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PRAISE FOR AS IS




“If anyone asked me for advice about getting into the residential real estate business, the first thing I would do is hand them this book. You won’t find a more insightful guide to what it takes to make it big in this business. Joan’s rapid-fire bursts of wit and wisdom will keep you compulsively turning the pages as she walks readers through her proven selling and closing strategies. Page after page this book shows why she’s been at the pinnacle of her profession for the past thirty years. Like a magician pulling back the curtain, Joan shows you all the secrets and tricks of selling homes.”


—Mark Johnston, Media Executive, President/CEO, Community Journals


“Joan Herlong is a unique breed, not just because she is brilliant, fun, charming, and a great competitor, all while being incredibly self-deprecating, but because she has the courage and confidence to do things others won’t even consider. For Joan, this is not a choice, she is here to make a difference, and a difference is what she makes. While that might sound like she is so extraordinary that her work cannot be replicated, it is in fact the opposite and in As Is she’ll let you in on how.


This book is exactly what agents need in order to survive and thrive in the world of real estate, and it’s long overdue. Joan’s no-nonsense style breaks down the industry basics and lays bare the areas that agents, at all levels of the business, struggle with every day. With her insider expertise, she guides agents to cut out the noise, emotion, unnecessary work, and drama that derails their business and success. You will find yourself laughing out loud as you read about Joan’s real-life stories, mishaps, and mistakes all while picking up invaluable strategies and knowledge that will enable you to excel in this ever-changing and competitive business.”


—Liz Bentley, Founder & President, Liz Bentley Associates Executive Training and Coaching


“Informative, heartwarming, hilarious at times. Joan fairly indicts our industry with the spirit of making it better. A must read for new agents and experienced alike. Her work ethic comes through loud and clear. Refreshing, an easy read that puts client service and ethics front and center.”


—Finley Hair, National Director, M & A Advisor, WAV Group Consulting, Arroyo Grande, California


“Joan provides an insightful, witty, and educational overview of the real estate business. Joan is uniquely qualified to write As Is based on her extensive experience as a successful broker owner and because of her talent for relating her stories in a thoughtful and humorous way. I could not put it down and will require every agent at my company to read it as well.”


—Russ Anderson, President, Briggs Freeman Sotheby’s International Realty, Dallas, Texas


“Really enjoyable read! I especially loved the personal experiences and stories. This book is a hit.”


—Nick Sabatine, CEO, Greater Greenville Association of Realtors


“If you are in real estate, buy this book. Joan Herlong is one of the greatest real estate minds around. You will learn a ton. Her humor is fast, strong, and real. Her sales accomplishments are mind blowing. This book made me feel like she was talking to me. It’s so authentic. These pages contain her straight approach to life. Plus, her wit is worth the price.”


—Leighton Mills Cubbage, Chairman and Cofounder, Allie Capital, LLC


“This book is awesome. I laughed out loud a few times and it was an easy read. I think she has a true knack for writing. It kept me amused, which kept my attention.”


—Jay McDonald, Production Manager, Prime Lending


“Don’t be fooled by the brevity or the single geography; these lessons apply to anyone who has, or is thinking of starting, a career or a transaction in residential real estate.”


—Bob Hughes, President, Hughes Development Corporation, Greenville, South Carolina


“I’ve known Joan for over twenty years both personally and professionally. She is a consummate professional. I have seen her updating MLS listings on New Year’s Eve while at the beach and everyone else was watching bowl games. Her clients are raving fans, with good reason. She responds to all calls within twenty-four hours and her phone is never off. This book reflects her experience as well as her wit and savvy. I highly recommend As Is to anyone in real estate as well as anyone thinking about getting into real estate.”


—Jim Sobeck, Managing Member, New South Real Estate Partners, Sobeck Holdings, and Sobeck Investments, Greenville, South Carolina
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Dedication: To my clients and my mentors.


Within these pages, some of you will recognize the lessons you’ve taught me. Even today, I learn something from every deal. This continuous learning process enables me to share the latest “teaching moments” with my hand-picked associates; it fuels my work. While I may not “love people and houses” as other Realtors claim to … 
I do love my work and the company I keep.
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DISCLAIMER:


All anecdotes herein are true. 
Most of the names have been changed to protect client privacy and to avoid further interaction with the less-than-innocent.




 


INTRODUCTION


Thinking of going into real estate? Please don’t.


Right now, in my market of Greenville and the Upstate of South Carolina, there are around 1,300 listed properties. Guess how many Realtors there are in the Greater Greenville area?


Around 3,800.


And that’s just here in my little corner of America. Across the country, on any given day, there are approximately 500,000 homes for sale and 1.5 million members (give or take a thousand) of the National Association of Realtors just waiting to sell them. When you do the math, that doesn’t sound sustainable. It isn’t. It’s why the average Realtor is a woman in her late fifties who does two and a half transactions a year. Not per month. Per year. That’s not a profession, or even a part-time job. That’s a hobby.


Have you ever worked with a part-time doctor or lawyer? Would you consult a part-time anyone to handle something of full-time importance to you?


Me neither.


About 98 percent of real estate agents are part-timers. That’s because, in my corner of the market, about 2 percent of us do 98 percent of the volume. In fact, in 2022, about one quarter of the 3,800 Realtors in our local Association sold... nothing. Not one property.


Real estate is the only “profession” I can think of that has awarded itself that title without the hurdles that professions entail. I say that as a member of this industry for three decades. I occasionally have coffee with people who are considering residential real estate as a career. When I ask, “Why real estate?” they often rhapsodize about how much they “just love people” and “love houses.” They envision their future as one endless episode of House Hunters meets Friends.


Subtlety is not my strong suit, so I tell them: Houses are a commodity, and you’re going to get over your “love of people” real fast.


It doesn’t hurt to “love” luxury homes, townhouses, condos, farms, land, vacation homes, foreclosures, fixer-uppers, historic homes, budget bungalows, and fine estates. But it’s important to do your homework, daily, and learn to “speak house” fluently. Then you can become an effective advocate and translator on your client’s behalf.


I’ve never loved houses (my mother saw to that—more on that later). Houses are fine. Most days, most people are fine too. In fact, I’ve met some of my very closest friends through this business. But real estate somehow attracts people (buyers, sellers, attorneys, repairmen, inspectors, and agents) who are anything but fine. And that’s fine too. I’ve come to recognize them as job security.


I went into real estate to make money. That may sound vulgar to some, because I’m a girl and everything, but it’s true. It appealed to me because it is one of the few options that enabled me to make my own schedule and make real money, all without earning the Bad Mommy award. (I was often the first runner-up, but not because of real estate.)


This business rewards hard work, creative thinking, and competitive instincts. You eat what you kill, and I relish that diet. It’s often fun. I genuinely enjoy the people who work within my company, because I get to choose to work with them. They’re whip smart and keen enough to know that smarts are just a start. They work like Trojans, and while they may or may not love people, they’re really good with them. Over the past thirty years, I’ve sharpened my problem-solving skills and negotiating tactics and figured out, often the hard way, what works and what doesn’t. I’ve also built a business that’s growing every day. I learn something from every transaction, and that keeps life interesting and me humble.


I serve buyers and sellers by acting as their advocate—using my knowledge and experience to be their advisor, their sherpa. I see my role as helping my clients navigate the complexities of a real estate transaction to make the very best decisions. The best decisions are fully informed decisions.


I speak house fluently. I understand every aspect of this business, not just the benefits of a southern exposure or a gabled roof. Since 1993 I’ve personally negotiated more than a thousand deals and advised on hundreds of others. My firm, Joan Herlong & Associates Sotheby’s International Realty, is affiliated with the only unrivaled, truly global brand in real estate. Based on sales volume, I’m the number one Realtor in the Greater Greenville Association of Realtors over the period of 2010–22. I listed the record-setting residential sale for the Upstate, which closed in summer 2022, for about $9 million. So I know a few things about a few things when it comes to real estate.


Unlike pork bellies, houses are a commodity that evokes strong feelings. I could buy a million dollars’ worth of AT&T shares without worrying whether I put on deodorant. But paying the same amount for a house, a townhouse, a condo, a home … that’s complicated by emotions … egos … insecurities … uncertainties … and conflicts. Navigating those straits is how I earn my keep and why my clients keep coming back for help with the next deal.


Because buying or selling a home can be stressful, emotional, and extremely personal, I founded my company with three values at its core: honor, advocacy, and expertise.


We honor every person we interact with: clients, customers, competing agents, contractors, inspectors, everyone. A deal done honorably should mean that everything is straight up and nothing gets personal.


We advocate for our clients, staying on their side and making sure they make a fully informed decision, every step of the way. Helping them anticipate and consider aspects they may not be aware of. They’re never in the dark about anything.


We provide the expertise that can only come from a lot of hard work. Our agents work full time for our clients, and it shows. If an individual agent is new to the business, they are always backed by a seasoned mentor (often yours truly), so the client’s needs are never sacrificed on the altar of inexperience.


This is my effort to raise the bar, hopefully inspiring more dedicated, full-time agents who will treat this high-stakes business with the seriousness that buyers and sellers deserve. Whether you’re an agent, aspiring agent, a buyer, or a seller, you’ll find insights and strategies here that will help you become better informed to get the most out of your experience.


You have the right to expect more, but first you have to know what more to expect.


My goal is for you to come away from this with a true understanding of the work that I do and apply that knowledge to your own situation.


I share Occam’s strong preference for simplicity, in razors and in real estate. The best deals are “AS IS,” whereby the seller discloses everything there is to know about the property, warts and all. The buyer in turn makes a fully informed decision, and it all boils down to a fair price. AS IS leaves no room for drama, inflated egos, shoddy work, or shenanigans. Love me some AS IS real estate.


If you’re interested in building a sustainable career in real estate, or if you’re hoping to work with a Realtor who meets AS IS standards the next time you buy or sell, keep reading. I wrote this for you.


By the time we’re done, you may not be “fluent in house,” but you’ll be conversant.


Wipe your feet. We’re going in.
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CHAPTER 1


Something Interesting?


By the time I was seventeen, I didn’t know much, but I was certain I would never, ever sell real estate.


My first paying job, besides babysitting nephews and nieces for a penny-a-minute, was as the summer and weekend receptionist at the Meyers Realty Company in Winnetka, Illinois. I was fifteen. I did enough filing to learn that I hate filing. The office was a crypt. The phone rarely rang, so I gave it a workout by calling my cronies. Mr. Meyers evidently had a party line. He found listening in on my adolescent gossip boring, so my social calls abruptly stopped. I counted dust motes and watched the clock creep toward five. It was an arduous four months.


At fifteen, real estate was merely ennui. By seventeen, it was a source of trauma. My then-fifty-seven-year-old mother had just become licensed to sell real estate, and it instantly consumed her. I was lucky number eleven of my parents’ twelve children. After more or less raising a dozen kids, Mom was ready to do something by herself, for herself, and get paid well for it. She was completely, clinically obsessed with her new career. When she was driving, there was never a straight line between point A and point B. She was forever taking annoying detours to “drive by this one house …” My teenaged destinations and needs didn’t just take a back seat, they were gagged and bound in her trunk.


She ambushed me, once, with a misleading question: “Do you want to hear something really interesting?” Before I could respond, she launched into a long, Byzantine tale about real estate. It was anything but interesting.


I’m a quick study. After that first time, my answer was always, “No, Mom, I hate interesting things.” She’d always say, “You villain, this story really is interesting …” I could be running out the door, or catching forty winks, but she’d give me the latest anyway. She often pressed me into service, helping her host uber-boring broker open houses for her new listings. I’m not sure how having a sullen teen slumped in a chair, grooming her cuticles and sneering at real estate ladies was effective marketing, but Mom remained undeterred.


After graduating from the University of Virginia, I went to work for CNN in Atlanta, then a big ad agency in Chicago, then a small ad agency in Charlotte. I opted to “stay home” after our second baby was born, in Charlotte. Soon after that, we moved to the Washington, DC, area. I had not given real estate another thought since high school … but then we had to find and buy our first home, in 1986.


My sister Blanche, also a Realtor, was a huge help through that process. With her as my house-whisperer, it was my first inkling that some Realtors were better than others. We vetted two and chose one. Blanche pointed out that the first one only talked about herself (I paid cash for this BMW, because I’m doing so well, and my volume doubled last year blah blah blah …). We chose the second agent, even though she tottered around in tacky Candie’s mules (remember those?). She was a good listener, asked relevant questions, and found us a house that wasn’t even for sale.


During that first house-hunting process, Mom also called to ask if I wanted to hear something interesting.


Washington, DC, is the trade association capital of the planet, as well as the center of the universe for toddler ear infections. For three years, between trips to the pediatrician and the obstetrician, I did freelance trade writing. In hindsight it seems crazy to have taken that on while I was outnumbered by toddlers. But at the time, it gave me a sense of connection to the outside adult world.


In 1989 my husband joined a law firm in Greenville, South Carolina. William is from a little bitty town in the middle of the state, but he never imagined South Carolina as an option for us. Me neither. I grew up in Winnetka, Illinois. We’d lived in Charlottesville, Atlanta, Chicago, Charlotte, and northern Virginia. Moving to Greenville would be a major lifestyle change for us and a culture shock for me. I worried I might choke on my silver spoon, but that didn’t turn out to be a problem. No one here presumed that silver had ever touched my lips.


Between unvaried, interesting stories, Mom offered this sage advice: “Well, if you’re going to live in the South, you’re going to have to learn to get along with those nice, southern women. Just don’t be yourself for the first six months or so, and you should be fine.”


I was eight months pregnant with our third child at the time we first considered Greenville, and my doctor gave me permission to fly down from Washington, DC, for a day. I landed at 8:00 a.m. and departed at 6:00 p.m. Within those ten hours, I had to decide whether Greenville was right for our family and hopefully find a house without having to make a second trip with a newborn.


My husband’s future law partners connected us with a Realtor who was a native, sure to provide us with “a great introduction to Greenville.”


Not so much.


She first showed me “the east side” of town. (Note: the “East Side” here is wonderful, home to some of the most beautiful and pricey homes in this area—but thirty-three years ago, it bore no resemblance to what I’d wanted or expected if Greenville was to be our next home.) We looked at a couple of houses planted in a former pasture. They enjoyed what I call a “tree view.” Not a leaf of shade to be found.


“If this is all we can afford in Greenville, this is not going to work for us.”


My agent (who is no longer in the business) seemed surprised.


“I’m just trying to show you where your people live.”


My people? Who the hell are “my people”? I didn’t say that out loud, but I was yelling it inside my head. She meant Yankees. People not from here. Outsiders. Transients. Sore thumbs.


“Well, what do you want?”


I wanted mature trees and cracked sidewalks, a neighborhood where my kids could ring the doorbell and ask if so-and-so could come out to play. I wanted to live in the part of town where I was the one who talked funny. If we were going to raise our kids in a small southern city or big southern town, then I wanted neighbors who expected my children to say “Yes, ma’am” and “No, sir.” I wanted my children to say “y’all,” not “you guys.” I wanted the set for To Kill a Mockingbird, but this Realtor lady had me pegged for The Sopranos.


We ended up buying one of her listings. It was listed for about $250,000. When we asked what would be a fair offer, she volunteered that her sellers were moving out of town and had already been offered $222,000 by the relocation company.


“So they would have to accept that number.”


At that time, all Realtors only represented sellers. It was not lost on us that she was throwing her sellers under the bus.
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