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This book is dedicated to my family. To my wife, kids, and parents, who gave me the drive to accomplish what many said was impossible. I couldn’t have done it without you.
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PROLOGUE

Return on Investment

I got started flipping houses the hard way: I worked my ass off, got my ass kicked a few times, and then figured out for myself what worked and what didn’t. It wasn’t the most efficient approach to learning, but I knew what I needed to do to succeed—because I had lived it. That’s the difference between “school learning” and street learning. Street learning never lets you forget. Sure, you can read how to ride a bike. Or you can get out in the street, crash a few times, and bleed a little bit. After you crash, you definitely know what not to do. Next thing you know, you’re riding. That’s pretty much how I got started flipping: by crashing a few times, bleeding a little, and just doing it!

Frankly, I never thought I would be alive long enough to do this book. In the part of Orange County, on the Los Angeles border, where I grew up, the surrounding neighborhoods were influenced by gangs, and more than once I found myself in situations where I was lucky to come out alive. After I graduated from high school, I started college classes, but college wasn’t for me. I felt so lost, so directionless and depressed, that I “self-medicated” with a bottle of vodka, plus beer, every night for almost a year. Once I established myself in the real estate business and became a top producer, the 2008 Great Recession came along and nearly wiped me out. When I was still in my early thirties, I was diagnosed with two different cancers, and I thought for sure I was a dead man. One cancer? That seemed beatable somehow. But two? No way. I thought my life was over.

After I finished my cancer treatments and went through some miserable back surgery, I was ready to put my focus back on my businesses and on Flip or Flop, the hit TV show that had taken my then-wife, Christina, and me to amazing heights. Then our marriage began to crumble, in a very public way. Our breakup and eventual divorce were tabloid headlines for years. When I wasn’t on the set filming the show, I was hiding from the paparazzi and grieving the end of our marriage.

Today, I’m more alive than ever and my health is great. I’m excited about the future and I have more energy than I’ve ever had. I’m having more fun now managing my three-ring circus of TV shows, investment deals, and training programs than I ever could have imagined. Make no mistake: there’s a lot of pressure, and I’m still in the spotlight. If I “flop,” my flop is going to be seen by millions of people. But no matter what happens, I know I’ll figure out the “flip”: I’ll find a way to find the good inside the bad and turn disaster into opportunity. In other words, I’ll do what I’ve been doing all my life: going all in until I find success.

It’s all about embracing the Flip Your Life mindset: always looking for ways to pivot, to find a path that can take you to the next level, and then taking massive action. It’s about looking for that window of opportunity and then running through it.

Disappointment and misfortune come to all of us, but I’m convinced that all of us have what it takes to come back. Flipping your life means not just thinking about doing it, but actually doing it. You have to make a commitment to flip your life, over and over again. You have to accept the challenge of renovating yourself relentlessly and trying to improve every single day.

Many things inspired me to write this book. One of them is a comment I’ve heard from many people over the years. People say it differently, but the gist is the same, and it sounds something like this: “Tarek, you know all these people and you have these great contacts. You can make a deal happen by picking up the phone.” When I hear that, I know this person assumes I was an overnight success, and it happened by magic.

And I think, If you only knew what I’ve been through. If you only knew my “before,” not just my “after.” Here’s one example, ironically enough involving my contacts! One of the biggest “flops” in my life was when I lost my entire list of contacts—my sales book of leads that I had spent months putting together. Losing that sales book destroyed my business and left me with no prospects and no money. I had to flip that situation in a hurry—which, in my case, involved walking across a parking lot in Cerritos, California. As you’ll learn, that short walk was the beginning of a flip that changed my life forever. It’s just one part of the story I’ve been wanting to tell.

Something else that inspired this book is the work I’ve done and the deals I’ve made in nearly fifteen years of flipping houses. I can’t help noticing the similarities between what a successful house flipper does, in the world of bricks and mortar, and the things that all of us can do in our personal lives to have the best possible shot at happiness.

In both cases, it starts with a vision. What does the future look like? Once you finish the remodel, how much will your investment be worth? As a flipper, you know you’ve found the right house when you’re confident you can sell it for more—hopefully, a lot more—than what it will cost you to buy it and renovate it. When you think about that future value, you don’t need to be precise and down to the penny. In fact, you can’t be. So many things can happen, and so many variables come into play, that it’s impossible to know exactly how much a house flip is going to cost you. That’s the reality of flipping houses, and it’s a major premise of my TV shows. Nasty surprises happen, and you have to deal with them. But big dreams are more powerful than setbacks. Big dreams inspire you to take action, and they keep you going when things turn bad and you feel like quitting.

There’s something intuitive about big dreams. You might not be able to express them in words, but you sure feel them in your gut. Starting out as a young real estate agent, I did the “expected” things, the things new agents are supposed to do. I studied what agents around me were doing, and I did my best to do those things. I held open houses, I passed out hundreds of flyers, and I waited for the phone to ring. But deep down, I knew there had to be a better way. The dream I had for myself was bigger—much bigger. In my gut, I knew what I was doing wasn’t going to get me there. At the time, I might not have been able to put all of this into words. All I knew was that I had to get busy. I had to find a path to that bigger vision.

The challenge I faced was that no one I knew could show me that path. I had questions, but I had to go find the right people to answer them. That meant getting out of the safe, comfortable environment of that real estate office. I had to go knock on doors, and reach out to people, and show up, and keep at it, until I understood what to do next. Once I understood what to do, I took massive action. Yes, there were disappointments and setbacks. That’s life. But eventually, as you’ll learn, I started to have success. My plan started working. And with every success, I gained the confidence to set my sights even higher.

Along the way, I learned that action creates opportunity. The idea I had for a TV show—the spark that became Flip or Flop—was a crazy idea. At the time, Christina and I didn’t know the first thing about flipping houses, let alone being on television. But I had a powerful hunch that people would watch a show about flipping houses. And my big dream inspired action. As soon as I understood what steps to take, I went all out to create that opportunity for us.

Here’s another parallel between flipping a house and renovating your life. In one word, it’s urgency. Flippers have to move fast, or else they go broke. In a typical deal, a flipper buys a house by using a hard-money loan—a short-term loan with a higher-than-average interest rate. That means that every day that house is unsold, the flipper is paying a lot of money for it. Their outgoing expense is huge, and their income is zero. So a flipper has to get that house renovated and sold, and they need to do it fast.

The same urgency applies to flipping your life. Time is our most valuable resource, and if you waste it, you never get it back. This is true for everybody, without exception.

Personalities and temperaments vary from one person to the next. I get that. For example, it’s obvious to me that not everyone has the right temperament for flipping houses. Not everyone has the high tolerance for risk, or the sense of “hurry up,” that flipping demands. But I also know that the built-in urgency of flipping houses suits me. Speaking for myself, I tend to get frustrated with how long everything takes. I wish things would go faster, and I feel like I’m always battling time. For as long as I can remember, I’ve brought a sense of urgency to everything I do.

But when it comes to flipping your life, we’re no longer talking about temperaments or preferences or personality types. No matter who you are or where you are in life, you must come up with an exciting vision that will propel you to the next level. Then you must take action to realize your dreams. You can’t just sit there thinking about what you want to do. You must go do what you want to do, and never look back. Take it from someone who has had more than one brush with death: the clock is ticking. Starting now, you must chase your dreams.

Speaking of urgency, here’s something else I’ve learned from flipping close to a thousand houses. Successful flippers don’t cheat, but they do take appropriate shortcuts.

To be successful, a house flipper must deliver a safe, high-quality product to a buyer. As they’re rehabbing a house, flippers don’t patch over a defect. If the sewer line is faulty, they fix it. If there’s a problem with the electrical wiring, they fix it. They get it done. They don’t ignore problems that may affect the safety and well-being of the people who will be living there. The flipper’s honesty and integrity are on the line. Sadly, there are shady operators out there who do it differently, but those flippers don’t last long. Word gets around, and the cheaters go broke. Cheaters never win.

The same principles apply when you decide to flip your life. You can’t cheat. You can’t cheat by risking your health or safety, or disregarding your loved ones, or putting things off that you know are important. You can’t cheat by lying to yourself and pretending you’re not responsible for what happens in your life. You must take ownership of your own outcomes.

But there’s working hard, and there’s working smart. The key is to do both at the same time.

Successful flippers don’t try to reinvent the wheel. Yes, their goal is to offer a house that is clean and safe and attractive. But on the way to that goal, successful flippers do the best they can with what’s already there. They take appropriate shortcuts. And the fundamental shortcut is: Control the things you can control, and acknowledge the things you can’t.

Think of it this way. Suppose you’re flipping a house, and you know that by knocking out a particular wall, you could open up the “flow” of that house and create a much bigger family room. All you need to do is knock down that wall. Then you find out that the wall is load bearing. If you knock down that wall, you’ll destabilize the structure, and the whole house might collapse.

This is where the “shortcut” comes in. Sure, that load-bearing wall can be moved—if you’ve got the time and money to do it. For that matter, any problem you discover in a house can be solved, if you throw enough money at it! But you’re a flipper, not an architect or builder. You’re in the business of buying, rehabbing, and selling homes, not doing major surgery on them. Meanwhile, the clock is ticking. Every day that house isn’t sold, it’s costing you money. You need to minimize the bleeding by making quick decisions and moving fast. You have to stay focused on your overall goal: a house that is clean, safe, attractive, and profitable, on time and within budget.

Maybe the shortcut is leaving that wall in place, and finding a way to make it work. Maybe you hang a huge painting on it, or you turn it into an accent wall. Over time, as your business grows and you’re making more money, you learn other shortcuts on the way to that overall goal of a safe and profitable flip. Maybe, like me, you hire contractors to do the things you used to do yourself. Maybe you take a course that teaches you how to find those contractors. Instead of trying to be your own interior designer, maybe you take the shortcut of learning how to find the best designs.

Flipping your life means being as smart as you can, and working as hard as you can, as you chase your dreams. If it’s about improving your health and getting in better shape, seek out the people who have the answers. Instead of pretending you have all the answers, go see a doctor, or work with a trainer or a nutritionist. Be persistent about asking questions: How do I lose weight? How do I get healthier? Get help figuring out what you can control, and what you can’t. Whatever your personal flip looks like, the moment you know what to do next, move fast and go all out.
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I’ve framed Flip Your Life as a blueprint for success. Drawing on my personal life, my twenty years of experience in the real estate business, and the images and vocabulary of the house-flipping world, I’ll lay out the roadmap that has led me to where I am today. I’ll share the steps I’ve taken—steps that anyone can take—to create the best chance for prosperity and happiness. To help you get started on your own path to success, I’ve included some exercises to work through in the appendix at the end of the book.

As I say, there have been some serious missteps and roadblocks in my journey. I’ve written this book to be a candid, nothing-held-back, up-close-and-personal “tell-all” of my life. It’s a story filled with crazy twists, terrifying downturns, wild victories, and dumb mistakes. I firmly believe that my stumbles, my triumphs, and my unique platform give me some insight worth sharing.

You might as well know: there’s someone else I’ve written this book for, and it’s me. In writing this book, I’ve tried to keep the younger Tarek El Moussa in mind, Tarek as I was twenty years ago. That person was less experienced, more anxious, more self-critical, and way more unhappy than the Tarek I am today. I hope this book is one that my younger self would have eagerly read and absorbed as a kind of training manual for life.

Just as in the house-flipping realm, there’s a recipe for success. There are learnable, easy-to-implement habits and strategies that can help you position your life in ways that will enable you to flourish. When you’re willing to do the work, and you do it, you give yourself the best chance to move toward the life you’ve dreamed of—and surpass it. So… what are we waiting for? Let’s get started.







CHAPTER ONE

LOCATE

When Ronnie and I arrived home and saw that the landlord had bulldozed our apartment, we figured he was sending us a message.

It was the fall of 2000, and since the day we’d graduated from high school just a few months earlier, we’d been renting a unit in a run-down triplex in Newport Beach. The place seemed perfect for two young Southern California bachelors. Sure, it smelled a little funky, and there was barely enough room for the battered couch and bunkbed we’d bought off Craigslist. It probably wasn’t an ideal environment for us to be studying in—if we ever decided to study. But as Ronnie pointed out, there was one feature that completely outweighed those minor issues: the apartment was just steps from the ocean. And our prized bodyboards fit nicely next to the front door, in easy reach.

Then the nightmare began. Just months after we moved in, a new owner bought the building, and he planned to remodel and raise the rent. This new owner made it clear that Ronnie and I were not in his plans. He wanted us out. We refused. On his last visit, he tried to convince us that because of the change in ownership, our lease was no longer valid. Clearly, he thought we were stupid. True, we were either intoxicated or asleep a good part of the time. But we weren’t stupid. And we consistently paid our rent.

“We’re not leaving,” I told him. “We have a lease.”

Now we’d come home from class to discover that our entire unit had been demoed. An exterior wall had been completely taken down to the studs. Our kitchen was gone; our bathroom was gone; there was debris everywhere. Chunks of drywall littered the entire place. To me, it felt like we were in a movie—it couldn’t be real. Plainly visible from the street, and exposed to the elements, was our little bunkbed. For a minute or two, Ronnie and I stood there on the sidewalk, taking it in. Then we lost it. Ronnie started the rant first. He was tall and redheaded, and his vocabulary was as colorful as mine. Of course, I immediately joined in. Rage, grief, and anger came tumbling out in long strings of four-letter words. Then we stumbled inside—or, more accurately, what used to be inside. Everything we owned was buried under the rubble and covered in drywall dust. Almost all of it was damaged.

As we shuffled through the wreckage, neither one of us said it, but we were both thinking it: What do we do now? Obviously, this was no longer a livable home. Equally obvious was that the owner now assumed he had solved his problem: us. He thought we would be gone forever. But Ronnie and I had a bigger problem: neither of us had anywhere else to go.

“Screw it,” I said. “We’re not going anywhere.”

So we hunkered down in that ruined shell for another month. It was a pathetic and strange and desperate month. At night, we would lie there in the bunkbed, looking through the wall studs, watching cars drive by. All we had for warmth was a little 1970s wall heater that threatened to burn our eyebrows off every time we tried to light it. One day, while Ronnie and I were in class, thieves walked in and helped themselves to most of our things, including our prized bodyboards.

Meanwhile, my mind was in turmoil. I had no doubt that Ronnie and I were in the right. The owner had clearly violated our lease. But another part of me was in panic. For all of the anger I felt toward our landlord, I was just as angry at myself for the way my life was going. The landlord may have bulldozed my physical space, but I was already doing a great job of destroying the rest of my life all by myself.

I had graduated from Sunny Hills High School in Fullerton. As an athlete, I’d worked out every day during high school, and it had showed. At Sunny Hills, I’d always been a leader. I’d excelled in sports and was pretty popular. Frankly, I had always gotten anything I wanted. Suddenly, in college, all of that was over. Graduation was supposed to mean moving on with your life, choosing an exciting major or pursuing some other big dream. Not for me. After just a few months, my life was starting to feel like a total disaster.

When Ronnie and I had moved into the triplex, I’d had no idea who I was or what I wanted to do. Yes, I was taking college classes here and there, but I absolutely despised them. Ronnie and I took odd jobs to pay the rent, but they were jobs with no future. Meanwhile, I couldn’t stop thinking about what it had been like to be fit and motivated. Now I weighed 235 pounds and had gone completely downhill. In a matter of months, I had gained 55 pounds. I had put the pounds on so fast that there were dark purple stretch marks on my new love handles! To get my shorts on, I had to use an elastic hair tie as a “button extender” on my waistband. I was so ashamed to be shirtless that I quit doing anything outdoors. It was obvious to me that I was no longer The Man—just a guy who was fat, sad, and drunk, sitting on a couch alone. At nineteen, I had become The Guy Who Used to Be The Man.

And every time I looked in the mirror, I hated myself.

AMERICAN DREAMS

I’m confident that when my parents fled their bombed-out Beirut apartment and immigrated to the United States in 1978, they never imagined that a child of theirs would one day be living a bombed-out life in sunny Southern California, in an apartment with no kitchen, no bathroom, and only half a wall.

My mom was born Dominique Arnould in Belgium. Blonde and pretty and eager to see the world, she was barely out of her teens when she took a job as a flight attendant for a Belgian airline. One night in Cairo, she went out with her crew for drinks at a spot not far from the pyramids. In the crowd that night was the proverbial tall, dark, and handsome stranger. Born in Egypt to a Christian family from Lebanon, Nabil El Moussa had just begun his career as an electrical engineer. The two of them chatted, and before long, Nabil and Dominique were planning a life together.

At one point, my dad’s work took him back to Beirut. The city was being torn apart by the Lebanese Civil War. Dad found himself, literally, in the crossfire. Because his apartment was on the top floor of a tall building, it would occasionally catch projectiles as they whizzed from east to west or north to south. One night, he telephoned my mom with a warning: “Don’t come to Beirut! It’s crazy!”

My mom doesn’t listen to anyone, so she went anyway—and a week or two later, a rocket veered off target and exploded in their apartment. It blew up the whole kitchen, just ten feet or so from where the two of them were sitting. With that, my parents knew they had to leave. They fled the building and, as fast as they could, got themselves to the airport. Whatever they had, they left behind: car, bank account, everything. It was time to make a major change.

They made their way to Southern California. Mom went to work teaching French and Spanish at a high school. Dad began working for a company that supplied electronic controls to factories in the area. He quickly learned that some people had a problem with his name and his background. Snarky comments about camels and jockeys stunned him. Finally, he decided that to make a living and provide for his family, “Nabil” would have to become just “Bill.” Then, for a last name, he borrowed the closest surname at hand: my mom’s. Nabil El Moussa became “Bill Arnould.” Meanwhile, my mom kept on being Dominique El Moussa. Yep: they flipped their names.

In 1986, we moved from Lakewood, California, to Buena Park, a gritty town just minutes from Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm, but light-years away from the fantasies they were selling. We were now a family of four: Dominique and Bill; my seven-year-old sister, Angelique; and little Tarek, five. (My name, Tarek, sounds like “car wreck,” but with a T instead of the C. Strangely appropriate, considering some of the situations I’ve been in. Tarek translates roughly as, “The one who knocks.” I like that. I tend to be the one who knocks, over and over again.)

From our house in Buena Park, Mom quickly developed a reputation as “The Mom,” not just to me and Angelique, but to all our friends. She was the mom all the kids loved. On weekends, our house became the place everybody wanted to go—and everyone was welcome. On a typical Saturday morning, while other parents were sleeping in, Mom would cook breakfast for everybody, then we’d pile into her big gray Dodge van and she’d drive us to the beach.

Buena Park was and is a melting pot. Among my Black and Hispanic friends growing up, I occasionally got teased for being leche—as pale as milk—but race didn’t seem all that meaningful to us kids. The wealthiest kid I knew was Paul, one of my closest friends during those years, and still a friend today. Paul came from a Hispanic family that had made a dazzling success of their commercial painting company. Going to events or sports games with Paul’s family, I often got picked up in a limo. On one memorable weekend, we stayed on the family’s houseboat. From the deck, I could see their other boats, Jet Skis, and other toys that I started to dream about one day owning! That was when the seed was planted in my head that I wanted to be rich—I just didn’t know how to get there.

Something my parents gave me, from the beginning, was an understanding of what it means to work, and work hard. Our mom may have been the “fun mom” throughout our childhood years, but she was also a workhorse. After teaching high school classes all day, she would tutor kids in the afternoon. When that was done, she’d come home and take care of us—cooking dinner, helping us with our homework, reading to us, and putting us to bed. Then she would fall into bed at who knows what hour. And whenever I wasn’t in school, Mom was hauling me in the van to hockey practice or karate. Angelique and I were constantly going somewhere, and it was Mom who got us there. To sum up my memories of Mom during those years, I’ll put it very simply: she worked her ass off.

As hard as it is for a teacher’s kid to admit, school was never my favorite environment. It’s not that I hated the work itself; in fact, I discovered early on that I had a gift for mental math. Math problems that other kids needed calculators for were puzzles that I enjoyed solving quickly in my head. What was agonizing for me was having to sit still in class, not being able to move, having to be quiet. You know: following the rules. Let’s just say my attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) made it difficult for me to learn the ABCs. My kindergarten teacher parked me at a desk in a back corner of the classroom, shielded behind a cardboard box that kept the other kids from seeing me. At five years old, I felt completely alone. I can still hear those buzzing fluorescent lights as I sat there behind that cardboard, desperate to be doing anything else.

Sports became the outlet for my pent-up energy. As soon as I turned eight, the second I got out of school, Dad would take me straight to the baseball field. He had me fielding ground balls, hitting, and practicing different pitches, over and over and over, for hours on end. This went on for years. And we weren’t out there just enjoying some leisurely father-son time. Once I chose baseball, the understanding was that I was committed. Dad drove me hard. His expectations were high. With time, I outgrew Dad’s coaching. I began going to the batting cages at Home Run Park in Anaheim, where I would hit balls for hours every day until my hands were blistered. Then, I would pitch. By the time I was in junior high, I was pitching fast and batting cleanup, and thinking seriously about a career in baseball.

When I recall those times on the baseball fields with my dad, what stands out for me is that he started out knowing absolutely nothing about the game. He was Middle Eastern and had spent some of his adolescent years in Europe. He had a lot of natural athletic ability, but for him, the only sport was soccer. Yet when he saw that I was interested in baseball, he recognized that “America’s pastime” might be something I’d be good at. As soon as he saw that, this grown man with heavy responsibilities—and not all that much personal interest in baseball—forced himself to learn it.

As tough on me as my dad was—and no question, he was tough—he was always very supportive. Two or three days a week, he would show up at school to take me to lunch. Sometimes, he’d bring a sack of hamburgers for me and my friends. And throughout those years, his coaching never sounded like, “No, you can’t do this.” Instead, what my dad said, constantly, was, “Where you are today, Tarek, you can’t. You can’t do it now. But if you really want to do it, you can. You just have to practice, Tarek. Practice.”

Success proved him right. I began to learn that when you want something and you’re willing to work for it, the dream becomes reality. The work of baseball became a joy. As I started my freshman year at Sunny Hills High, I was pitching fast and throwing hard. I loved the leadership role that those two positions gave me. Whether I was standing on the mound or getting ready at the plate, all eyes were on me. I was under pressure to excel. And I discovered that I liked that pressure. I began to understand what people mean when they talk about being “in the zone.” I became so absorbed in the challenge in front of me that I lost any sense of time. Soon, a career in the major leagues began to feel like a legitimate possibility. That’s what I wanted, and I continued to work toward that goal.

Then, disaster struck. Just weeks into my freshman season, something went seriously wrong with the nerves in my right arm. Right after batting practice at Home Run Park, I headed over to the pitching section. It hurt to throw the ball, but I figured I was just rusty from the off-season. I tried to “pitch through” the pain. Big mistake. Before long, every pitch caused me to flinch in pain. That was a sign that I should have stopped. But I didn’t. And that decision ruined my future in baseball. After I threw the very last pitch that night, my life was never the same. Soon enough, I began to see that I was probably done. I just couldn’t play anymore. There was too much pain.

I stayed on the team over the next three years, suiting up, shagging balls, and hoping things would get better. But by senior year, I knew my dream had come to an end. I fell into a depression. I couldn’t believe that baseball had been taken from me. I had just spent years of my life in what I thought were the beginning stages of a professional career. I felt outrageously cheated out of the activity I loved most—and out of the future I’d planned for myself.

Meanwhile, after years of keeping their marriage together for Angelique and me, our parents got divorced. The process started almost immediately after my high school graduation. So, having no idea who I was or what I really wanted in life, on the same day that I crossed the stage and got my diploma, I went home, gathered my things, and moved out. I was off to Newport Beach to start my new life in the triplex, with Ronnie.

Today, I’m twice the age that I was in that “hell year” of 2000–2001. I’d like to think I’ve learned some things since I was nineteen. Looking back, I could easily dismiss my teenage self as just a crazy, mixed-up kid, stumbling down a short detour on the way to maturity. But what I see now is how dangerously close I came to complete disaster. Not long ago, Paul, my old friend and classmate from houseboating days and beyond, shared with me something his dad had said about me years ago, when Paul and I were teenagers. “Your friend Tarek,” he told Paul. “Let me tell you what I predict for Tarek: Tarek will end up either very, very rich—or very, very dead.”

I’ve thought a lot about what Paul’s dad saw, and about what I see now, with the perspective of twenty years. To begin with, I see someone who had lost his way. I dreamed of success, but I didn’t know where to start. The excitement of baseball, of being The Man, was gone; I was depressed. The truth was, there was no compelling reason to get out of bed in the morning. I felt paralyzed by setbacks—my shoulder, my parents’ divorce—that stole away my sense of purpose. And without that sense of purpose, I didn’t know who I was. I was waiting for someone to tell me what to do, but that person wasn’t stepping forward.

I needed to double-check my location.

DOUBLE-CHECKING YOUR LOCATION

Every project begins with understanding where you are, where you’re starting from. Before you begin moving from “Here” to “There,” you need an accurate idea of where “Here” is. In the flipping business, you want to understand the history of the house you’re looking at. You need to drive around the neighborhood. You may need to make a few trips around the block to fully understand what you’re seeing. For a doctor, this might mean taking a look at a patient’s past medical records to understand their current condition. A lawyer listens carefully as the client talks about the events leading up to their decision to get legal help.

Getting an accurate take on your starting point can be hard. First impressions can be misleading. When you’ve lost your momentum and feel like you’re stuck in a hole, I know how hard it can be to lift up your head and look around. But it’s imperative that you take another look.

Double-checking your location means taking stock of your immediate resources. I wish someone had helped me reframe the experiences of my childhood years as tools, just waiting for me to put them to use. For starters, there were the life lessons I’d absorbed from my parents, the things that Angelique and I took for granted. They had made the bold decision to start life together in the middle of a civil war. When that became a life-or-death proposition, they dropped whatever wasn’t essential, and they got the hell out of Beirut. They changed their negative circumstances in a hurry.

They also, without question, taught us about hard work. After putting down roots in a country foreign to both of them, they got busy doing whatever it took to help those roots flourish and grow strong. They worked their asses off and showed us that sometimes you do the thing you don’t particularly like—for a while, anyway—in order to get closer to the thing you do like, later on. My parents showed us that as soon as something “catches fire”—as soon as what you’re doing looks like it’s working—you double down on it.

I wish I’d recognized these things as built-in assets to call on in order to get myself unstuck. Instead, the only voice I was listening to in Newport Beach was the contempt-filled voice inside my head. By the way, I don’t think that nineteen-year-old Tarek was unique in his pessimistic, negative, self-sabotaging mindset. Other people, too, routinely cut themselves off from the steps that lead to happiness and success. They stumble around without a focus or a direction. When catastrophe comes, they’re paralyzed. They wait for someone to tell them what to do and how to do it. They play those relentless tapes of self-pity and doubt in their heads. They give up, and they give up much too soon.

In my case, the solution that my nineteen-year-old self came up with was to drown my misery in alcohol. I drank and smoked and hated myself—then I drank and smoked some more. I kept abusing my mind and body. When Ronnie and I were finally, officially gone from the triplex, I changed addresses, but I didn’t change my behaviors.

Finally, one night in December 2001, living in a borrowed house far from Newport, about to reach for the bottle of vodka, I heard myself say, “I’ve got to take a night off.” Close to midnight, I stood up and went outside. I’ll never forget that sensation of being outside, sober. I couldn’t believe how wonderful everything smelled: the cut grass, the cool breeze—even the smell of the concrete porch seemed miraculous. With nothing in my body to blur my senses, it was as if I were having that experience—nighttime—for the first time in my life. And standing there outside, alone on the porch under
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