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Praise for Egypt Sherrod and Keep Calm . . . It’s Just Real Estate


“Egypt Sherrod is my Realtor BFF in my head and Keep Calm . . . It’s Just Real Estate should be a MUST HAVE for all buyers. I wish I read this book when I was buying my first property.”


—Stacy London, television host and author


“This book is just what the doctor ordered! It’s just like Egypt to want to make everyone’s life easier and simplify the stressful buying and selling process. Keep Calm . . . It’s Just Real Estate gives you all the tools needed to come out smiling and on TOP.”


—Keke Wyatt, recording artist and star of TV One’s R&B Divas


“Egypt has a knack for helping buyers figure out what really matters to them, and then coming up with a plan to make it happen. When the hunt gets overwhelming, Egypt puts things into perspective. Having her on your side is like having a BFF who’s a real estate pro. Now she’s captured all of that wisdom in a book, so every reader can go house-shopping with confidence.”


—Betsy Riley, executive editor, Atlanta Magazine’s Home edition


“Flawless but simple execution should always be the objective of every real estate transaction. Egypt is a professional who is laser-focused on getting the transaction right the first time. This drive is what sets her apart, and it’s well-reflected in her book.”


—Lisa Brereton-Hinds, Vice President of Starkey Mortgage
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INTRODUCTION


BUYING OR SELLING A HOUSE CAN BE JUST AS PERPLEXING as deciding which hand to keep or discard at a casino. But it doesn’t have to be. If you make the right decisions early on, put a great team in place, and follow the instructions I give you in this book, you will feel like a pro playing among the card sharks in no time!


To win at anything, you have to fully understand the game, or at the very least, have a team that does. In real estate, the game is not just about choosing the right home. It comes down to strategy, assessment, planning, organization, and skill. If that sounds like a heavy load, don’t worry, you don’t have to go it alone. The weight can be carried by finding the right professionals to help you through the home-buying process. Having experts guide you will garner better results than trying to do it all yourself. For starters, utilizing experienced real estate professionals will save you time and money, and will help you avoid unnecessary hassles.


For those of you who yearn to understand the perceived “mysteries” behind successful real estate deals, you’ve come to the right place. I happen to be just the person who will be able to demystify the real estate buying and selling process, ultimately making it much simpler for you to understand. I will teach you how to pick the winners instead of the losers. Well, maybe not in a game of spades, bridge, or UNO, but certainly in regard to real estate.


Here’s a little about me before you begin reading: I am a realtor licensed in two states—and have been an agent since 2003. My business partner and I have sold over $50 million in properties. I personally enjoy working with first-time homebuyers, and you can watch me doing just that on my highly rated HGTV show Property Virgins. It brings me personal joy to help families achieve the American Dream of homeownership.


When I was twenty-four years old, I purchased my first property. It was overwhelming, confusing, and exciting all at the same time. Ask any millionaire, and he or she will tell you that the foundation of wealth is real estate. I knew that I was making the right decision by purchasing versus renting, but the nuances and paperwork made my head spin. My uncle had been a real estate broker for over thirty years, so I had more knowledge than the average “Property Virgin.” Still, I was intimidated just by the thought of what I imagined the process entailed.


Don’t laugh, but the moment I got the keys to my first property, I cried like a baby. In that minute, I realized I owned a piece of the earth. Land is one thing we can never make more of. It is what it is on this earth, and I actually owned my own little piece of it. It was such an exhilarating feeling, and I was hooked. By the time I was thirty, I had flipped more than a dozen investment properties, earning a hefty profit. As time went on and market conditions changed, I decided that buying and holding made more long-term sense for me. There is no doubt in my mind that owning real estate can help you build substantial wealth—if it’s done correctly.


Like starting a new relationship, many people go about their real estate ventures the wrong way. They fall in love with the exterior, but underneath the cosmetic enhancements and curb appeal can lie structural defects that may alter the building’s integrity. Often there might be material defects connected to the home that you don’t learn about until after you’ve signed on the dotted line and are stuck with a thirty-year mortgage. Sound familiar? I pray not! My hope is that I have caught your interest in time, before you embark upon the joys of homeownership and so you don’t make costly mistakes. Knowledge not only gives you power, but it also gives you the extra edge to make smarter decisions regarding the purchase of a new home. After all, you’re going to live in it for a while, so you’d better like it!


Along the way on your quest toward homeownership, you may make mistakes. Keep calm . . . it’s okay! This book will help Property Virgins, but it will also help those who may be recovering from a bad experience in buying or selling a home, and who simply want to make better decisions going forward.


Take for example, first-time buyer Natasha, a pharmaceutical sales rep from Boston. She received a job promotion that required her to relocate to Florida in a hurry. After scouting several homes online, this impatient cash-buyer eventually found one that suited all of her needs. But before dipping her feet in the water to purchase it, Natasha asked a friend to preview the home in person on her behalf.


After Natasha finally got into her new home and started unpacking, she awoke several times throughout the night to the loudest noise she had ever heard. It sounded like a freight train coming through the house. As it turned out, there were train tracks just a few hundred yards away from her home. Three or four times per hour, a l-o-o-o-n-n-g-g-g cargo train went by and shook the whole house! Her friend had no way of knowing this when he viewed the property. He was inexperienced and didn’t necessarily know the right questions to ask or the red flags to look out for. Not to mention, the real estate agent showing the property was a “listing agent,” or “seller’s agent.” That meant that the agent’s primary responsibility was to the seller, not the buyer! Although the agent was not dishonest—she did mention on the phone that there was a train nearby that ran only “a couple of times a day.” In actuality, she did not know much about the train schedule and had just made a wild guess.


In hindsight, Natasha should have hired a real estate “buyer’s agent” familiar with the area to work on her behalf. That agent may have pointed out details that the seller’s agent left out.


Natasha also should have hired a specialized real estate attorney who was familiar with Florida laws to carefully review her contract and closing documents. Instead, the Boston-based buyer trusted the “friend,” who was not familiar with the laws in Florida, where she was purchasing. The paperwork wound up being a headache, and the whole home-buying experience was a giant fiasco.


Fast forward nine months. Natasha was astounded to discover the home she just paid cash for was plagued by a “dirty title” that was riddled with blemishes and liens against the property. The sum of these mishaps caused her great distress and anxiety, ultimately leading Natasha to regret her decision to buy the home. Certainly, any costly setback can ruin the joys of owning a home very quickly!


Everything becomes simpler when you understand it, because education is the key to success in anything we do. Purchasing real estate is no different than learning anything else new for the first-time. You may be a home-buying newbie, such as a young couple or a single person who is simply tired of paying rent. Perhaps you’ve been renting and now want a place of your own so you can provide stability and comfort for your family. Maybe you are someone who is skeptical about buying another home due to a past negative experience. Whatever your circumstance, keep calm, because now you have me to be your personal real estate guide.


After you read this book, I recommend that you keep it within arm’s reach, perhaps stowed in a handy compartment of your vehicle. Then you will always have me with you if you need a quick reference or reminder as you go through the home-buying process. Within the pages of Keep Calm . . . It’s Just Real Estate, you will find no-holds-barred, real answers.


As a real estate agent, owner, and investor, I have ridden the emotional roller coaster of the housing industry and fared just fine. I have soared to the heights of success, and I have counted my beans when the market hit bottom. I persisted, and I made it because real estate is my passion. I truly enjoy helping people find the home of their dreams, but even more so, I find serenity in knowing that I can provide my clients with guidance and answers in an industry that can be confusing and complicated to those who are not familiar with how the process works.


So with that said, if you are ready to learn how to swim in the real estate shark tank, dive in! I’ll catch you (or at least swim beside you). And if you commit to following the guidelines that I offer in this book, and keep in mind the prescriptive “Chill Pills” I note in each chapter, then you will surely backstroke through the home-buying process in no time!
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CHAPTER 1


BUYING A HOME WITH CONFIDENCE:


Ready to Take the Plunge?


IF THE THOUGHT OF BITING INTO YOUR OWN PIECE of the real estate pie makes you feel anxious or nervous, fear not! This is perfectly normal. After all, this definitely qualifies as a “major life decision,” and will go down in your personal history book of awesome accomplishments one day.


Once you decide to buy, go forward with confidence and let the goodness flow to you. The way to do this begins by choosing the right guidance and support team, trusting your instincts, using all the common sense you can muster up, and focusing on the most important aspects of what you want in a home. For example, you may have to sacrifice a few vanity items in order to gain something else that could pay off handsomely in the long run. You may even have to let go of some personal or emotional attachments to be able to live in a certain location, or let go of your preferred style of home to buy something within your means. In other words, the first lesson in home-buying is this: Be flexible!


I emphasize flexibility because I’ve had numerous clients who fall head over heels in love with a house, but hesitate because their dresser wouldn’t fit in the bedroom. Or, they don’t have a table long enough for the massive dining room in the new house. Furniture will always be replaceable. It is much more difficult to find the perfect house versus the perfect sofa. Don’t be so rigid that you miss an opportunity, but by the same token, don’t settle for a home that you have to work really hard to convince yourself you like.


There is a difference between focusing on what really matters versus letting your head turn toward cosmetic qualities. For example, I once had a realtor friend who showed a couple at least ten homes and condominiums before they settled on one they liked. Finally, they signed the paperwork for a gorgeous townhome. After living there for only a month or so, everything started falling apart! Shoddy materials were used when the contractors built the townhomes, so although the home was only a couple of years old, there were minor things that constantly cost them money and time to repair. It was a “money pit” with unexpected pitfalls. Closet doors mysteriously fell off the hinges with very little encouragement; the toilet latch no longer flushed properly, there were small cracks in the wall where the foundation had settled; and the windows never shut properly. Needless to say, the heat and their money flew right out the window. These constant hassles made the place not-so-appealing after just a few weeks.




 








CHILL PILL #1


When shopping for a house, pay attention to fundamental aspects like location and size, but don’t ignore the craftsmanship. Little repairs can add up to one big problem, and the house may turn out to be more than you bargained for!









 





Structural details are the most vital and lasting aspects of a home. Be careful not to get so enamored by the way a place looks on the surface that you overlook the most important factors. As they say, “Looks fade!” and this holds true with real estate.


ARE YOU READY TO TAKE A LEAP OF FAITH?
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When shopping for a home, you should be mindful of those you accept advice from and whether they are qualified to give it to you. Do they have a vested interest in you purchasing the property? Family members and friends are usually the ones inadvertently giving poor advice when it comes to real estate. Market conditions are constantly fluctuating. Additionally, the housing climate can vary from state to state. So you may be getting outdated or jaded advice. Rule of thumb: Listen to the experts!


Of course, if you are married or in a partnership with someone who will be sharing homeownership, you should be conscious of what your individual and combined goals are. The purchase of a house is probably one of the biggest and most important decisions you will make, especially with a partner. Go into it with a clear mind and both feet firmly planted. Don’t allow yourself to be talked into something you are uncomfortable with or unprepared for. Don’t let yourself be rushed through the process if you’re not ready.




 








CHILL PILL #2


Take real estate advice strictly from the professionals. Family and friends mean well but can give you bad information. Consult with a qualified real estate professional who has the experience to back up their advice—and who can offer you an impartial perspective as an outsider.









 





You may still be wondering if you are even ready to buy a house. There are a lot of factors to consider: your personal finances, whether your job will stay where you are, whether you can afford to buy in the neighborhood where you’d like to live. Only you can decide if homeownership is the right step for you. But by the time you finish this book, you’ll have the proper information and tools to make an educated choice and move forward with confidence.


Consider the following ten things first. If you respond favorably to most of them—let’s say seven out of the ten—then you may indeed be a terrific candidate for owning your own home.


TOP TEN THINGS TO CONSIDER BEFORE BUYING A HOME


       1. Given your particular circumstances, how long would you see yourself living in your new home? Five years? Ten? Longer? If your answer is five years or more, then buying real estate is a smart move, since the money you will spend every year on rent is only making your landlord wealthy for the long term.


       2. Would you be doing it for the right reasons? Would you be purchasing because it’s a personal goal? Or is this someone else’s goal for your life? Outside pressure should not be a factor. Buying a house can cause some anxiety, yes, but ideally you will find joy in the process. If you feel good about wanting a home of your own, then that is the right feeling to have!


       3. What does your financial picture look like? Do you have a significant down payment saved up? One lesson learned by so many millions of homeowners within the past few years is that the “no money down” method was a disaster. Banks are more cautious than ever, and most prefer having at least 20 percent of the purchase price as a down payment. Lucky for you, there are many first-time homebuyer programs that will allow you to put as little as 3–3.5 percent down. You can find more about this in my chapter on mortgages.


       4. Do you have a financial contingency plan or back up in case something happens? After shelling out the down payment, you don’t want to be caught using up your last resources in case your water heater breaks, or your roof starts to leak. Make sure your investment is sound, but plan ahead! You should also make a solid spreadsheet to determine your monthly expenses and budget. Be organized to make sure you won’t get hit with late fees from the bank or be overrun by high utility bills, which can really tap into your resources and make homeownership a stressful experience.


       5. How sure are you about your job? If your job is unsteady or if you have been in your workplace for less than five years, make sure your position is stable. Of course life can dish out surprises (“Want to tranfer to Hong Kong?”), but if you know that you will be able to manage and that you are making enough to sustain your lifestyle, then buying a house can be done with peace of mind.


       6. Are you willing to make sacrifices? Having your own house means that you will be responsible if something breaks or needs repair. You can’t call up your landlord and ask for it to be fixed. You will either have to do these things yourself or hire someone. That also includes landscaping and other maintenance tasks that are often covered for you when you rent.


       7. New or used? Although some people like to start from scratch and build a home on a piece of land, most homes are bought from a previous owner—or multiple owners. Consider whether or not you have the time, dedication, and will to build a home, or if you prefer the joys of renovating.


       8. Are you being realistic? You may wish to live by the ocean, but perhaps your budget only enables you to live in a neighborhood with a pond nearby. Don’t overstretch your means, even if you fall in love with something better than your initial comfort zone. Some pushy agents may attempt to show you properties that are more expensive than what you planned, but if you keep a realistic outlook and stay focused on your comfort zone, you can request only to see homes that fall within your specific criteria.


       9. In addition to your down payment, there will be costs such as closing fees, real estate attorney fees, title fees, and even the cost of moving. Can you afford the up-front costs?


       10. Finally, what do you need the home to give you to make this feel like a worthwhile investment? If you plan to live there for less than five years, then my recommendation is to reconsider buying. It can often take five years or longer to recoup the money that you pay in closing costs. Oh my goodness . . . did I just say, “Don’t buy?” Those words are blasphemy coming out of a real estate agent’s mouth. Nevertheless, truth is truth!


It may be wise to make a list of all the pros and cons to buying a home. If there are downsides that will take time to overcome (like not having enough for a down payment), then make a game plan before jumping in with both feet.


But for those of you who are tired of living under someone else’s rules, having to deal with thin walls, unpredictable neighbors, and throwing hard-earned rent money away, the prospect of owning a home might be a dream come true. In most cases, it is!


WHY ARE YOU MAKING YOUR LANDLORD RICH?
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My personal belief is that when you rent, you make your landlord rich. It’s simple math. Add up your rent and multiply it by twelve. You will be amazed at just how much you are padding that landlord’s account! So whenever it makes the most sense, BUY! At least eight times out of ten, it makes more sense to buy your own house instead of renting and having nothing to show after years of paying.


Wouldn’t you rather establish financial security for yourself? Nowadays, rentals are just about equal with what a mortgage payment would cost (though you shouldn’t discount the extras, like paying for your own maintenance and utilities and property taxes).


People have a number of reasons why they decide to rent versus buy. Their reasons vary wildly depending on their own personal circumstances or life scenarios. Most of these have very little connection with the possibilities of homeownership, or whether the person can actually afford a home. Here are the most common objections I hear:


       • I’ve lived in an apartment my entire life and just never thought I could be a candidate for homeownership. (Well surprise!!! You certainly can.)


       • I screwed up my credit up when I was younger. I’m sure no bank will finance me, so why bother? (Credit scores fluctuate all the time. Debts you incurred five years ago may no longer be on your credit report. But you won’t know until you at least try.)


       • No one in my family has ever owned a home, so I didn’t think I could be an owner. (Why not be the first? Set an example for the rest of your family and future generations. When they see how you managed to accomplish owning a home, it may encourage them to do the same.)


       • Owning seems so much more expensive than renting. (Aha! That’s a big misconception. Many times a mortgage works out to be cheaper than paying rent. Additionally, you get tax incentives for homeownership. AND when you sell your home, for the most part you get your investment back and then some. Renting works out to be much more expensive in the long run.)


       • I just don’t want all of the responsibilities that come with owning a home. (Well, there is a point I cannot rebut. If you’re not ready, you’re not ready.)


These are all valid and understandable concerns. However, they should not be deterrents. Everyone has hurdles to overcome, but if you do as you’ve always done, you’ll only get what you’ve always gotten. It’s easy to make excuses that allow you to stay in a comfort zone. Sometimes we have to force ourselves to be uncomfortable in order to grow.


This reminds me of my personal experience of landing the job as host of Property Virgins. At the time, I was a full-time real estate agent in New Jersey and a full-time radio personality in New York. I knew my plate was already full when I received a call from a casting agent who wanted me to fly to Toronto for an audition. Within the first minute after he mentioned it, I had already thought of ten good reasons why I shouldn’t go. “I’ll waste my time flying there because they probably already have another host in mind. I’ll have to take three days off my radio show, which my boss will frown at. Better yet, if he finds out I took off to go on an audition, I’ll probably get fired.” I mean, you name it, and I already said it to myself. But then a little voice inside said, “You are a great real estate agent, so why wouldn’t they pick you? Give yourself a break. You said you wanted to get back into television hosting, and now is your opportunity. Take a chance on yourself.”


Well, I took that chance, bet on myself, and today not only do I get to educate viewers on a huge international platform about the wonders of owning real estate, but I also got to write this book and personally help you! It’s all because I dared to follow my dream and did the work to get there. I believe you can and will do it, too.


THE REAL ESTATE REWIND: LET’S RECAP!
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Use these three gauges to determine whether buying a home may make more sense than renting a place to live:


       • If you are looking for stability and long-term wealth, then it makes absolute sense to buy, especially with mortgage interest rates still sitting at record lows. Many mortgage payments are coming in lower than rent.


       • Be sure to consider the total cost of homeownership beyond the monthly mortgage payment. Plan for your down payment, plus 3 to 5 percent more for closing costs. Maintenance will run an average of 1 percent of your home’s price every year. Make sure you don’t forget insurance and property taxes, but keep your eyes on the prize; the upside is the biggest deduction on your yearly taxes.


       • Finally, ask yourself if you really want to be a homeowner. Are you the type of person who enjoys weekly trips to a home improvement store, or would you rather just call your landlord to come fix your squeaky floorboard? Do you mind moving around every two years, or would you prefer to set down long-term roots?


LIST OF 12 PROS FOR PROPERTY VIRGINS
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Only you can decide if the path to homeownership is the one you should take. But here are twelve fantastic benefits to becoming a homeowner that you may not have thought of:


       1. Wealth Building: Real estate is a vital asset in building a foundation of wealth for your family. Some people who own their property for an extended period of time are surprised to see how much the value increases with each decade.


       2. Better Management: Many people fail to call their landlord when something breaks—or their landlord fails to make requested repairs—both of which leads to rentals that are in disrepair. When you own your own home, the expenses to pay for repairs will come out of your own pocket, but the benefit is in your ability to be in absolute control of your home’s upkeep and make it a beautiful, reliable place to live.
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