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Home Sellers Use Bonus Items to Sweeten the Deal 

 

 
 

By Amy Gamerman 

 

George and Sandra Valassis were delighted with the offer they got on their $14.495 million waterfront estate 

in Florida—until they realized that the buyers were asking for more than the house. 

 

“They wanted everything—including the two Bentleys in the garage,” said Mr. Valassis, founder of Valassis 

Communications, a media and marketing company. 

 

His agent saw the bright side. “I had to talk them off the ledge and say, ‘This is a good thing!’” said Michael 

Costello, a sales associate with Douglas Elliman in Palm Beach, explaining: “You’re moving into a new place. 

You are probably not going to need a lot of this furniture anyway. Go through the whole house with Post-it 

Notes and put them on the things you absolutely want.” 

 

In the end, Mr. Valassis sold the seven-bedroom manse for $11.5 million, public records show—and took his 

Bentleys with him. The Texas buyers, who remain anonymous, acquired most of the home’s contents—

everything from antique furniture and artwork to the pots and pans—for an additional seven-figure sum. 

 

“Two days later I got a call—they were looking for the keys to the jet ski,” said Mr. Costello. 
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In the world of luxury real estate, multimillion-dollar deals can hinge on throw-ins: broker-speak for covetable 

items like furniture, art or sports cars that prospective buyers want thrown in with the sale. Throw-ins can help 

lubricate a deal when buyer and seller get stuck on price, real-estate agents say—or provoke an acrimonious tug 

of war. Deals have fallen apart over drapes, pinball machines and chandeliers. 

 

Many brokers advise their clients to negotiate major add-ons after they have settled on the price for the house, 

and to do so in a separate transaction to avoid higher property taxes and capital-gains taxes. But in some cases, a 

well-timed freebie can clinch a deal—or serve as a consolation prize. 

 

 “I always tell my buyers, ‘If you see something you like, let’s keep it on a side burner, because if you get stuck 

on the price this can give you a win,’” said Judy Gibbons, a broker associate with Jameson Sotheby’s 

International Realty in Chicago. “Like, ‘I’ll do this price, but to wrap this up today I also want the bar stools.’ 

Or say you have home-inspection issues. You can say, ‘You know that tractor you have in the barn? I’ll take 

that and a $500 credit.’” 

 

Once the contract is signed, buyers may be in a better bargaining position when it comes to acquiring hard-to-

move items—saving the seller a call to Dr. Sofa to chop up custom couches and other intractable furnishings. 

Haggling over window treatments and light fixtures is considered bad form; sellers who want to keep their 

chandeliers should replace them with new ones before they show the house, said Gary Gold, executive vice 

president at Hilton & Hyland. 

 

“They’ll go, ‘That’s a $30,000 chandelier!’ And I’ll say, ‘Yeah, but this is a $30 million house—what do you 

expect, something from Home Depot ?’” Mr. Gold said. 
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Buyers sometimes try to sneak their must-haves into the contract. When Sally Slater, a real-estate agent based in 

Bedford, N.Y., sold a horse farm that she owned with her husband there for $4.9 million five years ago, she was 

startled to read a last-minute addendum. 

 

“The cat was in the contract,” she said. 

 

The buyer’s children, who stabled their horses there, had fallen in love with Ms. Slater’s barn cat, Belly. “She 

was really fat and really sweet and the kids were obsessed with her,” said Ms. Slater. “But at night she kinda 

turned into a vampire—in the morning there’d be dead bats and dead birds and chipmunks.” She let the buyer 

have the cat. 

 

Exceptional throw-ins can add value to a listing. When 

Max Ember, a screenwriter and art collector, decided to 

sell his classic 1936 home in the Los Angeles 

neighborhood of Hollywood Hills, he included a slew 

of unusual artifacts that he had incorporated into the 

design and landscaping—including a fountain that he 

says was owned by Eva Peron and metal “clouds” from 

Hollywood’s famed Cocoanut Grove nightclub. 

 

“I don’t believe in hoarding—you put these things in 

your home, and sooner or later the home sucks it in,” 

said Mr. Ember, 66, who has homes in Manhattan and 

New York’s Hudson Valley. 

 

Advertised as a quintessential Streamline Moderne, the 

three-bedroom home with a guesthouse sold for $2.4 

million in September—believed to be a record sale for 

its location, according to listing agent Ben Belack, 

residential estates director at the Agency. “We could go 

for that aspirational price, because when agents and 

buyers came in we could say, ‘You’re not buying a 

property, you’re buying a piece of history,’” Mr. 

Belack said. 

 

Real-estate agents caution overeager sellers against 

throwing in extraneous luxury items—a Rolls-Royce or 

a Porsche are popular suggestions—to lure buyers to 

high-price listings. “I say, ‘The house is $3.3 million—

you want to narrow down [potential buyers] to people 

who also want to buy a $50,000 Porsche?’ Why don’t 

you include a nose job, too?’ ” Mr. Gold said. 

 

When Alicia and Remberto Del Real bought an 1891 landmark redbrick house in Chicago’s historic Wicker 

Park district for $965,000 in 2015, it was filled with antique furniture. The home’s previous owner had lived 

there well into her 90s. After her death, her heirs listed the house and planned to auction all the furniture. But 

the Del Reals, who have three small children, were smitten with the heavy Victorian dining table, picturing 

family dinners and holiday celebrations there. 
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“It was a family heirloom—it goes with the house,” said Ms. Del Real, 37, a partner in a leadership-

development company. “It has six chairs, and only one of them has arms—my husband calls it the ‘pre-

women’s suffrage table.’ ” 

 

The heirs sold the Del Reals the entire dining-room suite, including a matching buffet, for just $400. “They said 

she would be so happy that a young family is moving in,” said Ms. Del Real. 

 

 
 

During a $250,000 home renovation, Ms. Del Real reupholstered the dining-room chairs and hung the original 

needlepoint seat covers in the entranceway. The baronial dining room table gets plenty of use. “Our kids are 

playing Legos on it right now. It would probably make antiques collectors crazy,” said Mr. Del Real, 42, a 

marketing executive with BMO Harris Bank. 

 

Sometimes an obscure object of desire can sink a sale. Cindy Meyer, 61, an executive with Denver-based 

health-care company HealthOne, was willing to sell her Woodstock, Ill., home fully furnished. But she balked 

when the buyer also demanded her white baby grand—a custom Yamaha piano with a matching bench. 

 

“I can’t even put a price on it—for me it’s irreplaceable,” said Ms. Meyer, who now lives in Arvada, Colo. “We 

went back and forth and back and forth and eventually they did not buy the house.” 
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In February, she and her husband, Ken, sold their house to Pradeep and Jenna Raju for $1 million. The Rajus 

paid another $260,000 for almost all the furnishings, including a vibrant silk Turkish rug, folk art and decorative 

ceramics. 

 

“It was the easiest move in the world,” said Ms. Raju, 29, a physician assistant who is expecting her third child 

with her husband, a sports-medicine doctor. They have kept almost every room in the house exactly as the 

Meyers left it—with a few exceptions. A kiddie slide and a play table now claim the spot once held by the baby 

grand. 

 

“I told them from day one—the piano’s going with me,” Ms. Meyer said. 


