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Flip it Good -- Chapter 1 

“All glory comes from daring to begin.” –Anonymous 

Mid-Summer, Mid-“Great Recession” 2010 

e did it. Well	 we’re not quite ALLLLL the way done — we’ve still got one 
or two tiny items on the punch list. 

But my buddy Tyler’s and my recent attempt to flip a Bellingham home for 
profit is 99.9% complete. The sale is closed and recorded, the new owners are in, all the 
bills are paid) 

And the only BIG thing left to do is write this freaking book about everything we 
learned during the process. (Maybe a series of books... There was a LOT of learning.) 

Throughout the next 10 chapters, you’ll have a ring-side seat to the more meaningful 
and relevant-to-other-investors experiences we had, the failures we collected, the wins, 
and the school-of-hard-knocks lessons we learned. 

In the course of sharing all these fix-n-flip battle stories, I’ll answer the questions: 

� How did we get financing for a run-down, uninhabitable fixer-upper? 

� Was it easy, in this mid-recession economy, to find good help at cheap 

prices? 

� How long did we plan on holding the property? And how long did we 

REALLY hold it? 

� What not-so-ninja techniques did we use to save money? 

� In this relatively slow market, how were we so sure we could sell the 

house and not end up holding it forever? 

� How did we find a buyer? 

� What was our back-up plan if we couldn’t find a buyer? 
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� What was the single most costly mistake we made? 

� What did we do right? 

� Will we ever do it again?  

� Should YOU do it? 

� And the Big Kahuna: Did we make a profit? Or, as an experienced 

investor in our real estate office predicted, did we “Lose our asses?” 

Flipping houses (especially mid-recession) is NOT for faint of heart, that’s for sure. 

At the end of the day, there’s only one guarantee: Anyone who does it is going to be 
overwhelmed with new learning. 

So sit back, grab a frosty cold drink, and read on as I share the tale. 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 2 

“A friendship founded on business is a good deal better than a business 
founded on friendship.”  – John D. Rockefeller 

o properly kick off this story, you’ll need a bit of back-story as to how Tyler and I 
ever ended up with this project.

During the summer of 2010, Tyler and I shared an office. We were both full- time 
agents, (I still am, but Tyler retired from it. He took over his dad’s 40-year-old insurance 
biz, Anchor Benefits) and we’re both investors in that we own rental properties.  

Tyler had worked in the real estate business for 11 years, and has a nice little portfolio 
of single- and multi-family properties that throw off steady cash-flow each month. 

I’ve been a Realtor since ’06. I was a home inspector before that, and a carpenter 
before that. That skill- and knowledge-set would be, for this project, a blessing AND a 
curse, but more on that later. 

In the weeks immediately preceding this project, I’d been shopping Bellingham’s core 
neighborhoods (west of I-5) for some first-time- omebuyer clients of mine. We’d seen 
everything “on the market” and we just weren’t finding anything right for them.  
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So one day I was driving the streets of the Columbia neighborhood, when I saw a FSBO 
(for sale by owner) sign in a front yard. 

I whipped into the driveway, and there sat an empty, neglected, mid-century house. By 
itself, it was nothing to write home about. But in the Columbia neighborhood — 
especially with me, at the time, being totally updated and calibrated to the entire west-
of-I-5 market — I knew that if the price was right, I was staring at a real find! 

I called the number on the sign and, when a woman answered I asked: 

� Is it still for sale?  
� How much? 
� Will you carry paper? (aka: Will the seller finance the purchase for a 

buyer?) 

In less than two minutes I learned: 

� It was still available. 
� It was a little overpriced but not much — and I wouldn’t know the true value 

until I’d been through it to see how much work it needed — and	 
� No, the seller wouldn’t carry paper. They wanted to cash out. 

My next call was to those first-time homebuyer clients. I described it to them, but since 
they had a new baby just then, they weren’t at all interested in a fixer-upper on this level 
of disrepair. 

My next call was to Tyler. Within 60 seconds he knew the implications of what I’d found 
and what an opportunity it could be for us. Like I said, we’d been talking about 
partnering on a flip) with the idea of perhaps doing more of it on the side of real estate 
sales. 

As I stood in front of the house at that moment, though, on the phone with Tyler, I didn’t 
want to flip it. I wanted to fix it and hold it as a rental. Clean starter homes in Columbia 
are MONEY — I mean, they sell quickly, and we could liquidate it anytime. I wanted to 
let a tenant live there for a few years while we built some equity.  

Whether we flipped it or held it was something we could decide on later. The first thing 
to do was get inside it and see if it truly had the potential I thought it did.   

Fifteen minutes later, the owner pulled up, and unlocked the front door. I stepped in 
onto long-ago-worn-out green shag carpet. Classic.  

The kitchen appliances must’ve been 40 years old, and the floor by the kitchen sink 
gave way like a soggy mattress. The bathroom was no better. Leak stains showed in 
one of the 3 bedrooms’ ceilings and around the chimney. And overall, it looked as if 
there’d never been any painting, and no cleaning in years. It smelled like a crawl space. 

It smelled like profit. I loved it. Every inch of it. 



Less than a week later, we had gone against two other buyers and came out on top, so 
we had the house under contract with the sellers. It was a 3 Bedroom, 1 full bath, 1200 
square feet with a carport, and in need of a FULL, in-and-out remodel. 

We’d negotiated a price of $157,500. 

In the next chapter, I’ll explain how we almost didn’t — then creatively did — get 
financing for such a total fixer-upper. 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 3 

 “It is well enough that people of the nation do not understand our banking 
and monetary system, for if they did, I believe there would be a revolution 
before tomorrow morning.”  
--Henry Ford 

inancing. This part of the deal almost de-railed it for us before we ever got started, 
and it had nothing to do with the overall state of disrepair the house was in.  

It had to do with lending guidelines. 

See, Tyler and I had a signed offer on the house with both our names on it as “Buyer.” 
To a lender, they see “us” collectively as just ONE buyer. And there are limits to how 
many properties ONE buyer can own before the powers that be feel it’s too risky to loan 
more money for more properties. 

Tyler has 4 total. I have 3. That’s too many. We went from bank to bank, lender to 
lender, collecting rejections. The seller took pity and gave us an extension on the 
contract. But still we had nothing. 

Never mind that our debt-to-income ratios were in check, our credit scores were in 
check, our self-employed work history was in check, and every other quality a lender 
wants in a borrower — or so we thought — was in check. 

Never mind that the entire GLOBAL economy had come to a screeching halt and 
HIGHLY QUALIFIED BORROWERS should’ve — in my not-so-humble opinion – had 
access to the entire Federal Reserve if they wanted, just to get some money moving 
around again. 

We were flat-out told, again and again and again, “NO! No loan for you!”  

So we did what anyone would’ve done when the conventional, by-the-book methods 
aren’t getting you where you want to go:  
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We started calling private lenders. 

Hard money, Baby! No federal guidelines, no appraisers, no hundred-page applications 
or two-hundred page documents to sign at closing. Just regular old Joes who use 
money to make money, and rely on guys like Tyler and I to borrow it from them — at a 
cost to us, a profit to them.  

In the midst of dialing for dollars, we called a local private lender, and found that he 
already knew the house. 

“I had a crack at that one already,” he said, explaining that he was called several 
weeks earlier to ask if he’d like to buy it. He had walked through it, and flat turned it 
down. 

“You paid HOW MUCH for it???” he asked me, practically in shock. 

When I told him, he echoed the sentiment of the experienced investor/agent in my office 
who, when I’d told him earlier that day what we were getting into, laughed and said:  

“You guys are gonna lose your asses!” 

The hard money guy explained that over the years he’d flipped or built over 100 houses 
in Bellingham, and that at one time he had control of a multi-investor kitty exceeding 
$50 million.  

In comparison, since I’m technically not allowed to spend more than $250.00 without 
getting my wife’s permission, I’ve only really “controlled” $249.99. So, he had me there. 

I leaned back in my chair of Tyler’s and my shared office, with the hard money guy on 
speaker phone. He’d been through our house. He knew what the heck he was looking 
at. And he didn’t like our price at all.  

This is KEY: In the world of flipping houses, purchase price is EVERYTHING. You get 
paid (or at least “settle up”) when you sell, but you make your profit when you buy. Pay 
too much on the front end, and you’ve shot yourself in the foot right from the get go. It’s 
Investment 101.  

So when this “Warren Buffet of Bellingham House Flips” basically called me a fool 
for being about to buy the house, for what we were about to pay, I might’ve been caught 
wondering, just for a split second, if we were doing the right thing.  

Regardless, he wouldn’t lend us the money.   

We next called a contact of Tyler’s whose family has made a fortune lending hard 
money — and continues to do so regularly.  

Tyler explained the numbers, the house, the market, the whole enchilada. 



“Not interested” was his guy’s reply. 

Daunted? Heck no! These guys were clearly just missing the boat, and sooner or later 
we’d find someone with a clue. Recession, phooey. 

And in fact, the third call was a charm. We laid down the project one) more) time.   

Then we shut up, and waited for an answer) 

“25% down, 2 points, 6.5% interest, 30-year am, 1-year balloon,” came the reply. 

Hot damn) we were in!!! 

Basically, for our $157,500 purchase: 

� We’d have to put down $39,375.00 of our own money; 
� So we’d be borrowing $118,125.00; 
� The “two points” means we’ll pay 2% of that loan amount as a fee, or $2362.50; 
� On the balance, we’d pay 6.5% interest amortized for 30 years; 
� And the whole note would be due exactly one year from closing on the purchase, 

or when we sold it, whichever came first. 

Slam Dunk!!! We accepted immediately. I mean, this was a better deal than we’d get 
from a bank even if we could’ve gotten one to work with us, with all their origination 
fees and credit check fees and flood cert fees and appraisals and yadda yadda.  

This was a clean, lean and mean private hard money loan, no committees or regulators 
involved. 

We closed on the purchase less than a week later. The house was ours! (And the 
signing at escrow took about 2 minutes 15 seconds, tops.) 

Now) the profit clock was ticking, the house needed EVERYTHING, and the REAL fun 
was about to begin!!! 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 4 

“Price is what you pay. Value is what you get.” – Warren Buffet 

very good, heavy-duty fixer-upper job starts with a demo phase. Just get in there 
and tear apart, tear out, tear down and haul away all the known junk that’s getting 
replaced or rebuilt. E



If you know what you’re doing, you know that the BEST PRACTICE for demolition is to 
demo EVERYTHING that needs to go, right off the bat, one shot. And our little house 
needed A LOT of demo. 

Since Tyler and I were both working full-time already, when it came to actually doing 
the remodeling work on our newly acquired fixer-upper, we had a fool-proof plan to hire 
an army of conscientious, tooled-up, hungry-enough-to-work-for-pennies-on-the-dollar 
trades-people to complete ALLLL the work on our flip. 

I mean, it’s the Great Recession, and the economy is in the tank, right? 

New construction and even old construction jobs are practically non-existent, meaning 
there were literally thousands of skilled carpenters, electricians, plumbers, roofers, 
sheetrockers, painters, and general laborers ready to rock and roll on our project. 

Weren’t there? 

On day 1, we called our friend Bob the Builder, who referred us to a crew of elite, 
special forces, Ninja-warrior demo guys who’d be all over our house like ants on spilt 
sugar. Bob had used them for years! 

We spent 10 minutes walking the house with the crew leader, then hired them at once 
before racing back to work at the office, feeling proud and profitable! 

The next day I came to check out the progress. There’d been some demo. The living 
room ceiling was torn down and piled up in the middle of the floor, as planned.  And 
there was a guy working away at demoing the kitchen floor, which all had to go.  

But man, he was slow. He was using a cat’s paw to pull nails from the top of 3 half- 
century-old layers — all of which were rotten and needed replacement — at a rate that 
would get it done by Christmas, maybe. It was, in my mind, like using a jacknife to fell a 
tree. 

Another guy had just finished pressure washing the exterior to prep for re-painting, 
but he’d created big zipper-lines in the cedar fascia where he’d sprayed too close. That 
was gonna cost us. 

Another guy was – to my utter confusion –  on a step ladder, troweling joint compound 
onto a bedroom ceiling all around where a leak repair was needed. What the)? 

Hold on! These guys weren’t the Navy SEALS of deconstruction. They didn’t even know 
what the *$%& they were doing! 

I grabbed a Sawzall, an obnoxious demolition power tool, and stepped onto the 
deteriorated kitchen floor. In less than 3 minutes I’d cut loose a 5-foot square of the 
underlayment/mystery-layer/subfloor sandwich, peeled if off the joists, and slung it into 
the front yard.  

The non-Ninja laborer looked like he’d just witnessed a murder. 



“Do more of that,” I told him, “until that whole floor is in the front yard.” 

I made similar demonstrations for the other guys on site at each of their work areas, 
then left, covered in sawdust, to show a property to a buyer client.  

But my mind never left the flip. My “perfect, profitable world” vision had been shattered. 
This was going to take actual “involvement” and even some “management.” 

But we could handle that.  

We could handle getting what only existed inside our heads, out through our mouths, in 
clear detail, to another sentient being, to achieve a mutually understood end result.  

Couldn’t we? 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 5 

“If you think hiring professionals is expensive, try hiring amateurs.”  
– Red Adair 

he Ninja-demo warriors lasted one more day before we fired them in a blaze of 
glory. 

The final straw was when we tried pulling them off all demo and gave them the 
task of prepping and texturing the one bedroom that didn’t need anything but 

texture and paint.  

(We wanted to create a single “clean room” in the house that Tyler and I could use as 
an office if we needed to log on to a laptop or make a couple calls in relative peace.) 

To this day I have no idea what had gotten into my head, to make me think the Ninjas 
were capable of completing a “finish-related” task. 

Oh, they applied the texture alright.  

Over the top of all the door and window casing, baseboard trim, switch cover plates, 
light fixtures – and in some places rather than use a texture gun it appeared they’d used 
a bucket, or maybe a shovel. 

I still shake my head. 

Nevertheless, Tyler and I had an agreed-upon hiring strategy and, despite the Ninja 
experience, we weren’t about to be shaken from it. The basic philosophy was this: 
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We’d post job ads on Craigslist and stack up the applicants. (If you’ve tried it lately, 
you’ll know that it takes about an hour or two to get upwards of a dozen responses for 
even a menial job.) 

We’d then single out the most sincere 20% of the responses and phone them for 
“interrogation”: 

� Did they have a builder’s vocabulary? 
� Did they have tools? 
� Did they have a set of wheels? 
� Did they have a felony record? 

If they passed that phase of filtering, we’d explain our terms:  

“There’s no profit in this work. It’s a wage, period. We’re happy to look at a bid for 

a certain project, but we want to be perfectly clear: We’re NOT paying profit.”   

We never had a single word of debate or resistance to our terms. Guys – and some gals 
– were generally stoked to have a crack at some work, and that’s what we were 
counting on. 

But the want of work did NOT, somewhat to our surprise, result in any sort of universal, 
heightened work ethic. If we hired 12 to 16 different guys for anything from general labor 
to painting to basic carpentry, we ultimately fired more than half of them for: 

� failing to show up even remotely on time (or at all) after the 1st day; 
� stopping work multiple times per hour to smoke and “rest”; 
� doing an unacceptably low quality of work; 
� calling in “sick” more than once in a 3-day period. 

I might sound like I’m exaggerating, and I don’t think this has anything to do with 
Craigslist as a temp agency. You can — and we did — also score total winners off 
Craigs’. 

The riff-raff is just a reality of the trades – and yes, of trying to hire on the low end of the 
pay scale.  

Construction is hard work. I came to real estate from the trades (via home inspection), 
and I’ve watched countless guys over the years stagger away nearly in shock at how 
hard a full — a FULL — day on a jobsite can be. 

That said, we did get some great guys — and we almost always had good luck 
hiring full-blown contractors after competing 3 bids against each other. 

NOTE: Whether you’re flipping a house or hiring someone to work on your own place, I 
can’t overstate how critical it is to get bids from different contractors. Here are some 
examples of real numbers we got: 



� 1 roof bid for $7500) another for $4300. 
� 1 sheetrock bid for $5500) another for $1100. 
� 1 painting bid for $3000) another for $1000. 
� 1 furnace bid for $2200) another for $1280. 
� And it went on and on like that. 

But on our flip, we were driving HARD bargains with our hired help and our suppliers – 
there were no two ways about it. 

So yes, we’d end up with some riff-raff that we’d have to fire and perhaps un-do and re-
do their work now and again. We accepted that, as frustrating as it was at times. 

All the riff-raff labor in Bellingham, though, wouldn’t cost us as much money as a key 
decision we were about to make.  

And the most painful part is that, blinded by the flurry of big-shot fast flips for fat 
profit, neither of us saw it coming. At all) 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 6 

“I believe totally in a Capitalist System, I only wish that someone would try 
it.” – Frank Lloyd Wright 

lenty of non-investor types have all sorts of heartburn — especially in this current 
economic climate — over people who buy houses for X, spend Y to fix them up 
or maybe just mow the lawn and pressure-wash the cobwebs, then sell for X + Y 

+ profit.  

Some call that unethical. 

I’m not one of those people, and neither is Tyler. We’re in agreement that there’s 
everything right about finding a great deal on a dumpy house, using someone else’s 
money to buy it and rehab it, then selling it for fair market value and ideally making a fair 
profit. 

This sort of capitalistic action has all sorts of benefits: 

� It cleans up the neighborhood the house sits in, and thereby raises the value of the 
neighbors’ places; 

� It creates jobs for all sorts of contractors, suppliers, trades-people, and the like; 
� It diminishes the vacant- or abandoned-house inventory, strengthening the market; 
� It (hopefully) generates profit for us, which we then spend, infusing more money into 

our local economy; 
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� It’s an exercise in the American Dream of free enterprise, and it inspires more of the 
same; 

� It creates a beautiful, sound home for the end-user, in our flip’s case an owner-
occupant who happened to be a first time home buyer.  

That last bullet-point above, the buyer, that’s the key. Buyer’s make the market. Not just 
with flips, but in all of real estate.  

Sellers call on Realtors to gather data and hire appraisers and look for case studies and 
algorithms and fancy websites that claim to know a home’s exact price to the penny. But 
that’s all mere speculation until a buyer arrives and says, “I’ll pay this much.” 

Only then do you know what dollar amount a home is truly worth. 

And in Tyler’s and my case, we had a unique opportunity to know our flip’s worth way, 
WAY before it might’ve been sensible to know.  

Remember earlier in the story when I mentioned the young family I was working with to 
find their first home, and I’d called them about this one when I first saw it? They’d flat 
turned it down because of the new baby and a desire for a turn-key, move-in ready 
house.  

A perfectly sensible decision, by any measure.  

Well, once Tyler and I had this house under contract to buy it, I called the buyers back 
and said, “It’s not turn-key now, but it sure will be!” 

They drove out and looked again, but with it still in desperate shape, they stuck to their 
earlier answer of, “Not interested.”  

We continued shopping, and looked at a few other places on the market, but found 
nothing that excited them. 

Then they asked to look at our flip one last time. We hadn’t even closed on our 
purchase of it yet, nor had we cut one blade of over-grown grass or pulled one fiber of 
worn-out, stinky, green-shag carpet. 

But this time, through the wreckage, they could start to see it. They were buying into our 
vision. 

We talked for maybe 15 minutes about our plan and what we were going to be 
addressing, sprucing up, fixing and upgrading. We talked about some of the material or 
color choices they could make as the job progressed. We talked about timelines, most 
importantly whether we’d be ready to close by the June 30th deadline to qualify for the 
Federal $8K First Time Home Buyer Tax Credit.  

Then it happened: 



“We’ll take it!” they said. 

“Hell Yeah!” we said. 

And at that moment, all of us were deeply, genuinely stoked. Win/win, Baby! They’d get 
a freshly remodeled house in a supreme location, and we could go through the whole 
project knowing we already had the thing sold. 

Standing in the middle of the bouncy-floored kitchen, I smiled big. Through the stench of 
rat-piss and rotten wood, I could smell the sweet scent of pure profit! 

And what, I ask, could possibly be wrong with that? 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 7 

“If everything seems under control, you're just not going fast enough.”  
– Mario Andretti 

y committing to sell the flip to my clients before we even closed on the purchase 
ourselves, two diametrically opposing forces were instantly created: 

1) We could relax, knowing that we needn’t spend any time, money, or energy 
marketing the property. We had the buyer under contract, the price agreed, the closing 
date set. Boom, Done! 

2) But, at the same time, we had the home’s owner-to-be now (heavily) involved in the 
project. With the stroke of a pen on the contract, our “flip for maximum profit” had just 
morphed into a “custom remodel.” 

When we still thought we were flipping the house, Tyler’s and my plan was to shop the 
budget-bin at the local flooring outlet, pick a funky-but-not-too-beat-up front door from 
the ReStore, and keep tabs on the clearance rack at Home Depot for plumbing fixtures 
and bathroom vanities. 

Not only is that the boot-strapper’s/budget-minded approach to maximizing profit on a 
flip, it’s also kind of fun! It’s like treasure hunting: you never know what you’ll find, and 
you might stumble across some real finds! 

On top of that, the value we were proposing to infuse into this house was not the most 
luxurious finishes, fixtures and design elements. The ‘value’ we knew would make it sell 
lickety-split was that it would be 100% clean and 100% done! 

Clean and done. Those are, we knew from the get-go, very hot items in the Columbia-
neighborhood starter-home market. 
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But with each passing day on the jobsite, our notions of what “might’ve been” were 
swept away with the sawdust, and we got deeper and deeper into accommodating the 
deeply-contemplated material and design choices of our buyers. 

Logistically it worked like this: On an Excel spreadsheet, Tyler and I had listed every 
element of the remodel we planned on doing, and we assigned each job and/or material 
choice a dollar-value. With that in hand, the buyers could choose to upgrade any item 
as long as they paid the difference. 

Simple, right? 

Not hardly, so we learned. 

It’s not like we had a building-materials equivalent of the Taco Truck pulling up to the 
front curb every day. With each new change we had to go out and chase down those 
new materials, negotiate prices, comparison shop and so on. That all took time, and 
took us away from the jobsite OR the office, where we were trying to keep our full-time 
sales businesses running. 

And the extra bookkeeping took time. The communication with the buyers took time. 
Finding specialty subs to install specialty materials took time. 

Time is money. Loss of time is loss of money. Loss of money is loss of profit. You get 
the picture. 

Let me pause to make special mention here that, despite my rant, the buyers for our 
flip could NOT have been better to work with. They sensed early on our maybe-not-too- 
subtle regret at choosing to pre-sell the house, and they did a world-class job at staying 
patient with us. I credited them then, and I credit them now.  

But take my advice: If you’re flipping a house, think very, VERY carefully about pre- 
selling when you know — objectively — that you’re working with a hot property in a hot 
market, as we were. In fact, I’ll just come right out and say it: “Don’t do it.” I for one 
would try to avoid pre-selling ever again. 

Tell your buyers, if you really like them, that you’ll give them first right of refusal when 
the project is DONE. But do NOT give up control of your project, its design, its finishes, 
its colors, or its timeline.  

Our decision to do so, and I’m sure Tyler would agree, was absolutely, positively) 



Flip it Good -- Chapter 8 

“To know when to be generous and when to be firm -- this is wisdom.”  
– Elbert Hubbard 

n the last chapter, I wrote this about having buyers under contract before you finish 
the project: 

“3do NOT give up control of your project, its design, its finishes, its colors, or 

its timeline. Our decision to do so, and I’m sure Tyler would agree, was 

absolutely, positively33..” 

That sentence trailed off, and is meant to read, “absolutely, positively3 the single 

most expensive mistake we made during the entire project!” 

It’s true. The reason being that by the time we’d finished the flip and were able to see 
first-hand how AWESOME it had come out, we realized with shocking clarity that we 
had undersold it to our buyers. Yes, we agreed to sell for less than fair market value. 

Probably to the tune of about $15,000. 

There we were, in the midst of the project, going out of our way to save $50 here and 
$25 there by crossing town to find a widget in a bargain bin, and yet we’d left a year’s 
worth of college tuition on the table by too hastily negotiating a sale. 

BIG mistake. 

Mistakes, though, are par for the course for newbie investors, and we knew that going 
in.  

Losing our asses, or ruining our friendship, or chopping off a hand) those were 
mistakes we had not signed up for, no way, no how.  

But sacrificing a fraction — albeit a big one – of our profit, but while staying on a course 
to walk away with most of it) well, we may not like it, but we’d eat it and move forward. 

We (OK, “I”) made some other doozies, too. In my excitement to sell the house to these 
kids, while we were “negotiating”: 

�  I threw in a storage shed that we’d have to build from scratch. 
� I threw in the total rebuild of some built-in storage cabinets lining the carport, that 

probably wasn’t necessary. 
� I threw in a 4′ tall fence along the backyard where it meets the alley. (Come on) 

you gotta have a fence along the alley!) 
� I threw in an arbor in the front yard that I still have to go build sometime. For free. 
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� I threw in probably a few other things I’ve long since forgotten, but that I 
undoubtedly cursed as I built them. 

Thinking back to Day 1, standing in the midst of that broken down, stinky, worn out rat 
hole of a house before we’d bought it, I, ever the optimist, could see nothing but easy 
fixes, a gracefully smooth journey through a quick remodel, and why not add a few extra 
cherries on top? Heck, we’d be SWIMMING in profit and laughing all the way to the 
bank. 

Even with mistakes factored in, flipping a house is like taking candy from a baby. 

Isn’t it? 

 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 9 

“Cannot people realize how large an income is thrift?”  
--Cicero 

lipping a house isn’t something you do for fun. You do it to create work for yourself, to put 

your money to work, to make a contribution to a neighborhood and/or a local economy. 

Above all, you (hope to) do it for profit.  

And there are as many little tips and tricks to maximizing profit on a flip as there are dollars to 

spend on it!  

We tried a bunch of different ones — some of which are pretty mainstream and which I’ve 

already talked about like: 

� Hiring off Craigslist; 

� MAKING SURE TO GET multiple bids when contractors are involved; 

� Avoiding the profit-sucking “pre-sale!” (Or have a thicker spine than I did when making 

pre-sale promises!) 

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to share a few more easy techniques to save some coin — 

or avoid spending coin when you don’t really have it! 

1) Home Depot or Lowes 0% credit offer. 

We ate this one up. Even during times of recession, when “NOBODY” is offering loans 
(that’s not true, but the media would have you believe it), Home Depot and Lowes have 
6- or 12-month same-as-cash specials on their credit lines. 
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We decided to go for a Home Depot card, and were awarded a $15,000 credit line for 
0% interest for 6 months, plus 10% off our first purchase. 

This worked like a charm for us. We didn’t end up buying a ton of stuff at the Depot, but 
when we needed odds and ends, fixtures and such, they had us covered.  

Tyler’s the accountant, but I’d guess we spent $2K to $3K there, and didn’t need to 
pony more than a couple hundred bucks in minimum payments until after we closed. 

One gripe I’ll put out there, though: The Home Depot online account software and 
the hardcopy mailed invoices are out of synch by about 2 months. We kept getting 
relatively large bills long after we had a $0.00 balance, so after the project we 
immediately closed the account out of frustration. Hopefully they’ve gotten it together by 
the time you read this book.  

 

2) ReStore for matching old things, hardware, and HVAC. 

That’s right, if you’re flipping a house in Bellingham, you can do worse than flip within 
spittin’ distance of the ReStore.  

Not only would that put you in one of Bellingham’s two hottest neighborhoods for flips 
(Columbia and the Lettered Streets) but you’ll have easy access to a mountain of good 
values. 

We bought exact matching hinges, oak doors, loads of joist hangers, B-vent, 4″ PVC (to 
vent a bathroom exhaust fan) — even a vintage, chromed-out, 40-year-old jigsaw with a 
full set of blades for $5!!! 

And really, we didn’t even buy a lot of this stuff. When you take re-useable stuff to the 
ReStore, they give you store credit for it. We brought them a lot of stuff, and got a lot of 
credit.  

Yes, we LOVE the ReStore for flips! 

3) Good Ol’ Fashioned Elbow Grease 

It’s true. At the start of the project, I had visions of never touching my tools, just having 
our army of journeymen Ninja carpenters do everything while I sipped iced tea and 
thought about early retirement. 

That went out the window about by about 10 a.m. on the 2nd day. Once a carpenter, 
always a carpenter. 

I didn’t log it, but I’d guess I put in 125-150 hours of my time and elbow grease with 
bags on, in the trenches, sawdust flying and sweat pouring. 



As I worked I cursed Tyler, cursed the guys whose work I re-did, cursed the suppliers. 
Yeah, I did a lot of cursing. 

But at $50 an hour to replace my skill-set and speed — which is probably low — that’s 
up to $7500 we “saved.” (Part of me is still cursing, but MAN that place came out 
sweet!!!) 

In the next and final chapter on this house flip series, I’ll (finally) reveal whether or not 
Tyler and I lost our asses, as multiple “experts” predicted) or if we actually turned a 
profit on this project. 

Flip it Good -- Chapter 10 

“If you hold a cat by the tail you learn things you cannot learn any other 
way.” – Mark Twain 

hat a journey it’s been, from finding that diamond in the rough, through the 
entire process of tying it up, finding the money, hiring (and firing) the talent to 
remodel it, many, many hours of work ourselves including a couple days that 

stretched well past midnight) 

And all for the hoped-for prospect of making some real money when it was all said and 
done. 

As you recall, I mentioned a few people-in-the-know who predicted Tyler and I would 
“lose our asses” on this flip. I admit wholeheartedly that we were caught by surprise a 
half a dozen times by some costly unknowns: 

� We may’ve planned and budgeted to demo a small portion of an area, and ended up
demo’ing the entire room and starting over from studs.

� Some of the talent we hired-then-fired left us with work we had to tear out and
completely re-do. That’s costly AND extremely frustrating, but I see it as an
educational expense for learning the hard way not to hire clowns to do a
professional’s job.

� We planned to hold the house for 6 weeks, and ended up more than doubling that.

Before I break down our final numbers, let me do a quick review of the original question 
list from Chapter 1, and make sure I answered everything I promised to: 

� Did we make a profit, or, as an experienced investor in our office at 
predicted, did we “lose our asses?” I’ll get to this at the bottom of this post.

� How did we get financing for a run-down, uninhabitable fixer-upper? I answer 
this question in Chapter 3.
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� Was it easy, in this economy, to find good help at reasonable prices? I go into 
detail on this question in Chapter 5. 

� How long did we plan on holding the property, and how long did we REALLY 
hold the property? I just mentioned we more than doubled our estimated holding 
time. 

� How did we find a buyer? I talked all about this – and whether I’d do it again – in 
chapter 6.  

� What was the single most costly mistake we made? Ahh) I go over this in 
Chapter 8.  

� What did we do right?  The two most “right” things we did, in my mind, were to 
keep very, very meticulous records of our expenses so we always knew where we 
stood financially (Thanks to Tyler!)  

� And that we had rock-solid, intimate knowledge of the micro-market this house is 
located in. To this day, neither Tyler nor I felt there was ever any risk in this flip, 
because of the house’s type, price range and mostly its location. 

� What not-so-ninja techniques did we use to save money? I go over those in 
Chapter 9.  

� In this relatively slow market, how were we so sure we could sell this house 
and not end up holding it forever? Again, micro-market intimacy. 

� What was our back-up plan if we couldn’t find a buyer? To refinance it to a 30-
year fixed loan, rent it and hold it. Part of me still wishes we would’ve gone this 
route. It came out SO nice in the end. I’d spent an hour or two there a few months 
after the new owners had moved in, teaching them how to tile (they did a custom 
shower and backsplashes) and I was just filled with envy. It’s an AWESOME house. 

� Will we ever do it again? Not like we did this one. I personally wouldn’t commit to 
so much hands-on work while I’m working full time at sales. I love remodeling 
houses and being a carpenter, but I loathe being stretched thin with a clock ticking in 
my ear, which is what you’ve got when you’re flipping. Every extra day you own the 
house you’re losing money and sleep. I suspect over the years ahead I’ll flip some 
more houses, but likely as an investor-and-coach more than as a quarterback. 

� Should YOU do it? If you’ve got the chops to flip houses and make profit in this 
economy, without losing your own ass (or your marriage, or your retirement plan, or 
your ability to sleep at night) then you’re plenty sophisticated enough to know 
whether you should be trying it, without me or anyone else telling you so. 

Alright, you’ve been patient long enough. Did we win or lose on this deal?  

Here are our (slightly rounded) numbers:  

� Purchase price: $157,500 
� Loan points and other closing costs: $3000 
� Holding costs, (3 months of payment on the loan, property taxes, insurance): $2600 
� Remodel labor, disposal, materials, permits: $31,700 
� Cost to sell, (excise tax, title insurance, escrow fees, etc.): $5800 
� Total Expenses: $200,600 
� Subtract that from our final sale price of $240,000 and we made a gross profit of 

$39,400 



� Split that down the middle between Tyler and I, and we each took away a pre-tax 
paycheck of $19,700.00 

There’ll be tax to pay on that, true) but as a smart man once told me: “You’ll never go 

broke paying taxes on profits.” 

$19,700 each. We didn’t lose our asses. We may not be ready for retirement, either, but 
considering everything we learned, and the value of breaking through the glass ceiling 
of actually doing a fix-n-flip in Bellingham in the midst of the Great Recession, I for one 
think we did O.K.   

Oh, and Tyler and I are still friends. (Aren’t we, Tyler?) 

~The End~ 
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