
THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS AN UNREALISTIC GOAL. 
JUST AN UNREALISTIC TIME FRAME.

—DON HUTSON

IN THE DEPTH OF WINTER I FINALLY LEARNED THAT THERE 
WAS IN ME AN INVINCIBLE SUMMER.

—ALBERT CAMUS

18
TIME’S UP!

1. __________________________________________________________________________
Hurrying through St. Louis International Airport, I passed beneath a full-scale replica of
Charles Lindbergh’s famous Spirit of St. Louis. Ninety days before, when I’d first spotted that
silver monoplane, I’d been about to face the greatest challenge of my career. Like Lindbergh,
I had dared to dream an extravagant dream. I, too, had embarked on a flight of discovery. But
now it was time to touch down.

The Challenge was over, and the group was meeting at the Cheshire Inn. The drive from
the airport took twenty minutes. I climbed out of the car and surveyed the mock-Tudor facade
of the inn as if for the first time. My eyes seemed to be playing tricks on me. Had I really
spent an entire day here just three months earlier? In place of the quaint country inn I vaguely
remembered, I found instead a large complex of American buildings dressed up to look
English. The gabled roof, heavy stucco and half-timbered walls and leaded glass windows
seemed oddly out of place on a building in St. Louis in much the same way that a McDonald’s
must seem out of place in London. It all had the appearance of charm but, not the heart of it.
Even the authentic red double-decker bus parked in front seemed insincere.

“You can’t fake charm,” I thought. “You can’t add it on like a facade—like makeup.
Charm is created from the inside out—in buildings as well as in people.”

I entered through one of the side buildings and climbed the narrow staircase leading to
the second-floor conference room we had rented. I took a deep breath. This is where it had all
started. Where would it end? I had no idea what to expect. I hadn’t seen any of the group for
ninety days. How would they look and act? Or feel?
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Footsteps on the stairs jarred me from my thoughts. Excited words exploded on the
landing. Mary Bonenberger burst through the door with Steve a step behind. “We did it!” she
exclaimed proudly, waving a tiny white rectangle of paper overhead like a victory pennant.

I glanced at the cashier’s check in Mary’s hand.
“We closed today! We did it!” she exclaimed again.
After exchanging congratulatory hugs, Mary and I stood back to look at each other. My

recollection of her had been of a young mother, struggling albeit competent. Now before me,
stood a different woman. Her countenance radiated an energy that was greater than the
excitement of the moment. She exuded the quiet peace of someone who had just conquered a
very high mountain.

I motioned for them to sit opposite me. Steve spoke first.
“Ninety days ago we didn’t have any money. I mean, literally no money. Zero dollars,”

he said. “What’s happened in ninety days? First, we purchased a house. We found an investor
willing to put up the money. Then we sold it. We closed on it this morning—the ninetieth day
of the Challenge.”

We just closed our sale a couple of hours ago,” Mary added. “It’s been a tough three
months, but this suddenly makes it all worthwhile.”

Mary handed me the check and in bold red letters on a crisp cashier’s check was the sum
Three Thousand Nine Hundred and Seventy Five Dollars and Twenty Cents. Add to that the
money left over from the home improvement loan of approximately eighteen hundred dollars,
and the Bonenbergers actually had over five thousand dollars in the bank as of the ninetieth
day of the Challenge.

They had done it! The financial requirements of the Challenge had been met.
Mary quickly filled me in on what had happened. They had sold their first house to a

fixup expert. The offer to sell had been signed on August 21st. The closing had been set for
September 1, then September 3, and finally, after much nail biting, it closed on the morning of
September 7.

“I feel like I’ve been on a journey to Oz,” Mary said. “But unlike Oz, this really
happened. I was searching for a magical formula to make me happy. But I discovered I had
the key all along. I now have a whole new level to my life. Before the Challenge, my home
was my little fortress to keep me safe from the world. I was afraid. I still am afraid. But now I
understand the risks. I’m confident I can handle the surprises, take things in stride without
falling to pieces. I understand the total picture better. I’ve experienced the rewards of my hard
work. But it wasn’t easy. Some of the highest peaks and lowest valleys in our married life
happened during the last 90 days. But Steve and I have grown, been strengthened and learned
a lot more about each other. And that’s exciting!”

I interrupted her. “Would you have learned these things without experiencing them?”
“No,” she answered. “None of the information made sense to me until I’d lived it. It’s

just like having your first baby. You can read every book in the world on the subject, but it’s
nothing like the real thing. But once you’ve done it, a lot of the fear is gone.”

“Fear holds a lot of people back. What would you say to them?”
“Put aside your fears and your doubts and just do it. Don’t let anyone talk you out of

your dreams. Believe in yourself. Believe that you have a task on this earth to do that is
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bigger than yourself. Write it down, say it to yourself every day. Then never give up, never
say die. Don’t let anyone discourage you.”

“Did any of your friends try to discourage you?”
“Did? They still do. I even discouraged myself. But through all of this, I’ve come to

grips with who I am. I used to try to fit into the image of what I thought an investor should
be. Then one day, I just came home in tears. I thought, ‘The banker must think I’m a joke.
One day I’m in his office all dressed up, saying I’m an investor, and the next day he sees me
in the bank dressed in shorts wrestling with my kids.’ Steve helped me realize that there is
really no standard investor image. I can be myself—a mother with two toddlers—and be
successful at investing too. Once I realized this, things got a lot better.”

I changed the subject. “Today you’re excited. But only a few weeks ago, you were ready
to throw in the towel.”

Mary nodded, remembering our telephone call of July 24. “It was pretty bad. I hope I
never have to feel like that again.”

“Yeah,” Steve added. “Now the Challenge is over, we’re going to slow down to a steady
stride—remove the sense of panic. I’m beginning to develop a feeling of expectancy, like
good things are just around the corner—this sense that the things that I’ve been preparing for
all my life are beginning to come together. I think there’s a German word for it, Zeitgeist. The
idea is that when a person takes responsibility for his life and chooses a path, certain unknown
spiritual forces begin to erupt around him. That’s how I’m feeling right now.”

Steve looked at Mary and continued, “We’ve established a goal for this year—one that
we feel is realistic, attainable and challenging—to buy at least one property a month for the
next twelve months. From each property, we plan to pull at least two thousand dollars net
profit plus a fifty-dollar-a-month positive cash flow. Like Robert Schuller says, if you just set
a goal, ten times that amount eventually comes your way.”

I couldn’t help smiling as I listened to their story. I glanced around at David Benjamin
and the audio technicians. They were enjoying it as much as I.

“This hasn’t been a piece of cake,” Mary said, “a get-rich-quick scheme. The approach
you taught us works, but it doesn’t happen overnight.”

“But,” Steve said, “if you can take people like us with zero cash and teach us a workable
plan to make thousands of dollars in ninety days, that’s really something. There are millions
of folks like us who can do the same thing.”

“Do you feel wealthy?” I asked.
“Yes. In my own way,” Mary answered. “I don’t think I’ll ever gauge my wealth in terms

of material possessions.”

I turned to Steve to ask my next question. “What are some of the unexpected lessons
you’ve learned from that experience?”

“Being a pastor of a church, I don’t make a lot of money. When a bunch of preachers get
together, there’s always one topic that comes up. ‘They don’t pay us enough.’ We have a hard
time feeding our families. But I’m beginning to see a way out of that. And that feeling of
freedom is something I didn’t expect.”
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“Which of the books and tapes you read was the most helpful?”
“That Earl Nightingale tape was pretty important for me,” Steve answered.
Mary agreed. “I bet I listened to that tape twenty times while jogging. For the first two

months I lived with earphones on my head. The motivational tapes were like dessert. The real
estate tapes were the meat and potatoes.”

“How about books?”
“Your brother’s book,” Mary responded, “How to Write a Nothing Down Offer. That’s

my bible. I’m constantly using it.”
“Your parents were rather skeptical at first. Has that changed?”
“It sure has,” Mary said. “Steve’s mother is now so excited, she is just beside herself.

She keeps finding properties to buy and calls me up to bounce them off me.”
“What changed her mind?”
“She saw that it was working for us. Even Steve’s dad has taken an interest. This has

really been a relationship builder for Steve and his dad. Before, they didn’t see eye to eye. His
dad called him ‘Moses’ and told him to go on his way. Now at least they have some common
ground.”

“What are some of the other benefits?” I asked.
“Buying and selling this house has been a real learning experience,” Mary replied. “Steve

and I didn’t always see eye to eye on financial matters. He’s a lot more conservative than I
am. More red flags come up for him than for me. So that was the cause of a lot of creative
conflict. It’s lucky we have a good, strong marriage. We didn’t agree on hardly anything at
first and it got pretty tense. Finally, we had to sit down and iron things out. After that, things
calmed down. We’ve learned to listen to each other.”

“So what’s next?”
“We’re ready to reinvest in another property,” Mary said, “and I’m really excited about

that. It feels good to have some money in the bank—to be operating from a position of
strength this time. This time I’ll probably be a little calmer, a little more cautious. I won’t feel
the pressure of a ninety-day deadline.”

2. __________________________________________________________________________
When the interview with Steve and Mary drew to a close, we stood and walked out into the
hall. There, we saw Nora talking excitedly on the pay phone. David let me in on the
excitement. Nora had gotten an offer accepted on a property that I had never heard about.

I walked back into the interview room and waited for her to finish. A few moments later,
she walked in. Since I had only seen the back of her head at the pay phone, I was surprised to
see the way she looked. She had dyed her hair a lighter blond color, and it did wonders for her
appearance. The last time I had seen her was at the end of a grueling two-day training session
in which all of us were weary and overloaded. Now, instead of looking five years older than
her age, she appeared five years younger. I offered her a seat, and the cameras started to roll
as I asked her about her experiences. “You’ve had some rough days through all of this,
haven’t you, Nora?”

206



“Yes,” she said, “but I wrote my favorite scriptures on the wall and read them every day:
‘If you have faith as a grain of mustard seed you can say unto this mountain, be removed to
yonder place and it should be.’”

“You look more peaceful now than the last time I saw you.”
“I am. I solved a big problem this morning.”
“What happened?”
“I scraped together five hundred dollars and took it to the FHA to stop my own house

from going into foreclosure. Talk about ironic! I’m out trying to acquire a home through
foreclosure, and my own home just about gets foreclosed.”

We both laughed.
“But I pulled it out. I worked hard on my part-time job and saved every penny these past

three weeks and pulled together five hundred dollars. This morning I marched into the banker
and handed him a cashier’s check to stop the foreclosure.”

I shook my head. Once again, Nora had bounced back.
“It’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?” she continued. “I can talk to foreclosure officers and it

doesn’t bother me. But when I get on the phone with normal, ordinary sellers, it bugs me and
I feel like I am prying.”

“So you developed your own style. Something that is comfortable for you.”
“I guess so. I’m more comfortable with foreclosures. Just yesterday, I found a glittering

one. It just needed some minor repairs—odds and ends and little things. The bank wanted
their money out of the property—only eighteen thousand dollars. It’s in a mixed neigh-
borhood. Property values are thirty to forty thousand dollars. So I figured that eighteen
thousand dollars would be a pretty good deal. I went back and wrote up a contract just the
way Tom showed me. I offered them a thousand dollars down, with them carrying the bal-
ance at 9.5 percent interest for 84 months with a balloon and a 20-year amortization. The
Realtor lady told me she didn’t believe the bank would take it, but I told her to present it
anyway.”

Nora explained that before she heard from the Realtor, she called her partner, Wayne, and
told him about the property. Wayne agreed to supply the credit and the thousand-dollar down
payment. Nora would do all the work. And they’d split fifty/fifty.

“I was getting ready to go to work on my regular job at five o’clock last night when the
Realtor lady called. She said, ‘I’ve got some good news for you. The bank accepted your
offer.’ I was so happy. Believe it or not, I sat down and cried.”

“What will you do with the property?”
“Well, first I’ll clean it up. Then I’ll advertise to sell it. I want to turn over this first one

and pull some cash out of it. The value is at least thirty-six thousand dollars, and I’ll sell for
thirty-two thousand. My partner and I will split the profit. I have a goal to have at least ten
properties in two years.”

“Now,” I said, “you’re talking pretty high finance, but on the home front, things haven’t
been going so well, have they?”

“No. Everybody told me I was crazy. They had a point because my own house was up for
foreclosure. But I just couldn’t sit at home and feel sorry for myself. It was either sink or
swim, and I decided to swim. I don’t want people to help me because they feel sorry for me. I
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don’t want people to give me anything. I don’t want to be on welfare. I want to pay my own
way like everybody else. And I will!”

“How soon do you think you’ll close on that property?”
“The twenty-third of September. I’ll work on it on the weekends. Give me two or three

weekends at the most and it’ll be fixed.”
I interrupted her story. “I can’t believe it. Not just what you’ve done but the way you’re

talking about it. Your confidence is just fantastic!”
“It hasn’t been easy. There were times when that phone was a dread. I’d procrastinate,

get scared, quit, and start over again. I was taking two steps back and one forward. It took me
a long time to realize that it was really a numbers game. I thought that if I called two or three
sellers I was going to find at least one good property. But that wasn’t enough. So instead of
five calls a day, I made ten and fifteen. That’s when I started taking two steps forward and one
back.”

She paused before she continued. “At first I couldn’t see any way out of the bad times.
But I’ve been listening to a tape by Robert Schuller called Tough Times Never Last But
Tough People Do, and it inspired me to see that there are two sides to every coin. I was just
looking at the bad side. The positive side was that I had some assets—an identity, a brain, a
plan. And I began to like myself.”

HOW TO DEVELOP THE SKILL OF GRACE UNDER PRESSURE

When you find yourself in a stressful situation (i.e., a closing that is coming up,
an especially important negotiation) you may discover that your normal cool is
replaced with panic. With practice, you can learn to handle these situations with
grace and poise. Here are some points to consider:

1.  Step back and see the big picture. Almost invariably, when you find yourself
losing your cool it is because you fail to see things in perspective. Look back ten
years from where you have come. See the progress you have made. View your
present situation as just another stepping-stone in your long-term progression.
Ask yourself where you are going to be in ten years. The stress you feel in your
present circumstances will diminish when viewed in this context.

2.  Review your goals. Hannah More wrote, “Obstacles are those frightful things you
see when you take your eyes off the goal.” Keep your eyes on the goal, and you
won’t have time to lose your cool.

3.  Realize that stress is caused by fear. Fear is not a thing. It’s just a thought. It can’t
stop you. Only you can stop you. So get out of your own way. Quit thinking fear
thoughts. Start thinking success thoughts.

4.  Give yourself a pep talk with phrases like these: Inch by inch, anything’s a cinch.
No pain, no gain. It’s always darkest before the dawn. Who am I doing this for?
My family. Is their long-term success more important to me than this momentary
stress that seems to be holding me back? Yes. Is there any other way? No. Then
do it.
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5.  Do it now. Develop the habit of doing what you need to do when the thought
comes to you. Don’t put it off. Your habit of procrastination is really just another
camouflaged form of fear. You must face it. Do it now.

The ability to exude grace under pressure is the result of passing through many
positive and negative experiences in which you finally see that you can handle
whatever gets thrown at you. Things are rarely all or nothing, make or break, do
or die. Regardless of the outcome, the sun still comes up in the morning. Life
teaches that things are never as good as they seem or as bad as you imagine.
Even the failures often turn out to be the best answer in the long run. There are
good things in bad situations and bad things in good situations. There are just as
few reasons to be overly excited about something as there are to be overly
despondent. Wisdom dictates that you learn to be more even-tempered.
Moderation in all things, and from this comes grace.

“When did that happen?”
“Two and a half months ago. I was reading my Bible, and it dawned on me that it’s just

like planting a seed in the ground. If you plant corn, you’re not going to get apples. You’re
going to get corn. And whatever you plant in your life, you’re going to get back. I began to
realize that I’d been planting bad attitudes, and the fruit I was getting back proved it.”

“Suppose you had an opportunity to speak to everybody in the United States for five
minutes,” I asked her. “What would you say?”

“I’d look the world straight in the eye and say: ‘Hey, you can do it! I did it! Before, I
didn’t see any hope—just total hard times. Now I do. I have command of me. What you do
and how you do it is totally up to you. You can make it if you want to.’”

3. __________________________________________________________________________
When Philip and Karen entered the room, they too looked different. Enthusiastic. I knew that
they had been working on two hot properties, and 1 was eager to know what had happened in
their lives. “Ninety days ago we started on an adventure together. Tell me what it’s been like.”

“Well,” Philip began, “I learned a lot. I thought it would be a little bit easier—just one,
two, three and people would open their doors for me. But it didn’t come that way. I’m glad it
didn’t because I wouldn’t have appreciated it if it had come too easy. We had to go out and
hustle to find what we needed by ourselves. And it paid off. Now we have more in the bank
than we did ninety days ago—five hundred dollars. We’ve also established some credit. So
that’s an accomplishment.” Although his offer on the Maryville property was still up in the air,
Philip went on to describe how he had bought and closed on his first investment property—
the five-thousand-dollar house. The seller had accepted a five-thousand-dollar unsecured, in-
terest-free note for the entire purchase price. The note was due in nine months with the
understanding that the property would revert back to the seller if Philip hadn’t been able to
sell it within nine months. It wasn’t five thousand dollars in the bank, but, nonetheless, Philip
was now a property owner. And conservatively, his net worth had increased by at least ten
thousand dollars.
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“It was a win/win situation,” Philip explained. “The owner had a property that she didn’t
want. It needed some fixup, and I needed a property at the time to start me off. There are
several ways we can profit from it: We can fix it up for two to three thousand and rent it for
nine months to get our money back; we could rent it as is with an option to buy; or we could
sell it as a fixup, handyman property. One of those ways has got to work.”

What’s the one lesson you’ve learned from this experience?” I asked.
“If I had known six months ago what I know now, we would have a lot more than we

have now. Not to say that we would have great wealth, but what is wealth anyway?
Knowledge is great wealth. We have great wealth now. People are calling us to help them find
property. And you won’t believe this, but I have actually had several job offers during the past
ninety days. I guess they could see I was a go-getter. It’s the first time I ever turned down a
job offer. But I’m into a whole new world. And I’m not turning back.”

“How are you feeling, Karen?” I asked.
“I feel great! We’ve really come a long way. I feel totally different from how I did the

first time we were in this room having an interview. Then, I had the jitters and I was
wondering, ‘What are we getting ourselves into? We’re already broke; we’re going to be
broker.’ But now I can see the progress that we’ve made. We don’t have five thousand dollars
in the bank as of yet, but it’s coming.”

“Karen is even starting to find properties to buy,” Philip said. “Tell Bob about that.”
She told me of a two-family flat that one of her coworkers was selling for fifteen thousand
dollars. All she wanted was one thousand down and she would carry the balance of the
financing at 10 percent interest.

Karen was animated telling her story. “So we’re going to take a look at it tomorrow.
We’re going to take a purchase offer along with us, and maybe we can negotiate.”

“But you don’t have any money,” I said. “How can you make an offer on a property?”
“We’ve scraped together five hundred dollars,” Philip said. “She only wants a thousand

dollars down. I was thinking of giving her a five-hundred-dollar promissory note and five
hundred dollars cash. Once we tie the property up, we would then go out and find a partner.”

“So you’re on your way,” I summarized.
“I’m sure we are,” Karen said. “Having this wealth of knowledge is unbelievable. I feel

within myself that I’ve changed drastically. I have grown. It has definitely brought us closer
as a family unit. We’ve learned to block out the negative and concentrate on the positive.”

“But what about the negative?” I asked, playing devil’s advocate. “There are people
starving in America today. What about them? When you block out all the negatives, don’t you
insulate yourself from the real world?”

“No,” Karen stated flatly. “Sure, there are problems—we still have problems ourselves.
But you deal with them, not dwell on them. Then you can move on to more positive things.
That’s basically how I see it.”

“What about you, Philip? What would you tell the people of this country if you had them
for five minutes on national TV?”

“I would tell America that ‘you can do it.’ This is a land of opportunity. Here in America,
if you really want something and it’s within the law, you can achieve it if you work for it.
Keep knocking on those doors, and one of them is bound to open. Go for it.”
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“But,” I countered, “not everyone who goes for it is going to make it. Some of them are
going to fall off the mountain. The obstacles will be too great. There will be casualties.”

“That’s life. But you come out better if you tackle the obstacles than if you run from
them. Even if you fail a hundred times, you still have to say, ‘My back has not been broken
yet.’ Nothing came to me free—nothing. Nothing! I wouldn’t appreciate it otherwise. I don’t
want anything free—with strings attached. Let me work for it. Then I know I’ve earned it. I
have a personal goal that I haven’t told too many people about. I’d like to set an example for
the people in the community where I grew up. They know me and Karen—that we have
something that’s together. So I want to buy real estate in that community, make it a better
place. If people in that community don’t do it, no one else will.”

Philip turned to Karen, and they looked at each other. They were together in this goal as
in everything else. She would support him.

“How do you feel,” I asked, “about the fact that Mary and Steve were first to complete
the Challenge?”

“It’s not who’s first but who crosses the line,” Philip said. “I’ll never forget watching the
women’s marathon during the 1984 Summer Olympics. As the winner jogged into the
Coliseum for the final lap, the crowd cheered her on to the finish line. After her, thirty or forty
others completed the race. Then, a hush came over the crowd as a lone woman staggered onto
the track for her last lap. She was in obvious pain, but she was determined to finish. The
doctors ran onto the track, concerned about her health, but she waved them away, knowing
that if they touched her, she would be disqualified from the race. The crowd, moved by this
display of sheer willpower, shouted encouragement as she staggered and weaved the final few
yards. When she crossed the line, the crowd cheered more for her than for the woman who
had finished first. It gave me chill bumps all inside. That’s how I feel about this Challenge. I
know I didn’t come in first. But I’m going to cross that line. I don’t care what it takes.”

4. __________________________________________________________________________
That evening, we sat around a big table in an Upper room of the Cheshire Inn and reminisced
about the experience.

“I was wondering about the Wealth Secrets,” Mary asked. “You only taught us eleven of
them. What’s the twelfth one?”
All eyes turned to me as if to say, “Yeah, what about it?”

“What do you think the twelfth secret is?” I asked, returning her question with another
question.

“I don’t know.”
“What have you learned in the last ninety days about wealth that is still a secret to the

average American?”
She thought for a moment. “The average American doesn’t know that it can be done.”
“And can it?”
“Sure it can. I did it!”
I nodded knowingly and waited for the question I knew she would ask.
“So is that the twelfth wealth secret?” she asked, “that anyone can do it?”
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“What is a secret?” I asked, trying to lead her to her own answer. 
“Something that’s hidden from common understanding,” she replied.
“Hidden?” I continued to question her. “Did I teach you anything that was hidden from

anyone? No. It was all plain, simple common sense, available freely to any person who will
simply put it into action. And that is the final secret.”

WEALTH SECRET NO. 12: THERE ARE NO WEALTH SECRETS.
COMMON SENSE PLUS ACTION EQUALS POWER.
(For a free handsome scroll of the 12 Secrets of Wealth see my website at
www.RobertAllen.com.)

While they were debating the issue of the twelfth secret, I slipped away and walked
down to the lobby of the hotel. I was looking for a gift—something to give Mary and Steve,
Philip and Karen, and Nora to remind them of our journey together. In the gift shop I found
the perfect souvenir and bought each of them a red baseball jacket with the crest of the
Cheshire Inn—an old English lion—emblazoned on the back.

I came back up to the interview room and pulled David Benjamin, the filmmaker, aside.
“I’ve been thinking, David,” I said. “I’ve put these people through a lot in these ninety days—
camera crews intruding on their lives, phone taps, interviews, everyone peeking into their
fishbowl. I want to give them something.”

I showed him the jackets I had just bought.
“But,” I continued, “I don’t think a jacket is enough. I’d like to give them some money—

just a small amount to repay them for all they’ve done. What do you think?”
He pondered for a moment.
I asked, “Do you think it would compromise the Challenge if I gave them each a

thousand dollars?”
He broke into a broad smile. He knew what they had been through as well as I. In fact,

he had grown so close to each of them during ninety days, living their pains and failures, that
he had lost his usual filmmaker’s skeptical objectivity, becoming their most ardent cheerleader
on the sidelines.

“I don’t think Mayor Poelker would care,” he said, referring to our watchdog. “It’s the
least you can do.”
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