
Sold As Is

How to buy a used car without getting burned: inspect it, price it, and negotiate like you can walk away

ROBERT SMITH


Table of Contents

Title Page

Sold As Is

Appendix 1: The Walkaround, Read Aloud

Appendix 2: The Questions to Ask, in Order

Appendix 3: Scripts, Collected

Start Here

You need a car in the next two or three weeks, you have somewhere between a few thousand dollars and maybe fifteen, and the last time you did this you drove home hoping. That is who this book is for, and it is going to fix the hoping part.

The person selling you the car has done this a hundred times. You have done it once, maybe twice. That is the whole imbalance. A dealer moves cars every day of the week. A private seller who has only sold two cars in their life still knows one thing you do not: what is wrong with this one. Every used car is somebody else's problem being handed across a hood, and the entire job in front of you is to find out which problem before money moves, not after.

Here is the first thing to understand, and it is not comfortable. Nobody is going to protect you. Not the dealer, whose job is to sell the car on the lot today. Not the private seller, who may be lovely and may also have no idea the transmission is about to let go. Not the state, in most places, once you sign a form with the words "as is" on it. Those two words are the title of this book because they are the two words that end your options. In most sales, private or dealer, "as is" means what it says: you bought the problem, whatever it turns out to be. The only protection you get is the protection you build yourself, in daylight, before you sign.

The good news is that building it is not hard. It is a short list of things done in a fixed order, and most of them cost nothing. A twenty-minute walk-around with a flashlight and a refrigerator magnet. A vehicle history report. A phone call to a stranger with a lift and a code reader. A number you decide on before you arrive, written on a sticky note in your pocket, that you do not go above no matter how nice the seller is or how good the car smells.

What this book is, and what it is not

This is a playbook, not a car book. You will not learn how an engine works. You will learn what to do on a Tuesday night with a listing open on your phone, what to say when the seller picks up, what to look at when you kneel by the front tire, what to ask the mechanic, what number to say first, and what to sign. It runs in the order a purchase actually happens, because doing the steps out of order is how people get burned. Falling in love with a car before you have priced it, or driving it before you have read its history, is not a character flaw. It is just the wrong order, and the wrong order is expensive.

Each chapter is one step. Each step ends the same way, with two short sections. "What you say" is a script, the exact words in your mouth, that you can read aloud in the car before you walk in. "What you write down" is the short list of things to record before you leave, so that when three cars start to blur together on Thursday you have something better than memory. Between those two sections is everything you need to know to do that step well and nothing you do not.

You will notice this book keeps telling you to slow down. That is on purpose. Speed is the seller's friend. "Someone else is coming to look at it this afternoon" is the oldest sentence in the business, and it works because it is sometimes true. Let them come. There are more cars than buyers, there always have been, and the deal you lose by waiting a day is almost never the deal you would have wanted. If a car cannot survive you taking twenty-four hours to think, it was never going to survive the inspection either.

Two people you will meet throughout

To keep the numbers real, this book follows two buyers from the first search to the drive home. They are composites, assembled from the kinds of situations people bring to this purchase, not real individuals, and you can swap their dollar figures for yours in every example.

Dana is a nurse who works twelve-hour shifts forty minutes from home. Her old car is done, she has about ten thousand dollars to spend in total, and what she needs is boring: a commuter that starts every morning at five and does not cost her a shift's pay in repairs every other month. She is not a car person and does not want to become one. She wants a system.

Marcus is a college student with four thousand dollars in cash from a summer of work. He needs something to get to campus and to a part-time job, he has no parent co-signing anything, and four thousand dollars is all of it. There is no repair reserve unless he builds one out of that same four thousand. Every mistake for Marcus is a bigger percentage of everything he has, which is why his side of the examples is where the discipline gets strict.

You will see both of them get tempted. Dana will find a car that is nicer than she needs at a price that is nearly fine. Marcus will find a seller who is friendly and in a hurry. Watching them hold the line, or not, is how you will learn to hold yours.

How the two weeks go

The purchase this book describes takes about two weeks when you do it in order, and here is the shape of it so you know where you are at any point.

The first few days are spent at your kitchen table and cost nothing. You settle the number, and I mean the whole number: the price of the car, plus tax, title, and fees, plus the insurance you have already quoted, plus a repair reserve you set aside on purpose because used cars need things. You choose a category of car rather than a single model, and you build a shortlist of three. You learn to read a listing the way a detective reads a room, and you run the two reports on anything that survives.

The middle stretch is phone calls and driveways. You make a call with six questions on it, and you let bad sellers eliminate themselves. You do a twenty-minute walk-around in daylight, on a dry day, with the engine stone cold, and you learn what the tires, the paint, the oil cap, and the trunk floor are trying to tell you. You take a test drive that actually tests something, not a polite lap around the block with the radio on.

Then you pay a mechanic who has no stake in the sale to put the car on a lift for an hour. This is the best money in the whole deal, and it is also the step people skip, which is why it gets its own chapter.

The last stretch is where the dollars move. You learn what a dealer's lot is actually doing and what a private seller's driveway is actually doing, because they are different games with different traps. You price the car three ways and turn the inspection findings into dollars. You make an offer, you hold a silence, you counter, and you know exactly how to walk away and leave the door open behind you. Then you sit at the paperwork table and read every line before you initial anything. The final chapters cover the first week of owning it and the moment, which comes up more than anyone likes, when the right move is to walk away from the deal entirely.

How to use it

If you have two weeks, read it straight through once, fast, then go back and do the steps. If you have three days and a car already in front of you, jump to the walk-around, the test drive, and the inspection chapters, do those three things before anything else, and read the pricing and negotiation chapters the night before you make an offer. If you are standing on a lot right now with a salesperson refilling your coffee, put the book down, go home, and come back tomorrow. The car will be there. Almost all of them are.

The scripts are meant to be said out loud, in your own voice. Rehearse them. It feels silly in the car and it stops feeling silly the moment a seller asks what payment you were looking for and the answer comes out of your mouth calm and complete. The lists of what to write down are meant to be kept in one place, a notes app or a single sheet of paper, one entry per car. By the third car you will be grateful for it.

One more thing before you start. This book will make you a little paranoid, and that is correct. Paranoid is the right amount of afraid for a person who has done this twice against a person who has done it a hundred times. The paranoia goes away on its own the day you drive home with a car you inspected in daylight, priced three ways, and bought under the number on your sticky note. Until then, keep it.

*The people and situations in this book, including Dana and Marcus, are composites created to illustrate the process, not real individuals. This book is educational. It is not legal, financial, or mechanical advice, and it is not a substitute for a licensed mechanic's inspection or for the rules of your own state's motor vehicle agency, which govern titles, taxes, disclosures, and "as is" sales and which vary from place to place. Prices, fees, and tools mentioned here change over time; check current figures before you rely on them. When you are unsure about a legal or contract question, ask your state's DMV or an attorney before you sign.*

1. Decide the Number Before the Car

Most people buy a used car backwards. They find the car first, fall for it second, and figure out what they can afford third, usually at a desk with a salesperson's pen in their hand. The number comes last, and a number that comes last is not a number. It is a rationalization with a dollar sign on it.

So the first step in this book happens with no car in it at all. You sit at your kitchen table, you open a notes app or a real sheet of paper, and you work out one figure: the most you will pay for the car itself. Not the most you could scrape together. Not what the bank would lend you. The most you will pay, after everything else the purchase is going to cost has been subtracted first. That figure goes on a sticky note. The sticky note goes in your pocket. You will carry it into every driveway and every dealership for the next two weeks, and you will not go above it.

This chapter is how you get that number. It takes about an hour, it costs nothing, and it is the step most people skip because it is boring. It is boring. It is also the only step in the whole process that is entirely in your control, and it is the one that decides whether the rest of this goes well.

The price of the car is not the cost of the car

Here is the mistake in one sentence: you have ten thousand dollars, so you shop for ten-thousand-dollar cars. Do that and you will spend about eleven and a half thousand, and the extra fifteen hundred will arrive at the worst possible moments, in the DMV line and in a repair shop's waiting room, when you have already committed and cannot back out.

A used car purchase has five costs, and only the first one is on the listing.

The first is the price of the car. You already know about this one.

The second is sales tax. Most states charge it on a used vehicle, including a car you buy from a private individual in a driveway, and it is collected when you register the car, not when you hand over the money. The rate varies a great deal by state and sometimes by county, and a few states charge none at all. Some states tax the price you actually paid. Others tax a book value if your price looks suspiciously low. You need to know your own rule, and the only reliable place to learn it is your state's motor vehicle agency website, so look it up tonight. For the worked examples in this chapter I will use six percent, purely as a placeholder. Your number may be zero and it may be nine.

The third is title, registration, and plates. These are fixed fees your state charges to put the car in your name and let it on the road. They are usually a few hundred dollars in total, sometimes less, sometimes more if your state charges registration based on the car's value or weight. Again, your state's DMV site has the actual figures. If you are buying from a dealer, add the dealer's documentation fee, which some states cap and others do not. We will spend real time on that fee in the dealer chapter. For now, know it exists.

The fourth is the cost of finding out whether the car is any good. A vehicle history report costs money. Kelley Blue Book, in a piece updated in 2025, put a single AutoCheck report at thirty dollars and a single CARFAX report at forty-five, with multi-report bundles cheaper per car. A pre-purchase inspection by an independent mechanic, which this book will insist on, ran anywhere from about a hundred dollars to several hundred in the same article, depending on how thorough a package you buy. You should budget for two inspections, not one, because the first car you pay to inspect often fails. Call it two to three hundred dollars total for reports and inspections, and treat it as a cost of the purchase, because it is.

The fifth is the repair reserve, and this is the one nobody budgets for. Every used car is somebody else's problem being handed to you. A good inspection tells you which problem, but even a car that passes cleanly will want something in the first few months: a set of tires that were closer to the end than they looked, brake pads, a battery that dies on the first cold morning, an oil change and a cabin filter and wiper blades because the last owner stopped caring the day they decided to sell. Set aside ten percent of your total budget for this, and do not touch it for the purchase. If the car turns out to need nothing, congratulations, you have the beginning of a maintenance fund. If it needs eight hundred dollars of brakes in week three, you are annoyed instead of stranded.

There is a sixth cost, insurance, and it is important enough to get its own section.

Get the insurance quote before you fall in love

Insurance is not part of the sticky note, because it is a monthly cost rather than a purchase cost. But it belongs in this chapter for a different reason: it can quietly kill a car you thought was affordable, and you will not find out until after you own it.

The same eight-thousand-dollar budget can buy a sensible four-door sedan or a small sporty coupe of similar age, and the premium on those two cars can be wildly different, especially if you are young, have a ticket on your record, or live in a city. Insurers price by model, by your age and record, by your zip code, and by how the model tends to be driven and how much it costs to repair. None of that is visible on the listing.

So before you build your shortlist in the next chapter, and certainly before you drive anything, call your insurer or run a couple of online quotes on the general type of car you are considering. You do not need a specific vehicle for a rough quote; a year range and a model will do. What you want is the answer to one question: can I carry this car every month on top of everything else I pay? If the answer makes you wince, that category of car is off the list before it ever gets on it. This is a five-minute job that saves people from a two-year mistake.

Also confirm, while you have them on the phone, how your insurer handles a newly purchased car. Many policies give you a short grace period to add a vehicle, but you should not assume, and you should never drive a car home with no coverage at all. We will come back to this at the paperwork table. For now, just know the rule before you need it.

Dana's math

Picture Dana at her kitchen table on a Sunday afternoon between shifts. She has ten thousand dollars in total and she is determined that it is going to be ten thousand in total, not ten thousand plus surprises. Here is how she builds her number.

She starts at ten thousand and takes off the repair reserve first, because it is the one she is most likely to talk herself out of later. Ten percent is one thousand dollars. She is at nine thousand.

She subtracts three hundred for reports and inspections. She plans to run history reports on anything she seriously considers and to pay for two inspections if she has to. She is at eight thousand seven hundred.

She looks up her state's title and registration fees and finds they will come to roughly four hundred dollars for a car of this age. She is at eight thousand three hundred.

Now the tax. Her state charges six percent on used-car sales, in this example, on the actual price paid. So she needs a price which, when multiplied by one point zero six, comes to eight thousand three hundred. Divide eight thousand three hundred by one point zero six and you get a little over seven thousand eight hundred. She rounds down, not up, because rounding up is how a budget dies. Her number is seven thousand eight hundred dollars.

That is Dana's sticky note. Seven thousand eight hundred. Not ten thousand. The gap between the two is the whole reason this chapter exists. If she had gone shopping for ten-thousand-dollar cars, she would have overspent her actual capacity by more than two thousand dollars before she ever turned a key.

Notice what she did not do. She did not decide what car she wanted and then see if the math worked. She did the math, got a number, and now she will go find out what that number buys. That order is the entire trick.

Marcus's math, where the discipline gets strict

Marcus has four thousand dollars in cash from a summer of work, and four thousand is all of it. There is no parent's card behind him and no repair reserve unless he builds one out of that same pile. Every mistake for Marcus is a bigger share of everything he owns, so his version of this math has to be tighter than Dana's, not looser.

He starts at four thousand. Ten percent for the repair reserve is four hundred. He is at three thousand six hundred.

Reports and inspections. He is tempted to skip these to stretch his budget, which is exactly backwards. A cheaper car is more likely to have something wrong with it, not less, so the inspection matters more at his price, not less. He budgets two hundred dollars: one history report bundle and one inspection, with a second inspection to come out of the reserve if the first car fails. He is at three thousand four hundred.

Title and registration, from his state's website, roughly three hundred. He is at three thousand one hundred.

Tax at the placeholder six percent: three thousand one hundred divided by one point zero six is a little over two thousand nine hundred. He rounds down to two thousand nine hundred.

Marcus's sticky note says two thousand nine hundred dollars. He is not thrilled about it. He had pictured himself in a four-thousand-dollar car, and a four-thousand-dollar car is a different, nicer, newer thing than a twenty-nine-hundred-dollar car. But the four-thousand-dollar car with no reserve behind it is a car that becomes a crisis the first time it needs a repair, and for a student with a part-time job, one crisis is one too many.

Here is the reframe that makes this bearable. Marcus is not buying a twenty-nine-hundred-dollar car. He is buying a four-thousand-dollar solution to a transportation problem, and the solution includes the car, the right to drive it legally, the knowledge that it is not hiding something expensive, and a cushion for the first thing that breaks. Seen that way, the sticky note is not a downgrade. It is the price of not being stuck.

Why the number is written down and not remembered

You might reasonably ask why this has to be a physical sticky note, or a pinned note on your phone, instead of a figure you carry in your head. The answer is that your head is not a safe place for it.

Every part of the buying environment is designed to move the number. Sellers do it on purpose and sometimes without meaning to. A car that is clean and smells good moves the number. A seller who is kind and has a good story moves the number. A dealer who asks "what monthly payment were you looking for" is trying to swap your number for a smaller one that hides the real total. A car that is three hundred dollars over your limit but "has new tires" moves the number, even though you have no idea yet whether the tires are new or just black.

A number in your head bends under all of that. A number written down before you left the house, in your own handwriting, with the math behind it on the same page, does not bend. You can look at it in the driveway. You can look at it in the dealership bathroom. It reminds you that a calmer version of you, sitting at a kitchen table with no salesperson in the room, already decided this, and that version of you was right.

There is a second reason. When the seller counters at a figure above your number and you say "I can't go above seventy-eight hundred," you want that to be true. Not a tactic. True. Sellers can smell a made-up limit, and they can also tell when someone genuinely cannot move, because that person is relaxed about it. The sticky note is what makes you relaxed about it.

The first time the number gets tested

It will get tested before the first week is out, and it is worth seeing how, so you recognize it.

Dana, a few days after doing her math, finds a listing for a sedan she likes at eight thousand four hundred dollars. Six hundred over her sticky note. The photos are clean, the mileage is reasonable, and the listing says the seller "just put new tires and brakes on it." Her first thought, and it will be your first thought too, is that new tires and brakes are worth at least six hundred dollars, so really this car is under her number if you think about it.

Stop there and notice what just happened. She has not seen the car. She has not confirmed the tires are new; she has read a sentence written by the person who wants her money. She has not priced the car three ways, which she will learn to do later in this book, so she does not yet know whether eight thousand four hundred is even a fair asking price for this car with new tires on it. And she has already started rebuilding her budget around a stranger's claim.

The sticky note does not care about the tires. It says seven thousand eight hundred, and it was written by a person who was not looking at photos. So the correct move is not to cross the car off. It is to treat the listing as a car that might be worth an offer at or under seven thousand eight hundred, and to find out, through the steps in the next several chapters, whether the seller will take that or whether someone else will pay their number. If they will not come down, she has lost nothing but a phone call. If they will, the six hundred dollars stays where it belongs, which is in her reserve.

Nine times out of ten, the car that is "just a little over" is the beginning of a purchase that ends a lot over. The tenth time, the seller is flexible and you get a better car for your number. Either way, the number holds.

Two adjustments people ask about

The first: what if you are financing rather than paying cash? The method does not change. Your total budget is what you are willing to borrow plus what you are putting down, and the sticky note comes out of that the same way. But add one more rule. Get your own financing lined up at your bank or credit union before you shop, so that you walk into any dealer already knowing your rate and your maximum. This book does not recommend any lender; it recommends that you have one before the dealer offers you theirs. We will take that apart properly in the dealer chapter.

The second: what if the number you land on is depressingly small? Marcus felt this. Two answers. One, a depressingly small number bought with discipline beats a comfortable number bought with a prayer, every time, because the small one comes with a cushion and the comfortable one comes with a hole. Two, the number is not forever. If you can wait another month and add to the pile, your sticky note grows. If you cannot wait, then the small number is your real situation and it is far better to know that now, at the kitchen table, than to discover it in a repair shop.

Whatever your number is, it is your number. Write it down. Then, and only then, go find out what it buys.

What you say

You will not be saying much to anyone yet. This step is between you and a sheet of paper. But there is one phone call, to your insurer, and here are the words.

"Hi, I'm shopping for a used car in the next couple of weeks and I want to know roughly what it would cost to insure before I pick one. I'm looking at a compact or mid-size sedan, somewhere between about eight and fourteen years old. Can you give me a ballpark monthly premium for that on my current policy? And can you tell me how long I have to add a car after I buy it, and whether I'm covered driving it home?"

And here is the sentence you rehearse for later, so that it is ready when a seller or a dealer asks what you can spend. Say it out loud once tonight.

"I've already worked out my number for the car itself, taxes and fees separate, and I'm not going above it. If the car checks out I'll make you a fair offer under it."

What you write down

	Your total budget, the whole pile, the figure you will not exceed for everything combined.

	Ten percent of that, labeled repair reserve, subtracted first and not touched.

	Two to three hundred dollars for history reports and two inspections, subtracted second.

	Your state's actual title, registration, and plate fees, from the DMV website, subtracted third.

	Your state's sales tax rule on used vehicles, including whether it applies to private sales and what it is charged on, and the math dividing what is left by one plus that rate.

	The result, rounded down, circled, labeled "the car," and copied onto a sticky note that goes in your pocket.

	Your insurance ballpark for the category of car you are considering, and the answer about coverage when driving a newly bought car home.

	If financing, your pre-approved rate and maximum from your own bank or credit union, before you speak to any dealer.


2. Which Cars, Not Which Car

Marcus texts a friend who knows cars: "What should I get for three grand?" The friend names a model. Marcus searches for that model within fifty miles and finds four of them, two above his number, one with a salvage title, and one two hundred miles away. He has been shopping for eleven minutes and he already feels like the market is against him.

The market is not against him. He asked the wrong question. "Which car should I buy" has one answer, and one answer is a trap, because it means you are hunting a single needle and every needle you find will feel like the last one on earth. The right question is "which kinds of car should I be looking at," and the right answer is a short list, three deep, that turns the search from a hunt into a filter. Dozens of cars will fall through the filter. You will go look at a few. You will buy one. Nothing in that sentence requires luck.

Reliability belongs to categories first

People talk about reliability as though it were a property of a nameplate, as in "those are good cars." It is more useful to think of it as three layers stacked on top of each other, and the nameplate is the middle one.

The bottom layer is the category. A basic compact sedan, a mid-size sedan, a small crossover, a minivan, a full-size pickup, a small luxury sedan: each of these is a different kind of purchase before you ever get to the brand. They differ in what they cost used, in what parts cost, in how many mechanics know them well, in what insurance costs, in how their previous owners tended to drive them, and in how expensive the things that go wrong on them are when they go wrong. A ten-year-old basic sedan and a ten-year-old luxury sedan can carry the same asking price and be separated by a thousand dollars on a single repair. For a buyer who needs boring transportation and has a











































	The category your life actually requires, in one sentence, and the reason.

	Three model families in that category, each with the year range that your research shows as the stronger years.

	For each of the three, one line of known weak spots in plain words, taken from Consumer Reports, owner forums, or a mechanic, phrased as a question you can ask a seller.

	For each of the three, the IIHS rating picture for the years you are considering, and whether the recall history for those years shows anything major.

	For each of the three, an insurance ballpark, and a note on whether the car is common enough that any shop can fix it.

	The categories you are ruling out and why, so that when a cheap luxury car or a friend's favorite coupe shows up you have already answered it.

	A count of how many of each of the three are currently listed within an hour of you, so you know before you start that you can walk away from any one of them.




























































	The year, model, and asking price, and how far the asking price sits above or below your sticky note.

	The exact mileage and the miles-per-year figure you calculated, with a note if it is unusually high or low.

	The title words the seller used, and the seller's answer about title in hand and in whose name.

	The VIN, once you have it, and the results of the free checks you ran on it.

	How long the seller says they have owned the car, and whether the phone number shows up on other listings.

	Every "minor" and every "needs" in the listing, quoted, so you can ask about each one on the phone.

	Which corners or parts of the car were not photographed.

	The seller's stated reason for selling, in a few words.

















































	The VIN, and the date you ran each report on it.

	The recall lookup result: zero open recalls, or each open recall in a few words.

	The free theft and salvage check result.

	Every title brand in the history, with the state and the year, or the words "no brands."

	The odometer readings in date order, with the source of each, and whether they climb sensibly to the mileage in the listing.

	Any accident or damage entries, with the date and whether airbags or structure are mentioned.

	The number of owners and how long each held the car, and the states it lived in.

	Whether the car was ever a rental, fleet, or lease vehicle.

	Whether the report shows service records, and if not, the note to ask for receipts.

	Your one-line decision: drive out and see it, or drop it, and why.



















































	The seller's exact answers to the title question: in their name, in hand, any loan, and the payoff figure if there is one.

	How long they say they have owned it and the miles they say they added, next to what the report shows.

	Everything they say has been done in the last year, and the "first thing I'd fix" answer, word for word.

	Their account of any accident or body work, next to the report's entry, and whether the two match.

	Any warning light and the seller's explanation.

	Their answer to the inspection question, quoted, including any conditions.

	Their reason for selling, and whether it fits the other five answers.

	Every pause, contradiction, or "I can get it" you noticed.

	The appointment: date, time, address, daylight, cold engine agreed, and the asking price confirmed.

























































	Whether the car was cold, dry, in daylight, and on level ground when you arrived, and if not, which condition was missing.

	The four-digit date code on each tire, the tread wear pattern in a few words, whether the tires match, and the state of the spare.

	Every place the magnet went weak, every panel whose color or texture differed from its neighbors, every gap that was uneven, and every trace of overspray.

	The VIN from the dash, the door jamb sticker, and the title, and a note that all three matched, or did not.

	The condition of the oil on the dipstick and under the cap, the coolant color and level, and any wet spots or leaks and where they were.

	What came out of the tailpipe on the cold start and how the idle behaved in the first minute.

	What the cabin and the trunk well smelled like, and whether there was any dampness, silt, rust, or mismatched carpet.

	Which dashboard lights came on at key-on and which stayed on, and the odometer reading, photographed.

	Every answer the seller gave when you asked about something you found, quoted.

	Your decision: drive it, or thank them and leave.























































	Whether you drove the car yourself, who came along, and whether the seller tried to shorten, redirect, or talk through the drive.

	What the cold start sounded like from inside, and how long the idle took to settle.

	Any click, pop, groan, or stiffness in the full-lock circles, and which side it came from.

	How the car stopped from forty: straight or pulling, firm or spongy, quiet, squealing, or grinding, and any pulsing in the pedal or wheel.

	How the transmission shifted on the merge and on the pass, in your own words, with the speed where anything felt wrong.

	Any vibration at highway speed and whether it was in the wheel or the seat, any wander or drift, and any hum that changed when you weaved.

	Where the temperature gauge sat on the highway and with the air conditioning running.

	Whether the air conditioning got truly cold and the heat got truly hot, and whether the fan worked at every speed.

	Every clunk, rattle, creak, or knock from the rough road and the windows-down turn, with the corner it came from.

	Any warning light that came on during the drive, and the seller's explanation for every sound you asked about.



























































	The shop or inspector you used, what the inspection included, what it cost, and the date.

	Every item on the written report, sorted into three piles: safety and structure, soon, and someday.

	The estimate for each item in the soon pile and the total, in dollars, with the shop's name on it.

	The scan results: any codes, and whether the readiness monitors had run.

	The brake and tire measurements as numbers, and the tire date codes if the shop recorded them.

	What the mechanic said about each sound or symptom from your test-drive notes, item by item.

	The mechanic's one-sentence verdict, quoted, and the answer to the "would you buy it" question.

	Anything in the safety pile that means you walk, or that must be repaired by your shop before you pay.

	How the seller behaved about the inspection, from "sure" to "no time," in a few words.

	Your decision: make an offer, make an offer conditional on a repair, or walk.





















































	Whether the Buyers Guide was displayed, which warranty box was checked, and every detail in the warranty section: full or limited, percentages, systems, and duration.

	The wording of any certification, who backs it, and whether you were shown the written warranty.

	The window price, the doc fee, every add-on and its price, and the out-the-door figure, from the dealer's own sheet, with the date.

	Whether you were asked for a monthly payment, and what happened when you declined to give one.

	Your own preapproved rate and term, and any rate the dealer offered in writing, on the same term, with nothing added.

	The trade-in value you established at home, and any number the dealer offered for it, kept separate from the car's price.

	The dealer's answer to the independent inspection question, quoted.

	Whether any part of the paperwork was described as conditional, pending, or to be finalized later.

	Your decision, and the sentence you used to leave.


















































	The exact name or names on the title, whether they are joined by "and" or "or," and whether they match the seller's license and the person in front of you.

	The VIN on the title, compared character by character to the dash and the door jamb, and a photo of the title's front.

	Any lienholder printed on the title, and if so, whether you saw a lien release or confirmed the payoff amount and release process with the lender directly.

	Any brand or odd word on the title's face, and the odometer figure recorded when it was issued.

	Where the money meeting will happen, which bank, what hours, and who is coming with you.

	The payment method you agreed on, and the fact that title and payment change hands at the same counter.

	Any request for a deposit, a transfer service, a shipper, or an escrow link, quoted, and what you answered.

	The seller's answer when you asked to see the title and license, in a few words, because how they answered tells you something.















































	The private-party, retail, and trade-in values from each of the three guides, at the condition you actually observed and at one step lower, with the date you ran them.

	The middle of the local private listings for the same model, year range, and mileage band, with how many listings you found and how long the older ones have been up.

	Your fair price for this car, in one figure, and one sentence on how you chose it.

	The soon pile total from the inspection sheet, itemized, with the items that contradict the listing marked.

	The someday items, listed so you can mention them, with no dollar figures.

	Anything in the safety pile, and whether it means you walk or it means a repair before you pay.

	Your opening offer, your target, and your walk-away for this deal, in that order, and a note that the walk-away sits at or under the sticky note.

	The asking price, and the gap between it and each of your three figures, so you can see the size of the conversation you are about to have.




























































	Your opening offer, target, and walk-away for this deal, with the sticky note beside them, written before you dial.

	The exact sentence you used to give the number, and the order in which you presented the price context, the sheet, and the figure.

	Every number the seller said, in sequence, with any deadline or reason attached to it, quoted.

	Which items from the sheet you gave back as disclosed and which you held as not disclosed.

	The final agreed price, or your stated walk-away figure if you left, and the exact words you left the door open with.

	The date and time of any callback, the number they called back with, and what you answered.

	The logistics agreed for the money meeting: day, time, place, and payment method.

	How the agreed price sits against your sticky note, and how much went back into the reserve.


















































	What your state requires for a private sale, from the DMV website, read the night before: bill of sale form, notarization, buyer's application, temporary tag rules, registration deadline, and how sales tax is calculated.

	Every item on the bill of sale, with a copy of the signed document, and every promise the seller made written on it with a date.

	The odometer reading written in the title's disclosure box and the reading on the dash at the moment of sale, and that they matched.

	The exact condition of the title's transfer section before anyone wrote on it: blank, or not, and what you did about it.

	Your insurance confirmation number and the time you added the car, before the first drive.

	For a dealer: the out-the-door total on the contract against the written figure you agreed to, every line beneath it, the rate and term against your quote, and any we-owe items with a manager's signature.

	Whether you left with a copy of every signed page, and the Buyers Guide copy with the same box checked as the one you photographed.

	The registration deadline and the DMV appointment, on your calendar, with the tax and fee money identified.

























































	The registration deadline, the date you completed it, and the tax and fees you paid, from the money set aside in chapter one.

	The odometer reading on the day you brought the car home, photographed with the date.

	The date and mileage of the baseline oil change and every filter, fluid, and part replaced in the first week, with the receipts in the folder.

	The brake pad measurements from the shop, in millimeters, front and rear, and the tire pressures you set against the door jamb sticker.

	The soon pile as a schedule: each item, its estimate, the month you will do it, and where the money comes from.

	The recall appointment date, the dealer's name, and, once done, the completion paperwork in the folder.

	Every entry in the thirty-day trouble log: date, mileage, weather, what you were doing, what the car did.

	Any written promise still outstanding from the bill of sale, we-owe form, or Buyers Guide, and the date you followed up on it.








	The seller will not give you the VIN, or the VIN on the listing does not match the one they send you, or the reports come back with a brand on the title: salvage, rebuilt, flood, junk, or a manufacturer buyback.

	The name on the title is not the name of the person selling the car, in any form: a friend, a cousin, a buddy who owes them money, a title that is "on its way."

	The mileage the seller gives you does not match the listing, or the report shows a past reading higher than the odometer today.

	The seller refuses an independent inspection outright, or attaches conditions that make it impossible: no shops, no mobile inspectors, no time, ever.

	The price is far enough under the market that the only explanation is that something is wrong, and the seller is out of state, deployed, at a job site, or otherwise never available to stand next to the car.





	The VIN on the dash, the door jamb sticker, and the title do not all match, character for character.

	The engine shows the signs of a serious internal problem you were taught to recognize: milky oil on the dipstick or under the cap, thick lingering white smoke that smells sweet, a knock that keeps time with the engine.

	The car shows the signs of flood or structural damage: silt in the trunk well, a tide line under the carpet, rusty seat bolts under clean fabric, kinked or freshly welded frame rails, a trunk floor with wrinkles in it.

	The inspection puts anything in the first pile, safety and structure, that the seller will not fix before money moves, or the mechanic says some version of "I wouldn't buy it."

	The paperwork does not say what was agreed: an out-the-door figure that grew, a rate or term that changed, an add-on that reappeared, a title with corrections on it, an odometer disclosure that does not match the dash, or a contract described as conditional.




















































	Every red flag you encountered on every car, which list it came from, and the exact date you walked away.

	Every pressure sentence a seller used, quoted, and how you answered it.

	The money spent on each car you did not buy, reports and inspections, labeled as what it was: the cost of the answer.

	For any car you did buy, which pile a post-sale problem falls into, wear, written promise, or misrepresentation, and the document that puts it there.

	What your state's attorney general's site actually says about used-car lemon laws, rights to cancel, and dispute programs, read before any call.

	The name, date, and summary of every conversation with a dealer, seller, agency, or attorney after the sale, and copies of everything sent in writing.

	Your state's small claims limit and filing procedure, from the court system's own site, if a dispute reaches that point.

	The number of cars you walked away from in this purchase, next to the one you bought.
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