this advice from a builder who told me (most likely because I wanted an estimate and was letting him know that I was getting multiple estimates from different builders) that we were not a good match. He gave me good information though: Choose a builder you trust, and then work with them to give you a fair price. It turns out, an estimate on an entire house with all of the details and different components that go into that is almost impossible to get. It takes a busy builder way too much time to do that. They are too busy working to give estimates. They'd need to be paid for an estimate but even with that, it is not worth their time to do an estimate when they can't be guaranteed to actually get the project.

      The Ridge Road House is a learning experience for me, and this was one more level of learning. But also scary. How do you trust someone you have never worked with? How do you move forward when you might be falling into the very dark and very deep abyss of a money pit?

      I got some ideas by talking to builders. Builder number 2 told me about a similar house he built (to our house design) that he could also do for me for about $800,000, gulp. Since when did a simple Cape Cod–style house cost more than a quarter of a million dollars to build? 2024.

      You visit his current work site and see that, okay, he works for people who have big—and I mean BIG—bucks. They pay as they go, no problem. He bills them as he spends money and moves forward as he gets paid by the homeowner (who had better have a plentiful, ready cash flow). Huge houses, tall and imposing, with huge floor plans and added items like greenhouses inside the house. A basement with a higher-than-usual ceiling so heavy equipment can pull into it if needed or desired. This was not a MacMansion; it was well-built with a builder who has great experience. Not a tasteless design but lacking the thought or detail of a house that is well-loved before it is built.

      This particular contractor works with many subcontractors who only work alongside him: an electrician, a plumber, a crew of painters, etc.; they are his electrician, his plumber, his painting crew (but autonomous too if they wanted to be). He is so busy he can keep them endlessly in work. He seems more of an organizer than a builder. He was on the phone when I got there.

      The only thing that interrupted the flow on the day I visited was waiting on custom kitchen cabinets to arrive from Bethel Mills. Yes, very nice, but this custom kitchen somehow had no soul. The cabinets are a beautiful deep blue, well-made, gorgeous. The room had a high ceiling, had a lot of white tile, stainless steel, you know, the usual. It felt industrial but not in an interesting industrial way. The cabinets were the only nice part. And why didn't countertop-to-ceiling windows on two sides make this kitchen beautiful? I don't know. A room is the sum of its parts, and these particular parts just didn't add up. It certainly wasn't cozy (and wasn't meant to be), but neither was it breathtaking or light-and-bright cheerful.

      OK, on to builder number 3. I now know the months-long process of waiting to get an estimate from him is one I shouldn't even have asked for. I know he would be fairly reasonable, guessing high priced (hey, everyone has to make a living and should not give away their work), has great experience and has shown me work he has done that looks like excellent quality. So he is still an option. He is fast—goes in, focuses on the one project, sets up his team to only work there (which is definitely a great benefit compared to builders who come and go and you never know for sure how long something will take). It would be about one year from start to move-in-ready. Pretty cool to imagine. A dream delivered.

      Builder number 4 seems like my best bet. He told me his price per square foot ($300) based on my materials list and the floor plan, etc. This is still A LOT and I won't print the math here, but you can play with that if you want. He let me know the obvious: the price he gives me now can't be guaranteed as the price we will get when we actually build. Time will pass, prices will change. But what I like best about him is his flexibility. He is willing to really work with me (whereas I had one builder who seemed perturbed when I said I really don't like vinyl siding). This builder said, if I change my mind on something, he can deal with that. He can let me know what that means in terms of time, money, design, etc. He can do the project in pieces or stages if I want to.

      He will also let me subcontract parts of the project myself. Most builders want to handle the whole process (and I understand if you have control over everything you can more easily coordinate a project and make sure it works, but with that comes the added cost of paying yourself as the coordinating builder who is having to handle the sub-contractor.)

      After meeting with him at the house site and talking with him for almost two hours, seeing a house he built in Randolph, and just having a good gut feeling about him, I think he would be a great fit for our house.

      One benefit is psychological: don't rush, take your time, be thoughtful, feels safer. Another benefit is practical. If you do a project in stages, you only need money in stages.

      Stage one will be work on the barn, making sure it is secure and usable.

      Stage two will the septic system in 2025 (and a huge plus here...I can work with Eric Henderson, who already has contributed so much to this project with the demolition of the old house and driveway work. He is a Civil Engineer and can design and build the septic system).

      Stage three will be the well and maybe the garage in 2026.

      Stage four will be the house in 2027, where we can sell our house here in Massachusetts to make up for the bulk financing the house in Vermont.

      Moving date 2028.

      One more builder to go.... I haven't talked with him or met him yet, so he is an unknown. And again, waiting on one builder where I still need some feedback on costs.

      How many builders did I contact that I never heard from? Really only two builders out of seven, so that isn't bad. And I heard through the grapevine they were either aging out of the business or doing smaller projects and were already busy.
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        Even when you’re not in a rush

        The thrill of changes

        Can elicit expectations

      

        

      
        Photos

        My obsession

        Document changes

      

        

      
        But what if the changes

        Are only ones I can see?

        Maybe I should consider

        Videos

        With a walk-through explanation
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        The plumber describes his mysterious work

        Flexible tubes snake and tangle

        Supported by brackets

        Ending in spigots
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        Shiny copper pipes

        Used sparingly

        With many levers

        Called shut-off valves

        A wall of complicated controls

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        
        Water will heat the house

        In a buried patchwork of pipes

        Beneath the concrete

        It will flow to radiators

        Hung on walls
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        Water must find its way

        To the bathrooms

        For showers, soaks, and flushes

        And of course, to the kitchen

        To simply get a drink

        From a shiny chrome fixture

        Perched above a porcelain sink
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        The “old" kitchen in the original house. The windows will still be there. The sink will still be white porcelain and the faucet a chrome one.
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      To be continued . . .

    

  

