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Introduction

So you're thinking about investing in real estate. You've probably seen the success
stories on YouTube. Maybe you’ve even got a friend who's “retired early” thanks to
rental properties or flipping homes. And now you’re wondering: Can | do this too?

Short answer: Yes, you can.

Long answer: It takes more than just watching a couple videos and jumping in
headfirst.

This guide is here to help you cut through the noise, avoid costly rookie mistakes,
and get a real-world understanding of how real estate investing actually works—
especially if you’re starting with single-family homes in a market like Houston and
the surrounding suburbs.

I’'m Bren Brewer. I've been a licensed real estate broker since 2011, | own multiple
single-family rentals, and I've helped dozens of clients build real estate portfolios
over the years. I've also done flips, worked with contractors, dealt with tenants, and
had my fair share of lessons learned.

This guide includes everything | wish someone had handed me when | started out.




Section 1: The Truth About Real Estate Investing

There’s a big myth floating around that real estate investing is “passive income.”

Buy a house, slap a renter in there, and boom—money shows up in your account
every month. That’s the dream, right?

Here’s the truth:
Real estate can be a powerful wealth-building tool. But it's not passive. It's work.

You're going to be responsible for things like:

Repairs (including the expensive ones)

Vacancy periods where no rent is coming in

Managing tenants—or managing your property manager
Unexpected costs that blow up your budget

Here's a personal example:

Last year, | had to replace not one, but two full A/C units in one of my rental
properties. In Houston, where air conditioning is a non-negotiable, that wasn’t
something | could delay. The total cost? Over $12,000. And there was no warning—
just a hot house and an urgent phone call from my tenant.

If | hadn’t been prepared with reserves, that expense could’ve wiped out my cash
flow—or worse, forced me to sell.

So no, it's not all mailbox money and beach vacations. But if you go in with clear
expectations, run the numbers right, and treat it like a business, real estate can
give you the long-term stability and income you’re after.



Section 2: Is Real Estate Investing Right for You?
Here are a few honest questions to ask yourself:
Do you have access to capital?

You don’t need to be rich to get started, but you do need money. Down payments,
closing costs, inspections, reserves—it adds up fast. And if something goes
sideways (like a major repair), you'll want a cushion to cover it without scrambling.

Are you willing to learn and make decisions?
This isn’t like buying a stock. You can’t just click a button and forget about it.

You'll need to learn how to:
¢ Run the numbers (and not just guess)
« Vet deals
« Understand financing
« Ask the right questions

If you're the type of person who wants to hand everything off and not think about it
again, this probably isn’t the right fit. You don’t need to be an expert, but you do
need to be engaged.

Can you handle occasional stress and mess?

Even with a great property manager, things go wrong:
« Tenants lose jobs
» Toilets back up (sometimes at 11 PM)
« The city decides your fence is too close to the sidewalk

Real estate comes with real-life problems. If you can keep your cool and solve
them (or at least have someone who can), you'll be in a much better position to
succeed.

Are you in this for the long game?

Rental properties aren’t get-rich-quick. Most wealth from real estate comes from:
« Long-term appreciation
« Loan paydown over time

» Steady (but sometimes modest) monthly cash flow

If you're looking for a quick payday, this probably isn’t it. But if you want to build
something that grows over time—this is one of the best tools out there.

If you're still nodding your head, let’s keep going.



Section 3: Rental Properties vs. Flips: Which One’s Right for
You?

Before you start browsing Zillow or calling lenders, you need to decide what kind
of investor you want to be. Most first-timers fall into one of two categories: long-
term rental investors or house flippers. Both have their place—but they’re very
different games.

Rental Properties (Buy and Hold)

These are homes you purchase and keep, renting them out for monthly income
and long-term growth.

Why people choose rentals:
« Monthly cash flow (even if it's small)
« Long-term equity growth as the mortgage gets paid down
« Tax advantages like depreciation and write-offs
» A more predictable, slow-and-steady path to wealth

But here’s the catch:
» Tenants, repairs, and vacancy risk are real
« Cash flow can be slim if you don’t buy right
« You’'ll need a good system (or a good property manager)

Good fit for:

Investors who want long-term growth, are okay with modest income at first, and
don’t mind holding onto property for years.



Flips (Buy, Renovate, Sell)

These are homes you buy below market value, fix up, and resell at a higher price—
ideally for a profit.

Why people choose flips:
« Faster potential profit if everything goes well
* Doesn'’t tie up your capital long-term
» Feels more “project-based” than landlord-style investing

But here’s the reality:
« You have to be VERY good at estimating renovation costs and timelines
» Market changes, permitting issues, or bad contractors can eat your profits
« You'll pay taxes on your gains unless you reinvest smartly

Good fit for:

Investors with cash reserves, renovation experience (or reliable contractors), and
the time and tolerance to manage short-term projects.

Not Sure Which One to Start With?

Most new investors in markets like Houston start with rental properties, because
it's easier to finance and scale.

Flipping can be profitable—but it’s riskier, more involved, and harder to do part-
time.

The key is knowing your strengths, your risk tolerance, and what kind of time and
money you want to invest.



Section 4: 5 Red Flags to Watch For When Buying Investment
Properties

Not every “deal” is a deal. In fact, some of the cheapest houses can turn into the
most expensive headaches. Before you write that first offer, here are five major red
flags to watch out for—especially if you're investing in single-family homes in Texas.

1. P It’s in a weak school zone
Even if your future tenants don’t have kids, school ratings matter.

They affect resale value, tenant demand, and rent potential. Properties in poor
school districts can sit vacant longer or attract less reliable applicants.

Quick tip:
Use sites like GreatSchools.org or Niche.com to get a sense of the area. In our
Houston suburbs, this is often a make-or-break factor.

2. P Major systems are old (and expensive to replace)
Roof, HVAC, foundation, plumbing—these are your big-ticket items.

If they're past their life expectancy, you'll need to budget for replacements soon.
And trust me, your tenants will notice if the A/C dies in August.

Real example:
| once had to drop $12,000 in one week replacing two full A/C units in Houston.
That single repair wiped out a full year of profit on that property.

3. I It's been sitting on the market for too long

If a house has been listed for 90+ days in a hot market, something’s off.
Maybe it smells like smoke, has a weird layout, or sits next to a loud commercial
building. Don’t assume it’s just “undiscovered”—do your homework.

4. P The rent numbers don’t make sense
Don’t guess what a property will rent for.

You need actual comps—similar homes rented recently in the same area.
Overestimating rent is one of the fastest ways to end up with negative cash flow.

Quick formula to check:
Monthly Rent — (Mortgage + Taxes + Insurance + Management + Maintenance)
= Your actual monthly cash flow (before taxes)



Section 5: Understanding the Math (Without Getting a
Headache)

If you want to be a successful investor, you need to know how to run numbers. Not
perfectly. Not with a spreadsheet full of macros. Just well enough to know if a deal
is worth doing.

Let’s look at a real-world example using simple math.

> Example Deal:
» Property Type: Single-family home
« Purchase Price: $250,000
« Monthly Rent: $2,000
« Mortgage + Taxes + Insurance: $1,200
» Property Management (8%): $160
« Maintenance & Vacancy Reserve (10%): $200

£ I Monthly Cash Flow Calculation:
$2,000 Rent
— $1,200 Mortgage, Taxes & Insurance
— $160 Property Management

_—$200 Reserves (Maintenance/Vacancy)
= $440/month in positive cash flow

What about other benefits?

This example doesn’t include:
« Loan paydown — your tenant pays your mortgage every month (increased
equity)
« Appreciation — if the home increases in value over time
» Tax benefits — like depreciation and write-offs

Those can add thousands more to your true return, but they won't help you sleep
at night if your monthly cash flow is negative. That's why we start with the basics.

! Where investors go wrong:

They forget to budget for maintenance or vacancy
They underestimate property taxes or insurance

They overestimate rent based on Zillow guesses

They assume they’ll self-manage (then get burned out)

When you run the numbers honestly, you can spot a winner—and avoid the money
pits.



Section 6: How to Finance Your First Investment Property

Unless you're paying cash (which most people aren’t), you'll need financing. The
good news? You’ve got options.The better news? You don’t have to pick just one—
many investors use a mix over time depending on the deal.

Let’s break down the most common financing options for single-family rentals and
flips.

% 1. Conventional Investment Loan

This is your standard 30-year fixed mortgage—but for an investment property, not
your primary residence.

» Down payment required: Usually 15-25%

* Interest rates: Slightly higher than primary residence loans

* Pros: Predictable, long-term financing

« Cons: Stricter requirements—good credit, income docs, cash reserves

Best for: First-time landlords buying a basic rental property.



~' 2. DSCR Loan (Debt-Service Coverage Ratio)

This is a loan that looks at the property’s income, not your personal income.
If the rent covers the monthly payment, you may qualify—even if you’re self-
employed or have variable income.

» Down payment required: Usually 20-25%

« Pros: No income or employment verification

+ Cons: Higher interest rates, and not every lender offers them

Best for: Investors who don’t qualify for conventional loans but have cash and a
solid deal.

#% 3. Hard Money Loan

Short-term financing from private lenders, often used for flips.
« Loan term: 6—-18 months
« Down payment: Varies, but often 10-20% of purchase + rehab
« Pros: Fast approvals, flexible underwriting
« Cons: High interest (10%1), fees, and pressure to sell/refinance quickly

Best for: Experienced investors doing flips or major rehabs.
> 4. HELOC (Home Equity Line of Credit)

You borrow against the equity in your primary residence.
« Pros: Flexible funds, low interest, can be reused
+ Cons: Risk to your personal home if the deal goes sideways

Best for: Investors with equity who want to fund a down payment or renovation.
5. Seller Financing

Sometimes, the seller becomes your lender.
« Terms: Totally negotiable (down payment, interest rate, duration)
« Pros: No banks, no credit checks
« Cons: Rare, and usually only an option with motivated or experienced sellers

Best for: Creative investors working with off-market deals.
/° Final Tip:

Talk to a mortgage broker who understands investment loans. Not all lenders are
investor-friendly—and the right one can help you compare options and run realistic
numbers before you even start shopping.



Section 7: Pro Tips from an Active Investor (a.k.a. What | Wish
| Knew Sooner)

You can learn a lot from YouTube, but nothing replaces real experience—especially
when that experience comes with tenant drama, contractor headaches, and a few
surprise bills that show up at the worst possible time.

Here are a few hard-won lessons from my own journey as a real estate investor
that might save you time, money, and stress:

.4 1. Always keep a reserve fund

If you only take one thing from this guide, let it be this:
Have money set aside for repairs and vacancies.

I've had great years where | barely touched it—and other years where | drained it
fast. Like the time | had to replace two full A/C units in the Houston heat. That was
a $12,000 week | didn’t see coming. If | didn’t have reserves, | would’ve been in
trouble.

Plan for the worst-case scenario before you buy.
"4 2. Screen tenants like it’s your job (because it is)

A good tenant makes your life easier. A bad one can turn into a legal and financial
nightmare.

Don’t skip the background check. Don’t “go with your gut.”

Check:
» Income (3x the rent minimum)
« Rental history
« Credit and eviction history
« References

And use a property management company if you don’t want to deal with it directly.
It's money well spent.



"1 3. Don't fall in love with the house
This is an investment, not your dream home.

It’s okay if the carpet is beige or the kitchen isn’t your taste. Focus on the
numbers, the location, and the demand.

If it rents easily, holds value, and cash flows—it’s a good deal, even if you don’t
love the backsplash.

./ 4. Property managers can be your best asset—or your biggest regret

A great property manager is worth every penny. A bad one can cost you tenants,
repairs, and reputation.

Ask for referrals, read reviews, and interview them like you’re hiring a key
employee—because you are.

] 5. Start small. Then grow smart.
You don’t need to buy 10 properties your first year.

Start with one solid rental. Learn the ropes. Build confidence and cash flow. Then
use your profits and experience to scale up without overextending yourself.

Bonus Tip: Track everything. Treat it like a business.

Use spreadsheets, bookkeeping software, or a simple Google Doc—but keep
records. It’ll save your sanity during tax season, and it’'ll help you spot trends as
you grow.




Section 8: What’s Next? Start Smart, Stay Focused, and Take
Action

You made it to the end—which already puts you ahead of most would-be investors.
Now the question is: what do you do with all this?

Here’s what | recommend:
] Step 1: Get Clear on Your Strategy

Are you more interested in long-term rentals or short-term flips? Do you have
capital ready now, or do you need to spend a few months preparing?

Pick one path and commit to learning it well.

- Step 2: Keep Learning—But Don’t Get Stuck
The best investors are always learning, but they don’t sit on the sidelines forever.
Find a mentor, run the numbers on real deals, and schedule time to analyze
properties every week.

You don’t need to be perfect—you just need to start.

B Step 3: Use Tools that Save You Time and Headaches

There are great tools for running numbers, organizing contacts, finding off-market
deals, and managing properties.

If you're not sure where to start, I've got recommendations I'm happy to share.
Step 4: Don’t Go It Alone

| work with new and experienced investors who want guidance, deal insight, and
local expertise.

Whether you want help finding your first deal, running numbers, or just need a
second set of eyes on your strategy—I'm here for it.
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