
“TWO MEN LOOKED OUT FROM THE PRISON BARS. 
ONE SAW MUD, THE OTHER SAW STARS.”

—ANON

19
GETTING AHEAD

1. __________________________________________________________________________
On October 23, Philip wrote another offer to buy the property in Maryville. And,
miraculously, it was accepted. In a nutshell, the Maryville offer looked like this:

Price: $20,000
Down: $  2,000
Net first mortgage: $  8,000 at 13.5 percent for fifteen years with 

three year review with payments of 
$103.08

Second mortg. to seller: $18,000 at 10 percent for fifteen years with 
payment of $193.43

Cash to Philip: $6,000!

The seller agreed to let Philip place a new first mortgage on the property and to carry
back a second mortgage for the balance of his equity. Ever since the depression, parents have
taught their children that a first mortgage is safer than a second. Then why would this seller
even consider Philip’s offer? It boils down to one simple reason. The seller was a don’t-
wanter.

With an accepted offer in hand, Philip set about funding it. After several phone calls he
linked up with a banker who seemed interested in making a loan. The bank appraiser
inspected the property and agreed with Philip that it was substantially undervalued. The
bank’s eight-thousand-dollar loan would be well secured. The paperwork was started. The ball
was rolling.
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At this point Philip had to make a tough decision: Should he wait for the property to
close before beginning to fix it up, or should he get a headstart and begin immediately? He
decided on the latter. With the seller’s permission he began fixing up the property. It 
would need new paint in all eleven rooms, new carpet, repairs to the toilets and some
windows replaced—not a small job. With little thought of what would happen if the bank loan
failed to go through, Philip and Karen began the tedious job.

Every morning he and Karen rose at about five o’clock. At six he’d walk Karen to the
bus stop so she could catch a bus to work. He didn’t dare let her walk alone in their
neighborhood. After Marcus left for school at eight, Philip would take a bus to the Maryville
property. With the transfer, it took about forty-five minutes to get there. It was frustrating, but
he had no other form of transportation. He’d work till 2:30 and then come home so as to be
there when Marcus got home from school. Karen would arrive at around 3:30. Then Philip
would go back to Maryville till eleven or twelve at night. Lots of work to do. At least a month
of this routine before he could relax.

He patched and painted walls, fixed the plumbing, cleaned out the junk—all by himself.
Nobody cared about that property the way he cared about it. In fact, he became so obsessed
with the notion of doing everything by himself that it started to affect his relationship with
Karen. They quarreled, until she made clear that she wanted to be in on the action too.

The events leading to the closing on the Maryville house flew by in a blur. It turned out
that Philip needed a cosigner for his loan. He turned to Steve and Mary Bonenberger and
offered them one thousand dollars cash for their creditworthiness. They consented. Then
Philip rented out the Maryville house, even before he closed on it. The deposit plus rent came
to over a thousand dollars. The tenants were so anxious that they moved in before the fixup
was completed.

After numerous delays, the closing date was set for November 28. At the closing, the
seller got two thousand dollars from the loan proceeds and paid the Realtor her commission.
The closing officer handed Philip a cashier’s check for six thousand dollars. He had to peel
himself off the ceiling. He and Karen had never been in possession of so large a lump sum.
Philip marched right down to a bank and opened up his first bank account.

Buying Maryville was the beginning of many good things for Philip and Karen Moore.
Bank accounts, four major credit cards, a van for transportation, people calling for advice.
Philip’s celebrity spread. A local accountant with substantial assets heard about Philip’s story
and called him to form a partnership. He and his partner have now bought several more
properties.

Within a year, Philip and Karen moved out of their cramped duplex on Leduc and into
the spacious quarters of the Maryville house. The small five-thousand-dollar house that Philip
bought for nothing down with a nine-month balloon was deeded to him by the former owners
at the end of the nine months. Philip is now looking to dispose of it. His latest acquisition is a
twenty-thousand-dollar house, which he bought for fourteen thousand dollars with absolutely
nothing down—and without partner assistance.

In a few short months Philip’s entire economic and philosophic perspective changed.
A few days after closing on the Maryville property, he drove me over to the group home

where he had spent many months paying for his misspent youth. We pulled up in front of a
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tall two-story structure about ten blocks from his former Leduc apartment. On the steps of the
group home, he spoke of his vision.

“When I was here, there were eight of us. Me and seven other guys. I was the youngest
and the smallest.” Then he told me of the fate of his seven fellow group home friends. Two
had been murdered. Two were in prison, two others had gone straight. One had dropped out of
sight, but was most likely into drugs.

“I feel lucky,” he said. “And I’ve got to tell the kids who are here today what I had to
learn the hard way. I’ve got to show them an alternative. Karen tells me that I can’t save the
whole world. But if I could just help one person…”   

We walked inside the home. To the right in an open room that used to be the living room
of the house were four tables at which seven or eight young black boys were gathered for
lunch.

“Hi,” Philip said. “My name is Philip Moore. I was in here six or seven years ago. Just
came by to look over the old place. It hasn’t changed much. Cooking still good?”

A few of the boys nodded suspiciously.
“What was your problem, Mr. Moore?” one of the boys asked.
“I had a lot of problems. But the biggest problem was me. I got into a lot of trouble

thinking I deserved a free ride in this world…that other people should give me what I wanted.
Then I finally figured out I had to do it for myself. I just came by here today to tell you that
once you get out of here, you can make it if you want to.”

“What do you do now, Mr. Moore?” another boy asked.
“I’m a real estate investor,” he replied.

2. __________________________________________________________________________
On October 26, Nora and her partner, Wayne, closed on the foreclosure house. That day was
one of the happiest of her life. She felt that she’d finally arrived—that she was not a failure.
She could hold her head up high again.

But euphoria lasted only a few weeks.
On Thanksgiving Day, she and her daughters, Jennifer and Sylvia, spent the day working

on the house with Wayne and his wife, Judy. That evening she built a fire in the fireplace, and
they all sat around the fire eating turkey sandwiches, laughing and reveling in a day of work
well done. Then, someone accidentally spilled gas near the fire. Seconds later, flames
engulfed the room. Nora grabbed her Challenge jacket—the one with the Cheshire lion on the
back—and used it to beat out the flames. But the damage was done. The living room was
gutted, the carpet ruined, the drapes charred. Even the Challenge jacket was destroyed.

Don’t ask me why these things happen. A black cloud has seemed to follow Nora all of
her life. And yet a more loving, caring, helpful person I have not met. When the chips were
down for someone else, she was the first one at the scene. When someone was hurting, she
went to them and hurt with them.

How long will she have to wait for her ship to come in? I don’t know. Will she ever have
her resort on those 975 acres in the woods of Missouri? Maybe. Maybe not. Her crystal ball is
still unclear.
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But one thing is certain. Nora will keep on trying until she gets what she wants. No
matter how long it takes.

Life doesn’t give us many answers. But for some strange reason, whenever I think of
Nora, I always think of a story told to me by Charlie Jarvis.

A missionary was sent to Africa, where he spent many long, faithful years in selfless
service. Finally he was called home. He booked his passage on the next boat to America.
Because he couldn’t afford regular passage, he went in steerage. It was a long, rough voyage.
When the boat docked in New York, the passengers disembarked to the greetings of friends
and families. There was celebration in the air. But when the missionary came down the gang-
plank, no one was there to meet him.

He stood on the dock, alone and discouraged. Finally, he looked heavenward and said,
“Lord, twenty-five years I’ve served, and when I come home, not even one soul comes to
greet me.”

Suddenly the air became still, and from the clouds he heard a small but piercing voice.
“Son,” said the voice. “You’re not home yet.”
Some people feel that this life is just one brief spark amid a dark, lonely, endless night.

How we get things twisted around! Isn’t it just the opposite? A brief eclipsing darkness amid a
bright, eternal day.

So remember, Nora: You’re not home yet.

3. __________________________________________________________________________
Mary and Steve felt vast relief when the ninety-day period was over.

They had made it! Squeaked under the wire.
The giant cloud of pressure evaporated. But along with it vanished the excitement. The

constant attention and reinforcement from the camera crew and my headquarters subsided.
They were left on their own. Filling this void, however, was the renewed attention of friends
and family who were just beginning to recognize some of the subtler benefits of the
Challenge. One afternoon, Mary received an unexpected call.

“Hello, Mary? It’s Mark.”
Mary was surprised. Mark was the husband of her best friend, Deena. He had an MBA

degree—a corporate man on his way to the top in a well-paying job. In his hotshot way he had
ridiculed Mary for investing in real estate. Even though he’d lost a fair amount of money
himself in the stock market, he still couldn’t see the potential of real estate. Maybe Mark felt
that Mary was having a bad influence on Deena. Whatever the reason, he had been very
negative about the Challenge from the outset.

“Mary,” Mark continued, “I’ve called to apologize. I’m really sorry I’ve been acting the
way I have.”

Mary was floored. She hardly knew what to say.
“That’s all right, Mark,” she stammered. “I…”
He cut her off. “I realize I’ve been negative. I thought you were both crazy. But now I

see that what you’re doing makes a lot of sense.”
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Mary felt such a glorious sense of vindication on hearing his words. After all Deena was
the only friend to really support her during the Challenge. With Deena, Mary didn’t have to be
Mary The Preacher’s Wife or Mary-I’ve-Got-It-Together. She could let her hair down and just
be Mary-I’m-Going-Crazy. To Deena, Mary had poured her heart out about the overwhelming
need to expand her horizons—to do something with her life. Now she was doing something
with her life. She was glad that other people were able to see it.

Deena had also been the first to notice the change that had transpired in Mary. She knew
how miserable Mary had been in pre-Challenge days—how bogged down she had felt, how
finances used to frustrate her. Deena marveled at how different Mary had become. More
capable. Confident. Happy.

Deena told her, “You’re doing more now than you ever did before. I’m amazed how you
juggle everything: your real estate, our friendship and your kids.”

Others were also sitting up and taking notice—the same people who just weeks ago had
told her that she was expecting too much out of life, that she couldn’t have the best of both
worlds, that she couldn’t have both money and time with her kids and self-respect. She had
dared to break with the herd, and they had shunned her like a leper. Now, they were coming to
her and Steve for advice—hounding them for information. How ironic!

Negative comments now rolled off her back like water off a duck. She knew better now.
She and Steve began to pay off old bills and to climb out of financial bondage. Instead of
leaving her children with baby-sitters, Mary took them with her to look through houses and
help her count the rooms. Mary made a game of it. “Katie, let’s see if this house has a laundry
chute.” Katie, now four, began to learn that work doesn’t have to be something you hate.

The benefits were also being felt in Steve’s life. “Before the Challenge I was always
afraid that I couldn’t support my family,” he told me. “Now, I’ve lost that fear. If they take my
job I can still minister. There are a lot of rumblings in me. I’m not going to lose my faith in
God or anything. But I want to have the freedom to think my own thoughts. I don’t want to
color somebody else’s picture anymore. I want to have the freedom to draw outside the lines. I
don’t want to draw circles that fence people out. I want to draw circles that include everyone.
I’m moving toward another dimension of the ministry. It might sound weird, but I can see
myself being some kind of a motivational speaker. Isn’t that just another dimension of the
ministry? I like the ‘me’ that’s emerging, though. I really do.”

“I’ve grown too,” Mary added. “I may be a little colder, a little tougher, when it comes to
negotiating a business transaction. But I’m a lot warmer on a personal level. I can give so
much more to people now than I ever could before. When something impossible comes up, I
just take a deep breath, step back, and say, ‘Somewhere in here I’ve got the strength to do it.’
I’ve learned two valuable lessons. One is: Don’t give up, just try another source, another di-
rection. That’s the Blue Vase concept, I guess. It comes to mind time arid time again. The
other lesson is: Always check with an expert, but remember that experts don’t know
everything. I’ll always remember your mountain-climbing story. That story really stuck. I still
get the feeling that I’m on a journey, an adventure to someplace that I’ve never been before.
Every once in a while I wonder if this is too crazy for me. But then I start thinking about what
it was like before, and that’s when I know I never want to go back. This is working. Why
would I want to go back to something that wasn’t working? I’m no longer the classic nagging
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wife always harping on her husband about what she could have done if she hadn’t sacrificed
so much for him. I can have it all. I even think within ten years Steve and I can actually be
millionaires.”

In November Steve and Mary bought and moved into their second property—a forty-
seven-thousand-dollar three-bedroom home with a garage, located in a better neighborhood.
The down payment was less than a thousand dollars. Steve’s mother overheard someone
talking about the house at the donut shop and passed the lead on to Mary. They moved out of
their two-bedroom house, never to be cramped that way again, and rented it to a couple in
their church.

Incidentally, their first investment house, which they bought and sold during the ninety-
day Challenge, was resold again by the gentleman who had bought it from them. He spent two
thousand dollars and two months’ worth of evening labor—and came out ten thousand dollars
ahead.

In a few months, Mary and Steve had acquired four properties generating several
hundred dollars a month in cash flow, growing equities and cash in the bank. Within a year,
Mary went on to sell a million dollars’ worth of real estate as a licensed agent. Steve
eventually resigned his pastor’s position in St. Louis in preparation for starting a new church.
And he and Mary moved their family to West County, to a beautiful condominium worth three
times as much as their first home.

By then, Mary was on the lecture circuit herself.
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