
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“…the financial stress was like no other…” 

There is nothing like financial stress to send me              
into a mental fetal position. I am generally 
competent when it comes to our household budget. 
I can pay the bills and balance the checkbook. But 
nothing prepared me for dealing with the financial 
aftermath of our July 2010 house fire. 

Within 48 hours of the fire, we hired a mitigation 
company, at our insurance company's behest, to try to 
save our belongings, pull the ruined horsehair plaster off 
the walls of our 1890 Victorian and to dry out the house 
to minimize mold. The mitigation firm racked up a 
$50,000 bill in two weeks - money that would later be 
deducted from our insurance payout, which was 
particularly painful because neither our house nor our 
belongings ended up being salvageable. 

We also hired a 'public adjuster' - an incongruous name 
for the company that would act as our own private 
adjuster, to do for us what the insurance company's 
adjuster does for it. For a small cut of what we would 
eventually recover from the insurance company, our 
public adjuster, Ricky, handled all dealings with the 
insurance company, inventoried the contents of the 
house, assessed the building damage, created and 
submitted our claims and got our rental costs paid out of 
the additional living expenses portion of our policy, 
coverage we didn't even know we had. 

Ricky made sure that nothing was overlooked because, 
unlike us, he knew what to do and what to look for. My 
husband Jeff and I are educated people. But whatever 
knowledge we had accumulated in our lives to that 
point, none of it had anything to do with evaluating the 
extent of the damage to our house and belongings, or 
filing a claim that would protect our interests, much less 
defending our claim against the insurance company's 
efforts to minimize its payout. Ricky knew how to talk to 

 

the insurance company. He wasn't emotionally involved 
in the loss and could therefore advocate for us 
effectively and give us rational advice we would not 
have been able to formulate on our own. 

On his first trip to our house, the insurance company 
adjuster gave us an inventory log, asking us to list every 
item that had been in the house, what we paid for it, 
where we got it, and how long we'd had it. 

In fact, the only information relevant to our claim was 
what the item was, what its fair market value was at the 
time of the fire and how old it was. Had we told our 
insurance company that the couches in the family room 
were free hand-me-downs from family members, or that 
the kids' name-brand winter coats were $3 each at a 
yard sale, it's unlikely the company would have agreed, 
up front, to assess those items at fair market value, 
which is what we were entitled to. 

Without Ricky, we would never have known that. 

Having our own adjuster was worth every cent it cost 
just for putting together our contents claim. That 
involved cataloging and researching every single item in 
our house at the time of the fire. We had a lot of stuff. 
And when I say a lot of stuff, I mean that I was about 
one yard sale season and a personal tragedy away from 
a hoarding situation. 

Ricky's colleague - who inventories people's 
belongings for a living - even said to me, 'You know, 
everyone says they have a lot of stuff. You really have 
a lot of stuff.' 

 

By Jenifer Ackerman 



A long wait 

Once our claims were submitted, we 
waited weeks for the insurance company 
to respond. When it did, it came back with 
very low numbers. Ricky fought for the 
company to accept the accurate numbers 
we had included in our original claim. The 
company took a long time to agree. 

In the meantime, the insurance company 
did issue the first check for the damage to 
the house. We didn't get to keep it. We 
had to endorse and forward the check to 
our mortgage company. This was, it turns 
out, right in the mortgage contract, even 
though we were up to date on our 
payments and we, not the company, had 
paid for the homeowners' insurance. 

The mortgage company wouldn't release any of it until we had a building contract that the mortgage company 
approved, and until we could demonstrate that we had the ability to pay the entire cost of the contract, if that cost 
exceeded the cash in the possession of the mortgage company. But we couldn't enter into a building contract, 
because we still had no idea how much money we would have to build the house with, because the insurance 
company had not yet agreed to pay out enough money to actually build the house.  

We found a builder and signed a contract for more than our insurance policy would cover. While we tried to 
convince the mortgage company that we would eventually have the money from our building and contents 
claims and additional code upgrade coverage, the insurance company refused to confirm or guarantee that it 
would pay that money until we actually spent it, which we couldn't do if we couldn't get it released from the 
mortgage company. 

Eventually, Ricky (I'm pretty sure I saw his superhero cape peeking out from under his shirt on this one) somehow 
persuaded the mortgage company and the builder to have faith that we would eventually have all of the money. 

However, the insurance company wouldn't produce the money up front. The builders couldn't really work that 
way, as they would have to start and stop work as the money trickled in, which would interfere with their work on 
other jobs, unless we found a way to get the money up front. And this would jeopardize their ability to get our 
house built before our coverage for rent and rental furniture ran out, a year from the day of the fire.  

Conditions upon conditions 

We didn't have an extra couple hundred thousand dollars lying around, so we pursued a construction loan for 
the cost of the building contract. The bank would pay the builder up front, and the insurance money would go to 
defray the loan. 

 

 

 



Sort of. 

The bank conditioned the construction loan on a lot of things. 
First, we had to use the insurance money held by the mortgage 
company to pay off our previous mortgage and home equity line. 
Next, an assessment had to show that the estimated value of the 
finished house would be high enough that the percentage of its 
value that we could borrow would be sufficient to cover the 
difference between the insurance money and the cost of the 
building contract. Of course, again, the insurance funds had to be 
assured, and the insurance company wouldn't make those 
assurances until the money… which we had yet to borrow… had 
been spent. 

Confused yet? 

In the meantime, the insurance company's adjuster would sit 
on our submitted claim for months, doing nothing, only to 
then claim not to have the paperwork that he had long since 
acknowledged receiving. 

Eventually it did work out. We got our loan and, between that and insurance money that eventually trickled in, we 
were able to pay the builders. The house was built, for more than the insurance policy covered for the building. We 
had to use some of the money we got to replace our contents to finish the house. Even still, our construction loan, 
which was later converted to a mortgage when the building was finished, was almost twice what we had owed on 
our mortgage before the fire. It costs a lot more to build a new house than the insurance company was willing to 
cover for our old house. 

And thus is the evil genius of insurance companies. 

First, they get your business by diverting your attention to the amount of the premiums, rather than on the actual 
product you are purchasing with those premiums. Because that's what insurance coverage is - a product you 
purchase. Dealing with the insurance company shouldn't be a 'negotiation' resulting in a 'settlement.' Insurance 
premiums buy coverage for the cost of repairing or replacing what you lose in a fire. 

The insurance company is not doing you a favor by providing you with the product you purchased. 

Going forward, the financial lessons I learned in the year after the fire will help me make better decisions regarding 
our insurance coverage. And while I certainly hope I never need it, I now possess sufficient knowledge about 
successfully navigating the financial piece of post-fire recovery that I could keep my brain out of the fetal position. 

Just in case, I still have Ricky on speed dial.  
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