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Thomas Gorczynski, a resident of the Wrigleyville neighborhood, stretches out on the couch he offers to Couchsurfing visitors. “People usually are not demanding at all,” he says.

SURF ON,
GLOBETROTTER

Meet the Chicagoans who let strangers sleep in their homes — free of charge

BY RANDI SHAFFER
Chicago Tribune

“Pm here! ' standing outside
your house right now:” A message
‘bubble pops up on my iPhone.

It’s from a virtual stranger who's
about to spend the next three days
sleeping on my couch.

The stranger — Paco, a Mexican
native getting his doctorate in Spain —
and T became acquainted a few weeks
earlier on a website called Couchsurf-
ing, where travelers, known as
“couchsurfers,” can connect with local
hosts willing to put them up for a few
nights free of charge.

Thad a couch, and Paco needed
somewhere to sleep for a few days. So

he ended up at my front door.
According to its website, Couch-
surfing started in 2004, It now has
roughly 12 million members — both
surfers and hosts — and operates in
200,000 cities across the globe.
Members don’t need to go through
any verification process before sign-
ing up, but many do seek a verification
badge by submitting proof of identifi-
cation, address and phone number.
This, combined with public revi

hosts for as long as hosts allow.

T joined the Couchsurfing commu-
nity earlier this year, Why? Several
reasons. T work odd hours at my job,
and it’s often tricky finding friends to
hang out with midday during the
week. 'm also a huge fan of the pay
forward mentality, and T just genu-
inely enjoy talking to people from all
walks of life.

‘Turns out, 'm not alone in my

helps surfers and hosts build trust
with each other. Surfers can gain
verification by paying a fee or by host-
ing. A member of the Couchsurfing.
site is rewarded with three months of
free verification for hosting another
‘member. Couchsurfers can stay with

tolet compl g
sleep in my home free of charge. Tf
you open the Couchsurfing site and
Took for a place to crash in Chicago,
the site lists just short of 40,000 regis-
tered hosts in the area.

Lauren Cole is one of the thou-
sands. Cole, 24, said she first heard

about the concept of couchsurfinga
few years ago, when her boyfriend
mentioned a female friend of his was
planning on couchsurfing across the
We

fest.

“T was like, ‘She’s going to die; *
Cole laughed. “At the time, it sounded
absolutely insane” But after the con-
cept of couchsurfing kept popping up
in the travel podcasts Cole frequently
listens to, she decided to try it.

Cole and her boyfriend, 26-year-old
Erik Harkness, set their Avondale
couch to “available” around late April,
and so far, Cole said, their eight host-
ing experiences have been mostly
positive.

Turn to Couchsurfing, Page 2

Mortgage hope on the horizon for the self-employed
—_— :'-‘)“‘ have favored applicants with
gT/L

on sales. You're likely to have a terms.

easily ard ti incing lenders Enter the Self-Employed Mort-
people who can show under- about your total income —it’snot  gage Access Act, co-sponsoredby  income — pay stubs or W-2s — as
writers pay stubs, W-2s and two steady, and at least some of it can Sen. Mark R. Warner, D-Va,, and someone who works 9 to 5,” said
years of steady income plusthe  be difficult to document. Your Sen. Mike Rounds, R-S.D, It Warner in introducing the bill
Tikelihood it will continue. The loan officer may end up saying, would expand lenders’ permis- Mortgage lenders say applica-
same rules have made it more “Sorry, I can’t fit your income sible sources to verify incomes tions from buyers with nontradi-

market because they don't have
the same d on of their

KENNETH R. HARNEY challenging for people whowork  pattern into the boxes mandated beyond the relatively narrow tional income patterns are a
The Nation's Housing for themselves, earn money at by federal qualified-mortgage range specified in current federal ing issue.
‘multiple jobs or have big seasonal  regulations, so Ijustcan'tdoyour  qualified-mortgage regulations. “T deal with a lot of people

Here's some promisingnews ~ swings in what they earn. loan” According to Warner, asmanyas  who fall out of the guidelines;”
for self-employed entrepreneurs, Say you're a Lyft driver, and This may not knock you outof 42 million Americans — roughly  says Don Calcaterra Jr., owner of
gigeconomy workers and small-  you run a cash-intensive food the mortgage market entirely,but 30 percent of the workforce —are  Local Lending Group in Troy,
business owners: There’s abipar-  truck business on the side. You it could force you to pay ahigher  self-employed or in the gigecono-  Mich, Calcaterra told me about a
tisan push underway on Capitol earn good money, and you have interest rate or make a larger my. recent client who moved from
Hill to make the home mortgage ~ decent credit scores and savings, ~ down payment elsewhere froma “Too many of these otherwise ~ beinga W-2 employee to inde-

process a lot easier for you. but your income jumps around  lender who offers

reditworth are
For years, federal lendingrules  from month to month depending  mortgages on less-favorable beingshut out of the mortgage ~ 7un to Harney, Page 2
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H 1‘ k take someone, and they've  for their hosts — some- REAL ESTATE MATTERS
osts hike gc;crpl;ycld:éﬁr porg thingthe Couchourtng .
. efore” he laughe site recommends guests B f l f 1
Linor Vaknin, 33,said ~ do — the experience and

meeting iRl dman €rore applying ior loan,

l b al tors. tov}l;d the hidden " kc‘ég Lorcn};: C(:gona active .

ms of the city. “T'll kin in the couchsurfing com- t d t d
glo SFoeerthemintherighe  muny ¢ get documents 1n order
direction for deep dish The 40- -year-old Wicker
gueStS p)zza but I don't typlcally Park resident has hosted BY ILYCE GLINK AND
em for the about 50 surfers in the SAMUEL J. TAMKIN
Couchsurfing, from Page 1 Lhmgs ;" the North Center past several years, and she Tribune Content Agency
resident said. finds herself drawn to the

“Itsbasicallyacoolway ~ Both VakninandCole  site because it’s full of Q:1am applying fora
to meet lots of different were initially a bit appre- like-minded people with loan to buy a house and
people;” she said. They've  hensive about the safety of  similar interests. my schedule E is missing
hosted guests from Viet- Couchsurfing, but ulti- It’s the people, and not from my 2017 and 2016
nam to Colombia, France mately they found the the cost-savings, that make taxreturns. My CPAis
to the United Kingdom. ite’s verification process uchsurfing so special, dhasn’t

Thomas Gorezynski, 26,  to be reassuring. The she said. responded to my calls.
is another Couchsurfing ~ company’s website fea- “The thing we all have T've been contacting
hostwho hasletahandful  tures extensive safety tips  in common? We like to the IRS online, but it il
of surfers crash on the specific o Couchsurfing,  travel the world” Corona only provide a tax tran-
“semi-comfy” couch of his  plus links to resources for  said. “ fus, its full copy
‘Wrigleyville home. The safety alerts and advisories  not that we e don't have the of my tax returns. Re-
trick tobeingagood host?  inthe US, Canadaandthe  money. I'd rather stay with questing a copy takesa
Just offering up a safe UK. couchsurfers. Even if it's form, plus mail, plus
place tosleep, he said. Vaknin said she’ll vet on the couch, evenifit's some amount of un-

“Tdon't think people potential guests by reading  on the floor, even if T have known time. Is there any
care where you live so through references left to bring my own mattress. other way to solve this
much as you have anything ~ from previous hosts,and I don’t want to stayina problem? The lender DREAMSTIME
tosleep on,” he said. “Peo- by chatting through text hotel; it’s not thL same.” insists on having the If you start out having all the documents required to apply
ple usually are not de- ‘message, phone call or Vaknin agre exact copy of thereturn  for a loan, you should be a step ahead of the game.
manding atall” WhatsApp She also  wor 't “Ilove to Lmvel andI e can see Lhe num-

i give out herl love that being a Couch- i forthelasttwo  member, lenders are picky
doseem to expecthoststo  until the very last minute. surfing host exposes me to ‘The short answer is to three months prior to abaut documemauon If
serve as a free day-to-day Cole followsasimilar  cultures from around the that youll probably have to  your loan (in- three
tour guide, Gorezynski method. She’s usually world that are coming to ‘wait for your accountantto  clude all the pages, even pages of real mformzmon
said, but for the mostpart,  apprehensive toapprove  my doorstep,” she ex- come back unless you have  blank pages). and seven pages of disclo-
his guests have justbeen ~ visits from potential guests  plained. “It’s like traveling, an unsigned version of M Copies of your W-2 wage  sures, blank pages and
appreciative of a safe place  who haven’t taken the but I don’t need to go your tax return. Fre- for thelasttwo  other nfor-
to crash by easily acces- time to completely fillout  anywhere” quently, accountants will s. ‘mation, your lender wl]l
sible public transit —anda  their Couchsurfing pro- Vaknin said she often email a copy of the tax W Pay stubs for the lasttwo ~ want to see all 10 pages of
kitchen. les. stays in touch with the return to their clients for years if your income varies  the documents — and

Cole echoed his senti- “If someone’s got a surfers she’s hosted, and final review and approval duu to overtime or other that’s what you should
ments, She and Harkness  barely-there profile, 'm  many are willing to recip- and follow up witha paper  variables. plan to provide.
offer up their sleeper sofa, ~ not qulte astrustingofthe  rocate her hospitality. In copy for signature. l Copies of any retirement So, back to your ques-
as well as clean towels, person;” she said. “T al- fact, she said, she recently TFyou have an unsigned tion. Ifyou can give your
cookingutensilsandahot  ways try and talk with stayed with one of her copy of your tax return, B Your landlord’s contact. lender signed copy of
shower. They also people alittle bit before surfers during a trip to you might be able to sign mformauon ifyourenta the tax return, the lender
long list of activities, fully accepting them, just Belgium. that copy and deliver it to should be fine with that as
restaurants and sights at to make sure we're all on Gorezynski has done the lender to allow your L] Coples of your business long as it’s identical to the
the ready, when surfers the same page.” the same After hostinga loan to proceed. We're tax returns ifyour business  one sent to the IRS. If you
ask, “Where should I go?” But, Cole said, her expe-  surfer from Poland, he surprised that you only income flows into your don’t have that, you'll have
‘While most couch- riences have been mostly later met up with her and have partial copies of your  personal income. to wait for your accoun-
surfers are interested in positive. Short of a single her friends during a trip to tax returns. It’s helpful to W K- tax forms if you tant to come back. You can
the typical touristy things, ~ Couchsurferwhodidn't ~ Europe. Cole’s hoping for keep a full copy of the Teceive them fromanyof  order a copy of your tax
Cole said, several truly clean up after herselfand  similar results. return or even justa digital  your investments. return from the IRS, but it
‘want to check out their treated Cole and Hark- “We have the ability to copy. W Acopyofany childsup-  will take time. You can
host’s favorite places. In ness’ apartment more like  host right now, so it makes Aswe've explained in port order. also go to an IRS office,
t case,Cole almost ahotel than a home, sense;” she said. “We can the past, beforeyouapply W A divorce decreeifyou  and in some IRS offices
ts Cheesic’s  C beenan  host, and surfwhen we for aloan you should have are divorced. they may have the ability
Pub &Gruh Do-Rite incredibly fun experience  need to surf” alistofall the documents M And, ifyouownahome,  to print outa copy of your
Donuts and Honey Butter  for the couple. ink it’s safe to say 'you will need. For those copies of your real estate return for you. Please call
Fried Chlcken Why run the risk of that option might be valid ‘who are unfamiliar with tax bills, current mortgage  them before you go to
sthe s: uncourteous tor: for me as well. Paco’s the process, alender will statement, current insur- make sure.
mentality. He has ago-to ‘What do hosts gain from already said he hasa want copies oft ance bill and copies of any
list of standard Chicago hosting couchsurfers, couch waiting for me the M Your full tax returnsfor ~ assessment letters if you Tlyce Glink is the CEO of
tourist attractions but is aside from extra laundry next time I make it to the last two years. ave an association. Best Money Moves, and
also prepared to take and other typical responsi- ~ Spain. W Copies of all of your lfyou startout havingall ~ Samuel.J. Tamkin is a real
couchsurfers out to wine bilities of a house guest? avin, this . Contact
tastings or parties with his ‘While most surfers do rshaffer@chicagotribune.com accounts, money market lnsr, ynu should be a step them through the website
friends. “Sometimesyou  bringsmall gifts or cook ~ Twitter @RandiMShaffer accounts and brokerage  ahead of the game. Re- ThinkGlink.com.
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Abill on Capitol Hill could make it easier for those who are
self-employed, like Uber drivers, to get home mortgages.

Gig economy jobs
often fail loan rules
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The 30-year fixed mortgage is the apple pie of home
financing, with roughly 9 in 10 borrowers choosing the
long-term option. But that doesn't mean it's your only or
best choice. For many homeowners, a shorter 15-year
loan offers considerable savings.

There are just two differences between 15- and 30-year
mortgages: first, the length of the term, and second, be-
cause the lender's risk with you lasts 15 years instead of
30, the interest rate. A ule of thumb is that 15-year rates
1un about 0.75 percent lower than their 30-year siblings.

For most borrowers, the choice comes down to afford-
ability. A 30-year loan offers the lowest monthly pay-
ments, allowing the flexibility to buy a more expensive
home than you could with a 15-year term, or leaving
more money for competing priorities such as retirement
or college.

But with a higher rate and a twice-as-long term, the 30-
year mortgage will ultimately cost a great deal more than

SAVINGS UPDATE

Why 15-year mortgages are worth a look

the 15-year option. Over 30 years, a $150,000 mortgage
at 4 percent will cost about $258,000. Meanwhile, bor-
rowing the same $150,000 for 15 years at 3.25 percent
will cost just $190,000, saving you aimost §70,000.

Of course, the benefit doesn’t come without ts trade-off.
‘The monthly payment for the 30-year loan will run about
$716, while the 15-year mortgage will require commit-
ting to a $1,054 payment.

Stil, if you can afford the higher payment and your in-
come is reliable, the 15-year term will save a consid-
erable sum, and get you debt-free sooner. Indeed, it's
a particularly great option for those approaching retire-

Want the 15-year savings but leery of committing to
higher payments? A hybrid is to take a 30-year loan
but make payments at the 15-year level, still saving a
substantial amount while retaining your option to make
lower payments during lean times.
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Harney, from Page 1

pendent contractor status.
She

lar employment income for
the mortgage, because
qualified mortgage paper-

two
‘years of steady income in
her current role, couldn’t
wait for two years to qual-
ify to buy the house she
led, and ultimately
couldn’t fit into current
federally prescribed in-
come rules.
Calea

ork to
substantiate the $500 in
losses were excessive —
two years of federal tax
statements, a year-to-date
profit-and-loss statement
and a balance sheet for the
business.

Mills called the current
rules “well-i i

’s firm does
lending as well

but “anti d” Prospects

as home mortgages. He
sayst's ironic, but “it's
now easier to do a $5 mil-
lion commercial loan than
itis” to do a small qualified
‘mortgage for a person with
nontraditional income —
even if the homebuyer isa
good credit risk based on
assets and down-payment
cash.

Pete Mills, senior vice
president for residential
policy at the Mortgage
Bankers Association, of-
fered an example of how
the current qualified-
mortgage rules are overly
prescriptive: An auto-
industry worker wanted to
Dy a home using his full-
time employmem income
and earnings from a small
sideline business —are-
cent partnership he
formed with a friend to sell
vegetables at a farmers
market. Because of startup
cost deductions, the part-
nership claimed a $500 tax
loss for its first year on IRS
Schedule 1040E. Ulti-
‘mately, the applicant was
forced to only use his regu-

for the Warner-Rounds
bill? Mills said he expects
House sponsors to offer
their version of the Senate
bill soon. Given the biparti-
san nature of the proposal
and the breadth of constit-
uents affected, he thinks

e legislation has an ex-
cellent chance, though
probably not until next
year's congressional ses-
sion.

Meanwhile the two
largest sources of mortgage
money in the US, in-
vestors Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac, are actively
exploring ways to more
fairly underwrite self-
employed and gig economy
applicants. A Freddie Mac
official told me the focus is
on automated solutions
that would be able to docu-
ment the incomes typic:
for self-employed and gig
economy workers.

Bottom line: Remedies.
are in the works — and
they could come in the
months ahead.

Harneycolumn@gmail.com
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