Décor on a Dime
· Carry a book or envelope with your paint and fabric swatches. Carry a cloth tape measure and hand sanitizer. My mom also carried a magnifying glass to check makers’ names on finer pieces.
· Write down the wall/floor sizes of the areas you want to furnish. I once bought a rug that was 2 feet too wide for the room (duh!). The shopkeeper allowed me to return it, but let’s just say she was less than gracious, and I paid her a fee to make up for the inconvenience. 
· Measure the item even if you think it will fit in your space. Your eyes can deceive you. 
· Include the width of your doors, and the ceiling height of your staircase in your swatch book. It’s no use buying things you can’t fit through the door or up the stairs. Mom's $90 armoire.
· Make friends with someone who owns a truck. Offer to make a meal for anyone who will help you transport a large item. 
· Avoid buying any décor/furniture items unless you have a definite place you know you can use it. Even fabulous stuff can be a poor purchase if it clutters your home or sits in storage awaiting its purpose in life. 
·  Most resale shops have two-piece perforated tags on their larger household items. Even if you are still just considering the item for purchase, tear off the lower half of the tag and carry with you as you decide. The clerk can always tape the tag back together if you decide against the piece, but if someone else beats you to that tag - your lovely find is a goner. A person once tore a tag from a piece I was considering while I was measuring the item! Thrifters can be ruthless. =)
· Plug in any electric item you are considering. Try all the switches and settings, and sniff to detect any burning or overheating. If you are at an outdoor market, ask the vendor if the item works (and how well it works). I once bought a beautiful lamp that caught fire the first time I used it at home. Frayed cords or missing prongs (which can be seen without taking the item apart) are easily/cheaply repaired with kits from Lowe’s (if you can ask someone handy for help). If the item is hot to the touch, hisses, or smokes…and you can’t see the problem - leave that ticking time bomb on the shelf. 
· Real, solid wood refinishes nicely with sanding and elbow grease. But wood veneers can be deceptive, and they are tricky and expensive to repair. Use your fingernails to pry at the top corners of pieces to see if you can lift the corner of the veneer/laminate. Many veneered pieces are made of cheap particle board and they don’t hold up to use. Second-hand veneered pieces are generally poor investments. Only antique veneer pieces with solid wood frames and dovetailed drawers/joints are worth buying.
· Avoid any chairs whose legs are screwed to their seats. They are either repaired, or will need repair soon.
· Check the underside of tables & chairs for signs of lots of wood glue. If you see screws or wood glue, give the piece the “wobble test”. 
· Surface scratches can sometimes be buffed/waxed, or filled with wood putty and stained with wood pens. 
· Paint and new hardware work wonders. If you like the shape of a piece, you can sew a tablecloth or slipcover to fit. I once sewed a cover for an ugly desk. It had great storage and shape, and looked like a cute piece with the fabric cover. 
· Consider removing damaged/ugly drawers to use a dresser for open shelving.
· Small dressers or tables with the drawers/legs removed can make great wall cabinets/shadow boxes. 
· If you love a dresser or table, but it is too short for your needs, Lowe’s sells many styles of wooden feet and metal casters which can cheaply/easily raise a piece.
· If you love the lines or legs of a dresser or table, but hate the color or top, consider removing the top and marrying two pieces whose components you like. Sometimes cutting a fabric you like to fit a table top looks great when topped with glass cut to fit by Lowe’s. 
· Look at pieces for what they could be. I use a medicine chest as a spice rack, a foot locker as a coffee table, and a chest of drawers as a buffet table, and I’ve converted an old T.V. cabinet into a changing table.  Birdbaths can be table bases, doorstops can be bookends, short ladders make cute plant stands, and discarded windows make great picture frames. 
· Imagine using unusual objects such as books or plates in a collage for your wall, rather than buying expensive paintings and mirrors. 
· Offering to refinish a piece for a friend can make an inexpensive purchase truly valuable because it will carry your special touch.
· Repurposing others’ discards can be profitable. I’ve made considerable profit by turning cheap finds into “one-of-a-kind” objets d’art. 
·  Your bargain find might be just the thing someone on Craigslist, Plato's Closet,  or Ebay has been waiting for! Just know your market, and don’t invest much (other than your sweat-equity!)
· Purchase curtains/bedspreads/sheets/tablecloths as inexpensive alternatives to buying fabric by the yard to create pillows/runners/seat covers
· Buy a Scrabble game to create a unique "family tree". Buy alphabet blocks to spell out holiday messages on your mantle. 
