
GOD DON’T GIVE YOU NO POINTS FOR DOIN’ STUFF YOU AIN’T AFRAID TO DO.
—ROBERT BLAKE

ALL I WANT TO DO IS GO THE DISTANCE. IF THAT BELL RINGS AND 
I’M STILL STANDING I’M GOING TO KNOW FOR THE FIRST TIME IN MY LIFE THAT I WASN’T

JUST ANOTHER BUM FROM THE NEIGHBORHOODS.
—ROCKY

14
DIGGING IN FOR THE 

LONG HAUL

1. __________________________________________________________________________
Summertime in St. Louis is a season with warm, humid edges and a hot, radiant center. It’s
not so bad in the suburbs, where each new summer day dawns cool and still. But downtown
it’s a different story. By noon every time/temperature sign in St. Louis is galloping along
toward ninety, and vinyl car seats all over town are busily vulcanizing acres of uncomfortable
flesh.

Between the bustling center and the lazy suburbs are pockets of urban decay—the
shabby, sometimes burnt-out remains of once-vibrant neighborhoods. In these oldest and most
historic parts of St. Louis, each shattered avenue has an oddly endearing name: Chateau,
Skinker, Florissant, Delmar, Soulard. To stroll along these crumbling thoroughfares is to
observe firsthand the social, political and financial contrasts that have shaped this remarkable
city for more than two hundred years.

Fold a street map of the city down the middle, east to west, and the resulting crease—
which, incidentally, falls neatly on top of Skinker Avenue—is the Mason-Dixon line of
downtown St. Louis. Delmar cuts Skinker at right angles. Walk west on Delmar, and you’ll
soon appreciate the satirical insight of the unknown street humorist who dubbed it the Africa-
Israeli Highway: block by block the crowded tenements, barbecue stands, storefront churches
and used-car lots of the inner city quietly yield ground to delicatessens, synagogues and high-
dollar condos.

Further west along Delmar, you pass a sign on a stone monument that insists that you are
no longer in St. Louis but have arrived at the outskirts of Clayton, Missouri, a uniquely
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prosperous township that boasts more massive limestone mansions than Monaco and more
banks per square foot than downtown Dallas.

In the center of Clayton is the huge urban park through which we jogged so confidently
the second morning of training. It’s now filled to capacity with happy families taking refuge
from the summer heat beneath massive shade trees or splashing happily in the cool, blue
Olympic-sized pool.

Mary, Philip and Nora often drove past this park on their appointed rounds but had no
time to stop. Their minds fixed on distant dreams, they continued to soldier on through the
blistering heat, determined to create something out of nothing, even if it took all summer. And
from the looks of things, it very well might.

Philip called me on Saturday, just one week after I had left St. Louis.
It was bad news. His offer on the four-unit apartment building ($23,500 cash in thirty

days) had been rejected in favor of another offer of $18,000 cash immediately. He was
crushed. So close to a vein of pure gold, and another prospector with a little more money
staked his claim first. He sat down to figure up his loss and realized that in one week he had
found and lost a property that would have netted him a profit greater than the total income
earned by him and his hard-working wife in the past five years!

Frustrated? You bet.
Angry? No. Oddly enough, he experienced an unexpected surge of self-confidence as a

direct result of this early failure.
Self-confidence? That’s what he claimed, and I was inclined to believe this streetwise

realist. True, this one failure cost him and that partner he never found twenty-five thousand
dollars in potential profit, but it also provided him with an insight worth ten times that in the
long run.

But first he had to get through the short run.
Put yourself in his place: There you stand, an inexperienced fisherman poised on the

slippery bank of an unfamiliar pond. You cautiously lean out over the murky waters to spot a
fish or two, but you aren’t yet experienced enough to see to the bottom of things. And the
fish—if indeed they are any—aren’t about to make things easy for you. They hide in the
shadows. All that stands between you and another hungry night is an old cane pole and some
strange-looking bait given to you by a trusted adviser who claims he wants to teach you to
fish but refuses to accompany you to the pond.

You feel awkward and uncertain in front of all those veteran fishermen lining the
opposite bank. You bait your fist hook, and, just as you feared, they all fall down laughing at
your bait.

“That there crazy-lookin’ bait ain’t about to work in these waters, friend,” one old codger
chuckles, waving a handful of expensive hand-tied flies at you to make his point. “It takes
money and lots of it to land the big ones around here.”

You decide to keep your line in the water anyway, not only because you’re hungry and
have no real alternative, but also because you can’t afford any other tackle right now. You pass
the time trying out a few of the unfamiliar techniques suggested by your trusted adviser—and,
lo and behold, you immediately hook into the granddaddy of all time. But somehow you lose
him….
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Now, according to Philip’s line of reasoning, even if this first one gets away, it’s high
time to drop a few more lines in the water and ignore the catcalls of the other fishermen.
Why? Because now you know—not “think,” not “hope,” but know—that there is at least one
whopper down there. Just as your adviser said. Got to be another.

“It’s our there,” Philip stated flatly during a phone call to me the evening he lost the
fourplex on Leduc. “Of that I have no doubt. All I need to do now is figure out some way to
go out there and get it. My back has not been broken yet. I thought I was tough, but I need to
be tougher.”

I breathed easier when I heard this. I’d wondered how Philip would react to failure. Now
I knew. He had experienced of the basic truths I had tried so hard to hammer home only two
weeks earlier: There is no failure, only feedback.

And he’d gotten good feedback—the bait had worked! Just as I’d told him it would. The
whoppers were out there. He had proven to himself that he could hook a “keeper.” All he
needed was a little more practice reeling it in.

As we rolled into the second week of the ninety-day period, Nora was still struggling.
Mary was coming on fast, and Philip had already been close a time or two but had fallen
short. Their failure—or should I say their lack of immediate success—was beginning to wear
on me as much as on them. My self-appointed role in all of this was to sit by my phone a
thousand miles away from the action and fret—reminding myself over and over again that this
is a numbers game—nothing more, nothing less. Make a hundred calls, and you’ll find a
dozen prospects. Write a dozen offers, and you’re bound to get three or four nibbles. Follow
up enough nibbles, and you’ll eventually land a fish. This logic is inescapable.

The problem, of course, is that fish are rarely swayed by logic. They bite when they’re
good and ready regardless of the bait you use or the hours you put in. That’s why faith is so
crucial to first-time fishermen like these. It gives them something specific to hang their hopes
on until that fist big deal tugs at their line.

I warned them all at the outset that the fist few weeks might be tough, but another week
passed without a serious nibble. It was becoming painfully obvious that the Show Me State
was going to be a tough nut to crack. It was enough to shake anyone’s self-confidence, even
mine. I asked myself over and over again, “Where are all the fish?” But only the fish
themselves knew for certain, and as usual, they weren’t talking.

I continued to confer with each intrepid angler every day or so by phone. But as the days
passed with little tangible success, my encouragement began to sound like hollow, timeworn
platitudes.

“Keep smiling!”
“Chin up. You can do it.”
“Don’t die of thirst just inches from the fountain.”
“There is no failure, only feedback.”
Quite frankly, there wasn’t much else I could do except to remind them “to stick to the

game plan”—another platitude. They continued to do so, and to report in on a regular basis,
but a subtle anxiety began to pervade every conversation. I tried to fan the flickering fires of
their Blue-Vase determination but I could feel the initial optimism fading away faster than I
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could replenish it. The Arch Museum and all its magic seemed like a distant mirage in the
desert.

One day, after a particularly frustrating session of phone alls, with the camera crew
zeroing in on the action, David Benjamin approached Mary. “How’re you feeling?” He asked.

It didn’t take much prodding to get her to talk. “Sometimes I feel like a guinea pig, you
know. Like an experiment. On display. People watching how I’m going to act and react.
Makes me feel very vulnerable. Like I’m taking a risk that I really am not sure I want to take.
It’s one thing to sign up for a regular Robert Allen seminar, where you’re just a face in the
crowd. But that’s nothing like this fishbowl you have us in.”

David nodded, trying to understand and feeling a bit responsible for the pressure she was
under.

“It was worse at first,” Mary continued. “When you first brought the cameras to my
home, I really felt violation of my privacy. I thought, ‘Gee, if I don’t learn it, I’m going to
look dumb in front of all these people. They’re going to see my mistakes.’ But, lately, I’ve
begun to feel more comfortable. I know you’re not just trying to move me around like a pawn
on a chessboard. I finally decided that whatever happens is going to be what I make of it. Bob
Allen cannot make me a successful person. The books I read can’t make me a successful
person. It’s going to be a sum total of all these things together. And I alone am responsible.”

David was still listening, so Mary kept talking.
“But still, it’s such an up-and down, highs-and-lows kind of thing. Like today, I got all

excited and hyped up about a condominium I’d found. In my mind, I already had myself
moved in with the kids playing by the pool. And I hadn’t even seen it yet!”

She paused, smiling at her impetuosity.
“So I called the hotline and after brainstorming with the financial consultant I could see

there was no way I could afford it. So in my mind, I had to move out—and I still hadn’t even
seen it yet! So, you see it’s exciting and frustrating at the same time. And right now, I guess,
I’m feeling pretty frustrated. Bob made it sound so simple, but I knew it couldn’t be that
simple I’m not saying he misrepresented it, either. He gave us the ABC, one-two-three plan
for action, yet he told us all along, it was simple to understand but hard to do. A lot of trial
and error. And I’m really beginning to see just how hard it is. I bet I’ve made a hundred
telephone calls in the past three days. Already this morning, I counted thirty phone calls with
only two possible ‘maybes.’ I see something promising and then, all of a sudden, it falls
through. I guess I’m just going to have to get used to that.”

David nodded, wanting to give her advice, and yet realizing that she was giving herself
the best advice of all.

“And then, Monday, Steve went out of town. And so now basically I’ve been doing it on
my own with the two children. Trying to balance being a mother and meeting their needs as
well as succeeding at calling people on the phone. It’s been very difficult. I’m scared to death.
For one thing, I’m still not sure what I’m looking for. Or what to do with it if I find it. I was
thinking about it today. It’s as if the two-day training period was spent learning how to ride a
simple bicycle, but at the end of class we were given a ten-speed bike—and I still haven’t
figured out how to shift the gears! There are so many areas, so many facets—this language—
it’s all so foreign to me.”
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2. __________________________________________________________________________
If the Challenge was a horse race, Nora was coming in dead last.

Dr. Lee’s description of her the day we selected her was proving to be correct—she
wasn’t going to break any speed records, but like a tank she’d rumble over her obstacles one
by one. But at times, I confess, her unhurried manner haunted me. I just had to bite my tongue
and remind myself that she alone among the participants was flying sols—no supportive mate
with whom to brave this unknown territory. Besides, as she described herself, she was
“basically just a half-Indian farm girl from Kentucky.” She needed time to adjust to the fast-
paced, high-powered style of high finance she had been taught. Moreover, four of her five
daughters were home to spend the summer with their mother. Although I had hoped for faster
progress, I constantly wondered how she was able to do what she did. 

And even tanks get discouraged.
“You know, you get up one morning and you’re happy and everything’s great,” she

observed wryly to David Benjamin one muggy afternoon, shielding her eyes from the
noontime glare. “You think you’re onto a property that really looks good. Then they say,
‘Nah, we won’t take this,’ and ‘Nah, we’ve gotta have that,’ and you just get discouraged.
Then you get nervous and upset, and you wonder if you’re going to make it.”

While I stewed over Nora and Mary, I rarely if ever entertained significant doubts about
Philip’s ability to make it. Which is strange, because Philip started out a good bit closer to the
bottom of the financial barrel than either of the others—never in his life had he owned a home
or a late-model car, never had a checking or savings account, never had a bank loan or
obtained a major credit card. He was several years younger than the others—never fully
established as a responsible adult in the eyes of his family, much less the rest of the world.

Philip may not have had a house or a car or a spotless reputation like Mary’s or a wealth
of life experiences that someone like Nora could draw on in a pinch, but he wasn’t bankrupt—
not by any stretch of the imagination.

He had learned a lot in the years since the juvenile detention home. He also possessed a
natural, God-given entrepreneurial talent. Add to that an instinctive understanding of the
subtle give-and–take of the negotiation process, a sensitivity to the motivations and
expectations of others, plus his drive and ambition mixed with a sense of priorities—a loyalty
to his wife and family—and you have the making of a pretty good businessman.

And he had another thing going for him. Unlike Mary and Nora, who already had
comfortable home bases from which to operate, Philip didn’t have to fight the creeping
complacency that holds most Americans back. He was tired of being poor. And no one had to
remind him of it. He had his fears, just like Nora. But he wasn’t going to let them get in the way.

With the property on Leduc now out of the picture, Philip began to concentrate on others.
The Maryville property, which he had already described to me, was now at the top of his list.
Philip had taken Karen to see Maryville the day after he learned of it. They found a well-
constructed red brick Victorian home three stories tall—twenty-eight hundred square feet of
living space over a full basement—hardwood floors and a large stained glass window and two
fancy fireplaces. Also a large, fenced backyard with a modern cement-block garage. They
sensed that they had found a diamond in the rough.
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“I figure we can rent the place as is for maybe $350 a month--$400 or even $450 if we
spruce it up a little,” Philip thought out loud as he and Karen raced home to write up an offer.
“The seller doesn’t owe a dime on it, and the Realtor says she’s willing to carry the note for
approximately fifteen years with just a thousand dollars down. The payments would be two
hundred at the most. That’d leave a nice positive cash flow. But the best part is the price. Only
twenty thousand dollars. Got to be worth twice that with a bit of fixup.”

With Tom Painter’s help, Philip wrote up an offer and submitted it with a thousand-dollar
promissory note for earnest money and a request for a thirty-day closing to give him enough
time to raise the thousand. If worse came to worse, he and Karen agreed to sell their stereo
and the wrecked Audi automobile up on blocks in the backyard.

The real estate agent balked at submitting the offer. The promissory note bothered her.
How was Philip going to come up with the down payment, most of which would be
commission, if he couldn’t even give her a check for earnest money? (If she had only known
that Philip didn’t even have a bank account!) Although sympathetic, she wouldn’t budge.
Finally, after much haggling back and forth, they reached a workable compromise—Philip
would have to raise at least five hundred dollars and bring her a cashier’s check. With this she
assured him, would be acceptable to the seller, even though it meant his having to pay some
modest closing costs out of his own pocket. 

During the several phone calls between Tom and Philip about this property, more
information was uncovered.

“Tell me more about the twenty-thousand-dollar property,” Tom coaxed Philip. “Why is
the seller selling?”

“It’s been on the market for about two years. He used it as a rental property and had
some problems with a tenant. Couldn’t stand the hassle. So he just locked it up and let it sit.
He still stores a lot of his stuff in the two-car garage. There’s a large backyard full of his stuff
also.”

“And how much do you think it would take to fix it up?”
“I would say about two thousand.”
“Have you done any kind of market survey on it to see what the other homes are going

for in the area?”
“Not yet. But the woman told me that the last time the house was appraised was a year

and a half ago. And it came in at forty. But, myself, I think it’s worth about thirty-five.”
“OK. Let’s say thirty-five thousand. Get out your calculator. If you were to buy it for five

hundred down, and then put a new mortgage for twenty-eight thousand. After closing costs
and paying off the seller completely, you would end up with a profit of about five thousand
dollars. And you could rent out the house for enough to make your payments on the new loan,
and keep the house.”

“I like the sound of that,” Philip said excitedly.
A day or so later, Philip called a local investor, Bob Coombs, for some advice on what to

do. He explained the details and Bob gave him some background on the area and a few
pointers.

“That used to be a great neighborhood,” Coombs explained. “Then in the early seventies,
a lot of the more established people moved out of there and into University City. There were
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some problems with drugs. I don’t know what it’s like now. Things might be coming back. I
wouldn’t buy there myself. Too risky. But you might check with the redevelopment companies
and ask them about their plans for the area. Maybe you can sell it to them. And when you
make your five grand, you can take me out to dinner with the profit.”

“I love it,” Philip laughed. “I love it! OK, Bob, thanks for the help. I’ll check it out.”
After several more calls and conflicting advice from different experts, Philip threw up his

hands and called Tom Painter for some more guidance.
“Everybody has a different story. The local expert tells me to forget it. So I stopped

thinking about it. I virtually told the real estate agent we weren’t interested. And now you
want me to make another offer. We go back and forth. Changing our minds. I don’t want the
Realtor to think that we’re just two sucker brains, you know?

Tom smiled to himself. Sucker brains? “Don’t worry about looking like a sucker brain.”
“Yeah. Well, the Realtor is a businesswoman, and I’d like to just come to a straight

decision and say, ‘Yeah, we’re going to buy the property, and these are the terms.’ Or, ‘No, we
don’t want the property.’ So, we’re in limbo. But the property’s still available.”

“How much down would it take?” Tom asked.
“The Realtor told me I have to bring in five hundred dollars in a cashier’s check so they

know I’m serious.”
“Can you get your hands on five hundred?”
“All I got is a hundred.”
“Well, we’ve go to think of some way for you to scrape together some more money.”
“I’ve tried everything I can think of.” Just then, Philip had an idea. “Roses!”
“What?” Tom didn’t understand.
“I’ll call you back, Tom. I’ve got an idea.”
Philip hung up the phone and sat in silence for a moment. A plan was building in his

mind.
“Roses! That’s the answer.”

3. __________________________________________________________________________
A few miles away in a modest subdivision named Hollywood Hills by a developer possessed
of more advertising flair than honesty, Mary Bonenberger was nervously writing up her first
offer on a property she’d discussed with me a couple of days earlier. The house in question
was a modestly-priced cookie-cutter tract house in the middle of an older middle-income
subdivision that had yet to go to seed. The house would need a small amount of fixup. The
seller wanted $31,000 for the property—a fair price, according to Mary—including a $7,000
down payment with the buyer to assume the existing $15,000 first mortgage. The remaining
$9,000 could be carried in the form of a second mortgage. His willingness to carry a
significant second mortgage with favorable terms suggested that he might be somewhat
flexible in other areas as well.

Based on her initial phone conversation with the seller, Mary scored the property a
twelve. I felt her score was accurate and justified an offer. With my help Mary drew up an
offer and submitted it to the owner’s wife the following day.
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Two days later the film crew gathered at Mary’s house to film her phone conversation
with the seller as he responded to her first offer, carefully written. With Steve looking on and
five white hot lights blazing in her eyes, she eyed the whirring camera and sound gear and
nervously dialed the seller’s home. She swallowed, cleared her throat of emotion and waited
as the phone rang once, twice, three times. The seller answered on the fourth ring. Mary got
right to the point.

“Hello, Mr. Mehegan, this is Mary Bonenberger. Is your wife home?”
“She’s not in right now.”
Mary wanted to talk to the wife, with whom she had developed a friendly rapport. She

had never met the husband. He sounded much more gruff than the wife. She forged ahead.
“Well, I don’t know if she mentioned that I had come by and made on offer on the house.

Did you all have a chance to look it over?”
“Yes, we did.”
An awkward silence followed. The camera zoomed in for a close-up of Mary’s expectant

expression as she waited for the seller to continue. When he didn’t, she prompted him
nervously.

“Did you have any questions or anything?”
“No, we didn’t.”
“Oh,” she sighed.
“That’s not acceptable to us.”
Mary’s face revealed her disappointment, but she remembered my recent advice: Never

close any door unnecessarily.
“I see. Do you want to make a counter offer?”
“Just our original offer.”
“What exactly was it that you wanted?”
“Well, we wanted to finance nine thousand dollars ourselves with the assumable. The

loan balance was fifteen thousand, and then it was seven thousand down.”
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Wisdom From The Wise

Things may come to those who wait, but only the things left
by those who hustle. 

—Abraham Lincoln
The best way to be different is just be yourself.

—Tony Bennett
Maturity of mind is the capacity to endure uncertainty.

—Charles Kettering
Insecurity is the result of trying to be secure.

—Alan Watts
It’s never too late to be what you might have been.

—George Eliot



“Right, but you didn’t agree with the way I came up with the seven thousand?”
“No, not where we’d give you two thousand dollars cash.”
“That was what I wanted to explain to you.”
Mary talked to Mr. Mehegan for several more minutes, but it was obvious to her that

nothing she could say at this point would salvage the situation, so she soon thanked him for
considering her offer and hung up.

“Back to the drawing board,” she reported ruefully to Steve, who had been trying to
guess the outcome from his vantage point across the table. “I was really counting on this one
to come through. I guess I’ll have to learn not to let myself get so excited. How do you feel?”

“How do I fell?” Steve thought for a moment. “Not surprised.”
“I don’t know,” Mary said, still confused by the outcome. “The wife seemed to think my

offer was OK, but I never had any contact with the husband. Until today….”
She paused to reflect for a moment. There’s no failure—only feedback. Next time, she

determined to deal with the primary decision maker in the family. In this case, it had been the
husband. Unfortunately, Mary had spent all of her energies with the wife.

4. __________________________________________________________________________
About three weeks into the Challenge, I discovered that the film crew had started an unofficial
betting pool to predict who would be the first to close on a property. Most of the crew favored
Philip because of his nose for finding don’t-wanters. Some backed Mary, and she didn’t
disappoint them; she quickly found another promising property to offer on. But Nora was the
sentimental favorite. Although I’m not a betting man, I, too, was secretly pulling for Nora—
the underdog.

I was proud as a roster of her efforts to date: handing out hundreds of fliers, running ads
in the local newspapers—and getting calls on those ads with remarkable regularity—spending
hours on the phone and in the nearby tax assessor’s office combing the tax records for
absentee landlords anxious to sell. Of the three, Nora had covered the most ground.

That didn’t mean, however, that she was making adequate progress. She spent several
hours each week talking on the phone with Tom Painter—a key member of my original
Mastermind team. He patiently tutored her. She was still petrified of calling sellers on the
phone.

As I watched her grope and stumble, it became clear to me how emotional scars from
past events color everyone’s view of reality, whether we like to admit it or not. Instead of
seeing the world as it is, we see it through colored glasses of our won prejudices; fears and
experiences. Thus, every person sees a different world. Would Nora be able to see the new
world I had described to her? I wondered if Nora had really grasped the concept that money
itself isn’t wealth but just the by-product of it. Was she just paying lip service to it in hopes
that her money problems would magically disappear?

Although she was doing her best to avoid financial disaster, she began to fall further
behind on her own mortgage payments. Was she going to lose her home to foreclosure? Even
those closest to her began to wonder. And a member of the film crew did little to reassure me
by observing that Nora seemed to be spending more time dreaming about what to do with her
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first five hundred thousand dollars than on making that critical fist five thousand. My logical
left brain warned me to brace myself for Nora’s eventual failure; my intuitive right brain
disagreed. Nora was a survivor. You could hear it in every word she spoke.

“You wouldn’t believe the obstacles I’ve been up against, but I never was a quitter,” she
told me early on.

When pressed for examples, she recalled a series of financial setbacks in 1982. She had
her car repossessed, a man she owed money to came after her furniture with a  U-Haul, and
the electric company turned her power off when she couldn’t pay her five-hundred-dollar bill.

The blacker things got, the more determined she became.
She dug out an old coal-oil lamp and an old washtub that used to belong to her mother.

She set the washtub in her backyard, and every day before she left for work, she would fill it
with water so that the sun would heat it. When she returned from work, she would use the
sun-warmed water to bathe and wash her clothes. This went on all summer long—no
electricity, no hot water, just that coal-oil lamp for light at night. But with September coming
and the cold around the corner, she got worried. She had to have electricity.

Finally, in desperation, down to her last two dollars, she drove to the local hardware store
and bought a can of silver spray paint for $1.89. She came home, climbed up the trestle in
back of her house, pulled herself up on the roof and said a silent prayer.

And then, in big silver letters clear across the roof, she painted a message that even God
couldn’t miss. HELP.

Someone up there must have seen it. Because within a week she had the money to turn
her electricity back on.

5. __________________________________________________________________________
Then Tom Painter got an urgent message to call Mary.

“Hi, Tom,” she said when he called back. “I had a real good thing happen last night.” She
sounded excited. “I got a call back from a lady whose house I saw on Saturday. And she asked
me, ‘What do you think about my house? Do you want to buy it?’ I couldn’t believe it.”

“Is she motivated to get out?” Tom asked.
“She seems very motivated. I keep hearing her say things like, ‘I have other obligations,’

‘I can’t afford this house payment,’ and this kind of thing: ‘I had the house advertised in the
paper for three weeks and it didn’t sell, so now I’ve got to do something.’”

“Tell me about the details.”
“Well, it’s on Dartmore, just a few miles from my house. It’s got three bedrooms, one

bath and no garage. It’s just a bit larger than our house. The seller had an appraisal done on it
a year ago at thirty-six thousand dollars. And she owes thirty-two thousand dollars on it. She
was asking thirty-five for it in the paper—that was where I saw it. Her husband passed away.
She’s just had it a year, and she can’t afford to keep it anymore. The payments are $395 a
month at twelve percent interest. That’s with interest and taxes. It’s an FHA loan, so I can just
walk in and assume it.”

“OK.” Tom had chased down enough blind alleys as a recent newcomer to real estate
investing not to get overly excited. Experience takes emotion out of decision making—the
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fear and the thrill. Like a surgeon, you learn not to panic over a little blood or to get overly
hopeful when the operation appears successful.

“So, anyway,” Mary continued, “in the course of the conversation she said ‘I really need
eight hundred dollars to get into an apartment.’ And I said, ‘Would you consider an offer of,
say, eight hundred dollars or whatever it takes you to get into your new place, plus me
walking in and taking over your payments?’ I was expecting her to say, ‘Absolutely not,’ but
instead she said, ‘Well, I just might do that. I really just can’t afford to keep this house any
more.’”

Tom broke in. “It’s not a very good choice for a rental unit because you won’t be able to
rent it out to cover the mortgage payments. What do you think you could rent it for?”

“Three-fifty. Maybe three seventy-five.”
“Really? Could it go that high?
“For a three-bedroom? Easily. The payment includes taxes and insurance, so we’re pretty

close.”
“We might have us something here,” Tome said. “Since it’s priced below market, maybe

we can turn around and sell it immediately for a fifteen-hundred— or two-thousand-dollar
profit. It’s worth an offer.”

Tom and Mary went through the process of writing up an offer. It was June 21. They
offered to pay five hundred dollars and take over her payments with a closing date of July 30.
The offer was also subject to Steve’s approval and the right to clean up the property before
closing to prepare it for rent or sale.

When they had completed the paperwork, Mary anxiously signed her name, put the offer
in an envelope and drove it over to the woman’s home. She left the offer in the mailbox. The
next day, when there had been no response to her offer, Mary got up the nerve to call the
woman on the phone.

“Hello, Miriam,” she said. “I know I’m catching you at a bad time. But I wonder if
you’ve had a chance to think over my offer?”

“Yes, I have and I really need more than that. As much as I want to let it go, I just can’t
let it go at that.”

“I see,” Mary said, trying to conceal the disappointment in her voice.
“I need at least a thousand.”
“Well, if you change your mind, I would appreciate it if you would keep my number. I

would like to buy your house, but that’s just about the tops I can go. I hope you find
somebody to buy it.”

“Well, I do too. If I don’t, I’ll keep you in mind.”
Mary hung up the phone. “No, again,” she whispered to herself.
Just then, Steve burst through the door returning from a three-day-trip to a church supper

camp. He entered the room, enthusiastic and refreshed, eager to hear what he hoped would be
good news.
“Hi, dear,” Mary said less enthusiastically. “Did you have a good time at camp?” She didn’t
wait for his reply. “We just got a turn-down on number tow. You know, the house on
Dartmore?”

“Why?” 
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“Because she needs a thousand dollars.”
“Can’t we get her a thousand dollars? That would still be considered a no-money-down

deal by Bob’s standards—less then five percent down.”
“I just don’t know if it would appraise at much more than what we would buy it for. If

we kept it, there wouldn’t be much more than a break-even cash flow. And we couldn’t sell it
for enough to make five thousand dollars in ninety days.”

“But it might be a good little property to keep. Like little a oil well in our backyard
pumping out money.”

“Well, at least I know what a don’t-wanter acts like,” Mary said
“She wanted out of that property in the worst way. I really wish I could help her.”
They both sat quietly. It was the twenty-second of June. Exactly thirteen days earlier,

they had embarked into unknown territory with dreams of reaching their financial promised
land. But the weather in the wilderness was brutal. And the natives weren’t hospitable. And
their supplies were running low.

Oh, Lewis and Clark, where are you when we need you?

6. __________________________________________________________________________
It was at a Father’s Day barbecue out in the backyard that Philip shared his plan with Karen.
“I’ve got a great idea how we can raise the five hundred dollars for the Maryville deal,” he
informed her out of the blue. “How about selling roses in Maryland Plaza again? I already
talked to Mr. Potter at the greenhouse, and he’ll sell me two hundred roses plus baby’s breath
and everything for a hundred dollars. We could take our savings and the rent money and buy
some roses. If you sell fifty roses a night and I sell fifty…”

“Fifty?” Karen said with playful scorn, caught up in the infectious audacity of Phil’s
plan, “We can each sell a hundred! And go back to Mr. Potter for two hundred more.”

Phil figured their potential profit in his head. “Let’s see, we sell them for two-fifty
apiece. Our cost is fifty cents. That’s a two dollar profit on each rose. If we could sell 250
roses, we’d have our five hundred dollars.”

Their minds awash with visions of the money they could make in just a few short days,
Phil and Karen made plans to pick up the roses the next morning.

A more conservative couple might have backed away from risking the rent money on
such a plan. Roses have, at best, a twelve-hour life expectancy in the hot summer sun. Not
much of a market for wilted, day-old roses. But this thought scarcely passed through their
minds as they arose early the next morning to wrap 250 indiviual roses in bright green florist’s
paper—each with a small spray of baby’s breath to add some extra street appeal—and charged
off for Maryland Plaza to earn their five hundred dollars the hard way. 

“Roses here!” Philip called our cheerfully. Hundreds of pedestrians thronged the streets
of Maryland Plaza—a chic shopping district near Kings Highway. Most of them passed by
without a second glance.

Karen worked the crowds, too, but preferred a subtle approach. “Roses for sale. How
about a rose, sir? Aren’t they beautiful?”

162



After the first hour or two it became painfully obvious that most of St. Louis’ rose lovers
were avoiding Maryland Plaza like the plague. In fact, unbelievable as it may sound, Phil and
Karen failed to sell a single rose all day long. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, a policeman
ran them out of the plaza because they couldn’t produce a current peddler’s license.

“That’s what finally convinced me to give up on Maryland Plaza.” Phil recalled bitterly.
“I guess it just wasn’t our day. Karen was all upset and crying and everything, so she went
home. I figured I had to get at least a few bucks back out of the roses, so I lowered the price
down to a dollar…then fifty cents. I finally started hitting these little bars I know. I was
selling a dozen roses for a dollar at one point, just trying to get some of the rent money back.”

It’s easy to say that failure is good for you, but it’s hard to live it. It’s easy to look at the
lives of great men like Edison or Lincoln and attribute their greatness to their willingness to
endure the painful shame of failure. It’s easy to observe that Babe Ruth set his famous home
run records because he wasn’t afraid of the stigma of holding the lifetime record for strikeouts
as well. But for most of us, it’s hard to accept the fact that repeated failure is often the price
we must be willing to pay for success. One of the things successful people have in common is
their ability to perceive the good in every failure while everyone around them sees only
shame.

As they say, “There are only two kinds of investors: The successful ones. And those who
give up too soon.”

As for Phil and Karen, after using up their savings for the roses, they squeaked by on
their rent with less than ten dollars to spare.

But Philip still had a five-hundred-dollar problem. Since the rose idea wilted, he tried
other ideas: borrowing money from his family, selling parts off his nonfunctional Audi, selling
his stereo speakers and various pieces of furniture—all dead ends. He even called me to
arrange to sell sets of success sampler tapes on some sort of commission basis to raise the
needed five hundred dollars. I nixed that idea. Through all of this failure, he persisted. But to
no avail.

His offer on Maryville expired. Reluctantly, he turned his attention to other deals. How
frustrating—to be so close to success and to be shackled by an inability to raise a mere five
hundred lousy bucks.

A couple of days later Mary called Philip to invite him and Karen to a “debriefing” lunch
at her house on June 24. He hitched a ride with the film crew and arrived at Mary’s house
carrying a dozen long-stemmed roses, a symbolic gift for a group of empty-handed fishermen.

The group, minus Karen, who was working overtime, moved into the kitchen, where
Mary had set out a light summer lunch. They took turns talking about the details of the current
deals they were pursuing, then got down to brass tacks.

“The plain truth is I’ve had a lot of misgivings lately,” Nora volunteered. “I do fine until
people start throwing negative attitudes. And then I start wondering. You can’t help wondering
at times.”

“I don’t have as much trouble with other peoples’ attitudes, just my own,” Mary admitted
honestly. “Believing that I can do it.”

“Well, long before I met Robert Allen I knew it could be done,” Phil interjected. “I just
didn’t know how. Now I know. I’m finding out that it’s got its ups and downs. But when I was
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out there looking for that job every day, I got the same thing—ups and downs. I like this
better because I’m in control.”

Phil, Nora and Mary, in three short weeks, had already scanned more classified ads,
made more telephone inquiries, inspected more houses and written more offers than most
people do in a lifetime. But unlike horseshoe pitching, close doesn’t count in real estate.

I wasn’t there at the lunch, but David Benjamin gave me a report. My heart ached for
them. I had an overpowering urge to fly to St. Louis—to show up unannounced on their
doorsteps, to hold their hands, scout out deals for them or perhaps slip them some money on
the side so the good deals they’d already found couldn’t disappear down the drain.

But I knew I couldn’t do it. 
I felt like a veteran football coach in the final quarter of a Super Bowl game, except that

this Super Bowl weekend was ninety days long. I found it impossible to avoid agonizing over
every fumble, every incomplete pass, every busted play. I wanted to send in a secret play that
would win the game for them. But there weren’t any secret plays. No shortcuts. This was the
only way.

I wanted desperately for them to win in the short run. But I wasn’t willing to sacrifice the
long run to do it. That was my own personal challenge—to sit tight, patiently watching the
struggle. It was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do. The outcome, at this point,
was still uncertain. Maybe I was putting them through too much. Should I call it off? Should I
let them continue to beat their brains out? Would they come out of this stronger or forever
weakened? How could I know?

Then I ran across a story in Leadership Magazine that helped me put my decision in
perspective:

A man found a cocoon of the Emperor moth and took it home to watch it
emerge. One day a small opening appeared and for several hours the moth
struggled but couldn’t seem to force its body past a certain point. Deciding
something was wrong, the man took scissors and snipped the remaining bit of
cocoon. The moth emerged easily, its body large and swollen, the wings small
and shriveled. He expected that in a few hours the wings would spread out in
their natural beauty, but they did not. Instead of developing into a creature
free to fly, the moth spent its life dragging around a swollen body and
shriveled wings. The constricting cocoon and the struggle necessary to pass
through the tiny opening are God’s way of forcing fluid from the body into
the wings. The merciful snip was, in reality, cruel. Sometimes the struggle is
exactly what we need.

But I wasn’t dealing with moths. I was dealing with real people! And saying that struggle
is necessary does not make it any easier to live with. Or any less uncertain. The outcome is
always in doubt. 

I recalled my own struggles as a beginning investor and remembered one bleak month in
particular—October 1975. I had just turned twenty-seven and was living in an apartment of
single students just a few locks from the campus of Brigham young University. I had been
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investing in real estate for a couple of years and had experienced some success—and a few
failures. But lately things had been slow. I was broke. I had to borrow rent money from one of
my roommates. That was the final straw. To cover my embarrassment I decided to pack it all
in and apply for an administrative job at BYU. 

I’ll never forget the salary they were offering—$10,500 a year. I swallowed my pride and
filled out the application, noting my new MBA, my sterling character, and everything else I
could think of. I needed that job.

I waited, sweaty-palmed, for their reply.
Luckily, they turned me down.
Luckily? In retrospect, yes; it was lucky. Or maybe providential. Without a steady job, I

was forced to keep digging in the real estate mine shaft that I had been working. I tightened
my belt. A few weeks later, I hit pay dirt. An option on a piece of land came through, and I
deposited thirty thousand dollars in my bank account.

I look back on those black times and chuckle. But it wasn’t funny at the time.
Struggle is never fun. Just necessary.
With those thoughts in mind, I continued to monitor the progress of the Challenge team. I

felt like a parent sending his child off to college, fully aware that short-term pain of separation
was necessary for long-term growth to occur.

At the same time, our impartial judge, former mayor of St. Louis and former FBI agent
John Poelker was also monitoring the participants. “I have checked in with each of the three
people involved in the Challenge from time to time,” he remarked in an interview on June 25,
“and they’ve all had some ups and downs. They knew it wouldn’t be easy, that they were like
pioneers—there were going to be Indians to fight, rivers to ford, and so on. They’re not quite
a third of the way along their trek, and truly I feel for them. I know they’re all overanxious.
But I think they have reached that part of the journey where they can now see that theory and
actuality can be somewhat different.”

The former mayor paused, puffed on his trademark cigar for a few moments, then
continued. “In my career I’ve made political decisions that were sometimes risky, decisions
that I never knew for certain were going to be for the best. But I think if you feel right about it
yourself—and these people do—it’s easier to brook those little periods of doubt when things
aren’t going right. It’s like a parent teaching his kid to ride a bicycle for the firsst time. You
can’t really protect kids from the skinned knees and scrapes and scratches. All you can hope
to do is give them enough confidence to go it on their own. And I think that’s what Bob Allen
is trying to do.”

At least, that was the theory behind what I was trying to do. But the real world kept
sticking in its ugly nose.

“Sometimes I feel like a total impostor on the phone,” Mary complained to me one
afternoon. “You know, I say I’m this big investor and the whole time my kids are yelling
embarrassing stuff in the background. It’s hard sometimes. But then I’ll take the kids with me
to look at properties and I’ll stop and realize how much more time I’m spending with them
than I’d be able to do if I worked at a regular nine-to-five job.”

Philip, on the other hand, seemed to have gotten back on track, in spite of his earlier
setbacks and financial losses. He hooked another big one. This time, the lead came from his

165



ad in the newspaper. A true don’t-wanter in the form of a local preacher called wanting to sell
a six-room brick home in good condition. Value: $20,000 to $30,000. Loan: $6,000. Down
payment required: $4,000. Price: $10,000. Philip couldn’t believe what he was hearing! For
just $4,000 he could pick up over $20,000 in equity. He rushed over to inspect the property,
half-expecting to find either a lousy location or a dilapidated hovel. What he found was very
encouraging. He ran a description of the property by me and my staff. We also encouraged
him. With this feedback, he wrote up an offer and submitted it, subject to finding a partner.
But the preacher didn’t want to commit in writing. Instead, he gave Philip his word that he
wouldn’t sell the property to anyone else if Philip could bring him $4,000 cash in fifteen days.
Philip excitedly made the rounds to several small-time investors he had recently uncovered.
One of them gave him the green light.

I was excited for him. He seemed on the verge. And then I received a phone call from
Mary. “Did you hear about Philip?” she asked. “They sold that house out from under him.”

I was stunned. “But the guy was a minister, and he gave his word.”
“I know. Poor Philip. Apparently he called the preacher this morning and learned that he

had sold it to someone else—even though he had given his word. Philip hung up the phone
and went off and cried.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.”
“Philip said it just teaches him that it’s important to get things in writing.”
When I talked with Philip later that same day he was as low and discouraged as I have

ever known him to be. He felt betrayed. He had trusted someone and had walked away with a
knife in his back. And to top it off, he had had to call his partner with egg on his face.

But Philip and I weren’t finished with that preacher just yet. Together we drafted a letter
to send to him, and Philip dropped the letter off at his house the next day. In essence, it said
that sooner or later he would have to answer for what he had done.

Philip never received a reply.
Mary, also, was continuing to have her trials.
She and Steve weren’t seeing eye to eye. She was the natural entrepreneur, and he proved

to be the cautious type. This divergent view of the world caused friction—some of the worst
arguments of their marriage. Neither wanted to budge.

Over the years, I have observed a curious thing about many marriage partners: When one
is generally positive, the other will most invariably be negative. If one is clearly a left-brain
thinker, the other will generally be a right-brain thinker. Where one is strongly con-servative,
the other seems more risk-oriented. It’s almost as if that old truism “Where there’s a will
there’s a way” is subtly altered by the terms of the marriage contract to read, “Where there’s a
will there’s a won’t.”

“I tend to get extremely panicky where money is involved,” Steve confessed to me. “We
don’t make a lot of money. When you spend down to thirty-eight cents in your checkbook
each week, money becomes a pretty serious issue. I tend to be ‘safety first’ all the time. My
wife is thinking a lot bigger than I am right now. We’re going to have to make some kind of
adjustment in there somewhere.”

Mary also had her opinion. “I don’t like always being Miss Meek and Mild, and always
getting trampled on all the time, always giving in to what other people want me to do.”
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Fighting over finances is the number one cause of divorce. As I listened to their
struggles, I could only hope that I hadn’t been the cause of accelerating a breakup between
them.

Obviously, their marriage was more important than the Challenge. They were caught in
the center of an emotional storm and needed to find a mutually beneficial way through it.
Their marriage was like a newly constructed cottage in the path of a hurricane. Like it or not,
the storm was going to test the structural integrity of their relationship. This emotional
whirlwind had already caused a few weakened shingles to tear away from the roof, and a few
loose pieces of siding were beginning to rattle. Weathering these storms is a scary process but
something every marriage has to endure. For many, fortunately, the benefits are long-lasting.
When the storm has passed and the sky clears, the structure that remains can be depended
upon to weather future storms. Farmers in Kentucky’s Tornado Alley often speak with great
affection of ancient oak barns that have been “tornado tested” over the years. They know that
such barns, like strong marriages, are to be prized above all others.

Mary and Steve were being tornado tested. It was too early to tell if they would make it
through.

Meanwhile, Nora was moving off in a new direction and had placed another ad in the paper.

Earn 37% return on your money!
In prime Missouri real estate.
Call Nora. 555-1234

It had to work. Nora was on to a good lead, and she would need a partner pronto.
She recalled her phone conversation of only a few days earlier. 
“Good morning. My name is Nora Boles and I would like to talk to you about

foreclosures of property. I’ve got some money coming, and I would like to invest in single-
family houses.”

The banker on the other end of the line gave her a startling reply. “The only thing we
have is in Cuba, Missouri.”

Nora had been so conditioned to being rejected that she fumbled for a minute, not
knowing how to proceed. “OK,” she continued. “Would you tell me about it?”

“Yes, it’s on an acre and a half. It has a small pond. It’s a three-bedroom frame house
with the basement partially set up to finish— but they didn’t finish it.”

“Could you tell me what the terms are?” Many days of telephone calling had taught her
to get right to the heart of the matter. For some reason, she had no fear of talking to a banker
as compared to talking to an average seller.

“Well,” he replied, “fifty-five thousand dollars is what the price will be.”
“I see. Well, is that below the market? How much below the market?” Her confidence

was showing.
“It was appraised at seventy thousand dollars. We could possibly work out a deal as far

as financing. And our interest rate is thirteen percent.”
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“Thirteen percent,” Nora echoed. “And what kind of deal would you consider working
out?” Nora’s telephone technique had improved markedly. Her constant role-playing with Tom
Painter was paying off in a big way.

“If you qualify, we’ll take ten percent down and possibly work out a better arrangement
on the interest rate.”

Nora called me with the details of the Cuba property. I advised her to arrange a tour of
the property as soon as possible.

After inspecting it, she phoned Tom immediately. Together, they worked up an offer to
present to the bank. Fifty thousand price. Twenty-five hundred down. Balance of the loan
carried by the bank at 9.5 percent interest. Nora wondered, as she hand-carried the offer to the
bank that afternoon, how any bank could accept such a patently low-ball offer.

“I’ve been out to the Cuba property,” she told the banker as she handed him an envelope.
“I’m prepared to make you an offer. I hope it’s an offer you can’t refuse.”

He took the envelope from her.
“Here goes nothing,” she thought to herself.

7. __________________________________________________________________________
Thirty days of the Challenge blew by like a windstorm. With the Fourth of July just around
the corner and thirty days of mass confu-sion behind them, the Challenge team decided to
throw a barbecue at Nora’s place to celebrate their own survival. Mayor Poelker was the guest
of honor—perhaps the first big-city mayor in the history of American politics ever to set foot
in low-income housing in a non-election year.

“This barbecue looks pretty good,” the former mayor observed hungrily. “Is it as good as
the real estate business, Philip?”

“Right now it’s better,” Phil confided with a smile, “but I have all the confidence in the
world right now. I figure I’ve made six hundred dollars since I started. That’s because I’ve
made six offers and lost ‘em all!”

“How about you, Nora?” Mayor Poelker asked as he spotted his hostess coming through
the door with a huge bowl of homemade potato salad. “What have you been up to these past
few days?”

“Lots of things. I’ve been working within a fifty-mile radius of here: Pacific, Eureka,
Fenton, Valley Park, High Ridge, Cedar Hill, Cuba, all those places.”

“Well, that’s all fertile territory.”
“It sure is,” Nora replied. “I’ve got six offers out right now. I’ve just got my fingers

crossed. We’ve been at this just exactly one month as of today, and I feel like I’m just starting
to get the hang of things.”

“How about you, Mary?” Mayor Poelker asked. “I know it hasn’t been easy for you with
two little ones at home and your husband out of town so much lately. Has your enthusiasm
abated any these past few weeks?”

Those who knew something of Mary’s inner turmoil awaited her answer with bated
breath. “No, not really,” she said after a thoughtful pause. “It’s been a little rough with the
kids and everything, but I’ve managed to have a lot of baby-sitters, and I’ve even been taking
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the kids along to look at properties. It just takes a little creativity. Steve’s back in town now,
and we found two properties that were all grown up with weeds and sent letters to the owners.
One man called us back yesterday. We’re going over there tomorrow to make him an offer.”

“What keeps them going?” I had asked myself that question a hundred times. It must be
that look of determination I spotted that very first morning thirty days before. At this
juncture—thirty days into it—I had no way of knowing whether they would succeed or fail.
But at least I was certain that they, like Rocky, had the guts to go the distance. Each of them
had kept five good lines in the water for thirty days. Each had been “tornado tested” and were
still standing. Each had uncovered at least one excellent property and a few more to pursue.
Each had a clear sense of just how far they’d come in such a short period of time. Like true
blue-vasers, they had done everything asked of them and much, much more.

Didn’t they deserve to be financially successful?
Only time would tell.
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