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FOR SARAH

INTRODUCTION

GOOD PEOPLE TO KNOW

How I Met Them, and Why You Should Too

The woman stared at me, eyebrows raised, waiting. I was standing in the airy living room of her waterfront home, a stranger who had knocked on the door. In the driveway: an Audi A6. In the kitchen: golden oak cabinets, tooth-white beams overhead, and tawny hardwood underfoot, all absorbing the cold morning sunlight that skipped off the water and through the picture windows, as if this room was where the sun belonged. In my hand: a $1.79 steno notebook.

This was Westport, one of the wealthiest bedroom communities along what’s known as Connecticut’s Gold Coast, for the prevalence of extremely rich people and its location on the gentle shore of Long Island Sound. It is, in fact, the forty-third richest ZIP code in the United States, as measured by benchmarks including income, net worth, and home value. Paul Newman, Martha Stewart, Michael Douglas, Harvey Weinstein, and Michael Bolton have all lived there or still do. Presidential candidates swing through town for fund-raisers. The residents enjoy exclusive access to a pristine beach, a marina, and a golf course. On every parcel of waterfront property sits a home whose appraised value would cause many sane Americans to weep in bewilderment. Very nice place, Westport.

She looked me up, then down. She was around fifty, slim and blonde with clamshell-blue eyes; she wore a white cable-knit sweater. The morning news from CNN murmured almost inaudibly from a large flat-screen television in the corner. She clutched a coffee mug with both hands and leaned against the kitchen counter.

“Okay,” she said. “What do you want to know?”

It was an appropriate question. There I was in this nice lady’s living room, a writer who had come in from the cold. Through the bay window, I saw, at the end of a long deck that was built out over her beach like a boardwalk, the brackish waters of Saugatuck Bay sloshing around in a winter wind that whipped the tops of waves into foam. The sun bounced off the water, glamour-lighting the whole scene.

About a minute earlier, I’d stood in her driveway, gawking at the house—a towering A-frame with round windows that looked like portholes on a ship, on a tooth of prime shorefront property. My blue blazer, which held in its breast pocket my uncracked notebook and fresh pens, shielded little of the winter chill. I had gone without an overcoat deliberately—I figured the colder I looked, the greater the odds were that strangers would usher 
me into their homes. I was going door to door, and once I was in I could ask them what I yearned to know: how they came to 
be rich enough to live in such magnificent houses. More to the point, I was eager to understand how people build fortunes in America. How do they approach big decisions in their lives? In their careers and in their finances? How do they overcome missteps? How do they save, spend, enjoy, invest? How do they get here?

My wife and I like to take walks, especially when we’re in a new town—for a wedding, maybe, or on vacation. Whenever we wander into a neighborhood of bigger, more beautiful homes on sprawling lots, invariably one of us asks, thinking out loud, only half serious, “Why don’t we get to live there? And who does?” In Charleston, South Carolina, we once walked along the Battery, which cuts between the mighty antebellum mansions and the harbor. In Grafton, Vermont, we ogled farmhouses whose yards backed up to untamed woods. And in Seattle, we took a ride in a seaplane, nudging each other at the sprawling compounds that stud the islands of Puget Sound. We try not to point or drool. We don’t begrudge the unseen nabobs who live in these tastefully landscaped homes. We dream. We think, Wouldn’t that be fun? We’re genuinely curious how they did it. We wonder if there’s anything we could be doing better, smarter. We joke about knocking on doors, seeing what advice the home owners have, what they might tell us over a drink.

So, I decided to do just that—to introduce myself to dozens of people, all over the country. My day trip to Westport represented the first test of a hypothesis I hoped would teach me the secrets of wealth: if I knocked on enough doors in enough preposterously rich enclaves, I might gather enough insight and guidance to help me—and you, and anyone else who reads this—understand how to get rich; rich like them. Simple as that.

There are, of course, ways to go after this kind of information without traversing the country and ringing the doorbells of every mansion in sight. You can interview people who know a lot about investing, for example. Financial experts. Or you can read biographies of people like Cornelius Vanderbilt and Bill Gates—
probably not a bad idea, actually. But no one had ever done it my way, so I was guaranteed information that was completely new in the pantheon of financial journalism. Which is cool. What’s more, my interview technique was so unorthodox that, by definition, anyone who decided to participate had higher-than-average odds of being worth your time reading about. Why? Because close-minded, unadventurous, uninteresting people wouldn’t invite a stranger into their homes and share their life stories with him.

I have to tell you, I got some strange looks as I stood in all those doorways. I was invading, after all. Politely invading, but still invading. I was knocking on the door and saying, in effect, “Tell me who you are. This is your home, presumably bought with money you earned. Tell me how. Take a few minutes to stand here in your well-appointed foyer and tell me how you got it. Off the top of your head, the first thoughts that come to mind. Tell me about your successes, your failures, your good decisions, your bad decisions, your insecurities, your pride, your children, your mentors, your first job, your confidence, your values. Tell me. Why? Because you could inspire a lot of people, starting with me.”

Obviously—because you are holding a book in your hands—
people told me a lot. Some people, anyway. The response to 
my interview ambush exceeded all expectations. On that first 
day in Connecticut, I knocked on thirty-two doors. At twenty of the homes, there was no answer. At six houses, housekeepers 
answered; each of them smiled and seemed bewildered by my presence—I can’t blame them. One man feigned interest and promised he would call me later but didn’t. And five people invited me in. Five out of thirty-two. A success rate of nearly 16 percent. That would prove to be higher than my overall rate, but not by much.

All in all, I traveled to nineteen towns in eleven states and walked close to sixty miles. I knocked on approximately five hundred doors. Of those five hundred, about half weren’t home or didn’t answer. Of the remaining two hundred and fifty, my official estimate is that housekeepers answered fifty doors, a hundred and fifty people declined to be interviewed, and fifty people talked to me—a success rate of 10 percent. Most of those fifty are included in this book.

When I met these people, I was occasionally served coffee or soda or water. I played with clinging dogs while attempting to take notes, drank twenty-dollars-a-glass Chardonnay with one of the richest women in Arizona, sped through the moneyed streets of Silicon Valley in a Ferrari, and ate a corned beef sandwich prepared by a CEO’s private chef. I tailed a UPS deliveryman around Beverly Hills, slipping through driveway gates behind him. In Seattle I accompanied a woman as she walked her dog in the rain, and in Cleveland a retired chief executive officer showed me his collection of nineteenth-century En-glish paintings. In Chappaqua, New York, I tried to chat up a Secret Service agent who was guarding Bill and Hillary Clinton’s home. Those were a tense few moments: Sunny day, cul-de-sac, black SUV parked menacingly at the tip of the driveway, bull nose out. An intercom call box sprang from the lawn by the curb, like a sound box at a drive-in. My finger was an inch from the button when a man appeared on the lawn. He popped out from behind a tree, I think, although it happened so fast I couldn’t be sure.

“Help you?”

I smiled and asked if anyone was home, stammering through my routine.

“Nobody’s home,” he said.

That’s too bad, I said, because they could really give me some great perspective I won’t get from anyone else, you know what I mean?

The guy looked at me, hard. Everything about his demeanor suggested that he was considering killing me at any moment, probably with one hand. Something might have rustled in the bushes just then, or maybe I imagined it.

“Nobody’s home,” he said again, his voice like a stone now.

I didn’t say anything for probably five seconds—way too long for his liking, it seemed. I thanked him for his time and backed away. He disappeared.

I had a method. I had strategies. The basics are worth explaining.

My spiel: In my pitch, which started out extemporaneous but became polished over time, I said I was a journalist working on a story about the people who live in whatever town I happened to be visiting. I said I was traveling to affluent ZIP codes, just like this one, across the country, showing up unannounced, and walking door-to-door in search of people to interview. To demonstrate that I was a legitimate writer, or at least working writer, I mentioned my day job. My employment at a reputable publication always seemed to put people at ease.

Because this project would require so much flying around, and because I only had so much time and money, I couldn’t afford to stay very long in any one place. I took red-eye flights, rented the tiniest compact cars, and made free coffee in hotel rooms. I determined up front that focusing on wealthy ZIP codes would be efficient; I could pinpoint my searches, fairly certain that every house I saw would belong to someone with a lot of dough. Why? ZIP codes tend to be large, and ZIP codes generally don’t care how much money you make. They were introduced in 1963 to assist with mail delivery, and they can include people of any background. If a ZIP code lands on a list of the hundred richest, it means that somebody—and probably many people—within its boundaries has done something right.

My whole premise was that people who live in large, expensive houses must know something about making money. This is a generalization, of course. Once in a while, sure, a door opened and some rich guy gave me a few minutes of his time but had no real wisdom to share. Not everyone who makes $1.6 million a year is Lao-tzu. I had my trials out there, no question. Demoralizing stretches of gray suburban asphalt lined with empty, unfriendly houses. Then someone would finally open a door and offer a few bland aphorisms, not even trying. Or, worse, someone would bristle at my question and close the door quickly and not a little rudely, leaving me chastened as I retreated down the front walk, sure they were peering out at me through the window like I was some kind of proselytizer.

I couldn’t feel wronged at such moments, could I? It wasn’t exactly fair, what I was doing—surprising people by showing up at their door, and usually on a Friday or a Saturday. But when the rejection got bad, when the frustration set in and the blisters on the balls of my feet threatened to pop in my sweat-dampened dress shoes, I would always tell myself: wisdom is out there. And sure enough, it often seemed that whenever I was at my most dejected and hopeless, within the next five to seven houses I’d find a friendly, intelligent person who was happy to talk all afternoon. And that made everything okay again. Except the blisters.

I’m sure I could have learned a lot about success from the thousands of Americans in the next hundred richest ZIP codes and in the next hundred after that. But for consistency’s sake, I stuck to my list of the top hundred. To find the wealthiest places, I had called one of the leading companies in the field of geographic information system technology, a firm called ESRI, which is based in Redlands, California. Basically, and for my purposes, it’s a demographic research company. ESRI agreed to compile a list of ZIP codes by wealth, using criteria such as average and median household income, home value, per capita income, disposable income, and net worth. Atherton, California, was first on the list, and at number one hundred was Cabin John, Maryland. The ZIP codes on the list represented sixteen states. (The complete list appears on pages 231–33.) I spread my travels around geographically, to hit as many corners of the country as I could. (The list changes a bit every year. When I began my research, the 2005 list was current, but all statistics in this book are from the 2007 list. The sole exception is Austin, Texas, which missed the list by a hair in 2007.)

I did break away from the lists several times. The first was a stop in Sausalito, California, where I went one afternoon after canvasing nearby Atherton. I met an elegant, ambitious woman who owned an art gallery, lived on a houseboat, and had knowledge to share.

I also made a special trip to Las Vegas. Why Vegas? I couldn’t resist. Not for the gambling, the strip clubs, or the all-you-can-eat buffets. (Although I do enjoy all-you-can-eat buffets, with their incongruous presentation of food glistening in Sterno trays: crab legs near the French toast, chocolate cake over by scrambled eggs, fruit salad adjacent to the roast-beef carving station. All for $14.95.) I went to Las Vegas because the city has experienced unprecedented growth in the past decade—new money mixing with old money mixing with no money. New residents, new businesses, new residential developments, new buildings downtown, new casinos on the Strip, new ideas. I knew I could find successful people there.

A third deviation was to Shaker Heights, Ohio. It doesn’t show up on ESRI’s list, but whenever I told people I was heading to the Cleveland area, that’s where they assumed I was going. My actual destination was Gates Mills, a few towns farther away from Cleveland, but at the end of a day there, I spent an hour in Shaker Heights, and I was glad I did. Similarly, in Washington State, I visited a neighborhood in Seattle proper in addition to Medina, the list maker.

My last sidetrack was on my home turf: New York City. As I said, ZIP codes don’t discriminate, and Manhattan’s most affluent, 10021, stretches from the $30 million homes near Central Park to the inexpensive, one-bedroom walk-ups of Yorkville. These pull the average income down, but I still wanted to knock on those $30 million doors.

All in all, in alphabetical order by city, I traveled to:

ATHERTON, CALIFORNIA 94027

AUSTIN, TEXAS 78730

BEDFORD, NEW YORK 10506

BEVERLY HILLS, CALIFORNIA 90210

BRIARCLIFF MANOR, NEW YORK 10510

CHAPPAQUA, NEW YORK 10514

GATES MILLS, OHIO 44040

LAKE FOREST, ILLINOIS 60045

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA 89109

MEDINA, WASHINGTON 98039

NEW YORK, NEW YORK 10128

PACIFIC PALISADES, CALIFORNIA 90272

PALM BEACH, FLORIDA 33480

PARADISE VALLEY, ARIZONA 85253

SANDY SPRINGS, GEORGIA 30327

SAUSALITO, CALIFORNIA 94965

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 98122

SHAKER HEIGHTS, OHIO 44120

WESTPORT, CONNECTICUT 06880

Walking a few miles through a town on a regular day tells you a lot about its rhythms, the cadence of its goings-on, its values, even its history. Knocking on strangers’ doors reveals a town’s fiber, its small glories, its rust and dents, its quiet spots. I met next-door neighbors who didn’t know each other, and, in one town, good friends who lived miles apart. Throughout, I resisted the temptation to draw some tidy conclusion about any town based on the few people I spoke to. Anything like that would be inaccurate.

Also, a few times I took advantage of opportunities to interview a successful person even though I didn’t happen to ring his or her doorbell. Sometimes, at the end of a day, I’d head to a local restaurant that had a bar, order a scotch and some dinner, and sit until someone interesting landed on the stool next to me. I did a few interviews that way, and several others occurred away from people’s homes. In four instances, I chatted with people at their places of business: a bookstore, the art gallery in Sausalito, and two office buildings. I interviewed one guy only on the phone.

I did not carry a tape recorder. Instead, I wrote down every word in spiral reporter’s notebooks, which fit neatly in the breast pocket of a jacket. (I’ve been reporting long enough to have developed my own method of writing shorthand—a Sanskrit mess only I can read.) I didn’t attempt to record interviews because I probably would have landed fewer of them. It was challenging enough to get people to talk to me at all. If I had then shoved a tape recorder in their faces or even set it discreetly on a coffee table, many of them, I think, would have declined or would have spoken less freely. So, usually, it went like this: A minute or so into our conversation, I would politely say, “That’s very interesting, what you just said. Is it okay if I write it down?” Once the notebook was out, any tension or awkwardness usually dissipated. I don’t know why. Perhaps because our roles were now clear: Interviewee, interviewer. Talker, writer. Teacher, student.

So, what did I learn on my travels?

The answers are in the rest of this book. Generally, I found that there is no secret, fail-safe recipe for success—but, then, I already knew that, and so did you. I learned how to make smart decisions, how to work with people, how to work alone. I got tips on running a business, buying and selling land, saving and spending. Mostly, I learned how to think. The people I met inspired me. And I think they will inspire you.

Here is what else I learned about the people who get to live in dream houses: The people who get to live in dream houses are just people. Like you. The ones I met came from blue-collar backgrounds or moneyed backgrounds or somewhere in between. They were proud, modest, eager to talk, reticent, skeptical, flattered, patient. Like you, maybe. They were cooking dinner, watching television, rushing to go pick up the kids, relaxing in the backyard, working—doing the things people do on Fridays and Saturdays, the days I did my walking; doing the things we all do.

Some had worked corporate jobs for their whole careers. Many had started and run businesses—sometimes after leaving a corporate job in which they felt cramped. All of them had worked hard, and most continued to. Even the few I met who had inherited their money worked hard—at not blowing it, at making it multiply, at proving that they too had ambition.

I should tell you what this book is not and what it will not give you. It is not a self-help book, but that just means it’s not what you think of as a traditional self-help book. It is a book about what you can learn from people who have made a lot of money, but it does not include tips on picking stocks or estate planning or saving for college. Those are all worthwhile subjects, but I chose instead to look at the context of these lives, to tell people’s stories. Some of their stories might inspire you to rewrite your own.

Here are some of the types of lives you’ll find in the pages that follow, people who prove that by altering your view of the world you can achieve the kind of success that might always have seemed to exist only on the other side of some huge sheet of cellophane that you couldn’t break through.

THE VISIONARY. The travel industry is not often thought of as a hotbed of innovation. But a few decades ago, Arthur Tauck, now in his midseventies, had an idea that would, in a way, revolutionize his small, family-run travel company in Westport, Connecticut. (The idea is revealed on page 29.) Today, Tauck World Discovery is a pinnacle of the industry. Tauck himself, on the day I met him, seemed perfectly happy staying put in his living room overlooking the waters of Long Island Sound. Through his story and many others in this book, you’ll learn something about how to come up with a revolutionary idea of your own.

THE “LUCKY” ONE. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a young 
stockbroker named Bob Grosnoff, who’s now in his sixties, bet his future on an unorthodox method of lining up high-net-worth clients. For a few years, he worked at it for long hours, and 
his co-workers thought he was nuts. When those big-money clients finally began paying up, no one could believe Grosnoff’s spectacular “luck,” which has carried him all the way to a statuesque home with a view of Camelback Mountain in Scottsdale, 
Arizona.

THE WORKER BEE. Not many luminaries in the world of fine art hail from tiny Newport, Tennessee, but that didn’t matter much to Rena Holman. She learned early on that even if you marry well, you can’t count on financial security, so she became determined to always be in a position to survive on her own. To get there, she worked harder than anyone she knew. But not so much anymore—she’s too busy enjoying her home in Palm Beach, where I met her.

THE CONNECTOR. Heidi Roizen, who was around fifty when we met, was, until recently, among the more powerful venture capitalists in what might be the venture-capital capital of the world: Silicon Valley. Whenever some young, eager MBA student with a business plan and a dream summoned the chutzpah to ask her if she had time for a cup of coffee to hear his idea, she usually went along. Why? Because of three of the most important words in business: you never know. Roizen recently left the VC world. After guiding, advising, and funding a generation of entrepreneurs, she’s now starting a business of her own. Because, hey, you never know.

THE RENEGADE. Growing up in Chicago, forty-something Rich Miletic washed windows and changed lightbulbs at apartment complexes where his father oversaw the maintenance. Miletic enjoyed patrolling the buildings by himself, fixing things, and he would later seek that sense of autonomy in his professional career. This pursuit of independence eventually took him on a solo mission to set up a business in Hong Kong and, after that, to Silicon Valley, where he owns a company and lives in the richest ZIP code in America. He was packing for a ski trip the day I appeared in front of his house, but he took a break to tell me, in his view, how to know a smart risk when you see one.

Most of the people who spoke to me seemed to have charged through life, operating on the theory that infinite possibility exists in the unknown. That’s why they bothered to talk to me at all, I think. Some guy shows up at your door, tells you he’s writing a book about success, and wants to pick your brain. Why do you agree to tell him your story? Why do you agree to tell him anything? There is no real, obvious gain in it for you—a person trying to enjoy a Saturday afternoon. Why do it? Why share your personal history, your beliefs, the maxims about money and hard work that you’ll pass along to your children?

Why? Two reasons: First, because maybe you’re a little proud of your accomplishments, and it’s nice to be asked about them. Second, you talk to the writer because you never know where 
it might lead. I sometimes wonder if this book you’re holding might play a role in the creation of a wildly successful new business. Maybe it will bring two people together in some way—
someone will feel inspired to take a chance and make that phone call or send that e-mail that’s been a long time coming. (If this does happen, please let me know. And if you do become wildly successful and want to throw me a little something, I won’t turn it down. I’m just saying.)

In telling the stories of the dozens of people I coaxed to the front door, I have made some effort to provide context and to tease out the lessons, but I also leave it to you to extract whatever guidance or wisdom you see—whatever speaks to you—and to be inspired by these people in your own way. They inspired me, each and every one of them. They are good people to listen to. I know. I’ve seen their houses.


ONE

OPEN YOUR EYES

To Connect the Dots That Lead to Wealth, First You Have to See the Dots

Awe, then confusion, then elation.

That’s the emotional continuum you speed along when you meet a certain species of rich person—the kind who seems to be just like you but with one difference: he had a great idea that made him enough money to build the towering house with the resplendent foyer in which you are now standing.

You’re awestruck with admiration at first. Wow, you think to yourself. This house is amazing. This guy must have it figured out. Is that a real Picasso?

The confusion creeps in next, because the person is, or at least seems, pretty normal. Friendly, bright, but no more or less deserving of wealth than you. And you think, Huh. Why him? He tells you about the brilliant idea that afforded all this. Good for you, you want to say. I guess some people are just lucky.

Then you think about it a little more. A little deeper. And—wait a minute—suddenly there is clarity. A final, exultant sensation grips your cranium. Wealth is possible! Not moneymaking for its own sake—that’s relatively easy, particularly if you work a hundred hours a week at a corporate law firm or take steroids (or both)—but the kind of riches that come from the pursuit of happiness and dreams and fulfillment. Wealth is possible, you realize—for you. Rich people aren’t that different. Many of them once were you: smart people with motivation and a few good ideas. You come to understand this by moving from the beautiful foyer to the kitchen, by sitting at the table and hearing the story of how this person started out just like you  .  .  .  and then had a big idea.

That conversation, at the table or by the fire or in the front yard, is what I hoped for in every town I visited. Each time the wheels of the plane smoked a new runway late at night—LAX, O’Hare, Cleveland Hopkins, Phoenix Sky Harbor, Hartsfield-Jackson in Atlanta, wherever—I double-timed it through the sleepy terminal, so quiet I could hear the B-flat hum of the fluorescent lights, to the rental-car counter. I couldn’t wait to start knocking on doors the next morning. I wanted to be awestruck.

It is an enviable skill, the ability to come up with not just a good idea but a breakthrough. A game changer. But it’s a skill, not a gift, meaning that it can be learned and practiced. Forget about some genetic talent for innovation—it doesn’t exist. Put simply, squeezing a great idea out of your brain begins with getting a good angle on the moments that make up your life. In this chapter, you will read about people who had life-changing ideas, ranging from industry-altering business models to tricks for playing the real estate game. And you’ll see that coming up with these beauties requires little more than alertness.

“Always be looking for opportunity.” You’ve heard this before, of course: in movies, in TV commercials for small business loans. But without specifics, it sounds hollow. Tinny. If you’d met the people I met, you’d see that with open eyes you can actually get there—to that moment when an idea sparks up from hot flint inside your mind, after what might seem like endless trying. I met a lot of people who had felt that way, and they all had one thing in common: they set a goal, and they remembered their goal at all times—when they were mowing the lawn, watching TV, commuting to work, taking a shower, lying in bed, eating breakfast. Always.

When you do this, your mind becomes a kind of hangar in which you store lots and lots of seemingly random information: people’s names, stray bits of conversation, a story on page A17 of the newspaper, a billboard message along the highway. It might seem like a pile of trivia, the dead skin of the everyday. But by viewing all things through the lens of your goal, everything and everyone you encounter becomes a potential contributor to the big idea.

Here’s an example from MBA Jungle, a lifestyle and career magazine for business school students entering the working world, where I once worked. The article “Brainstorm by Yourself” listed the various ways in which a person could brainstorm more productively and efficiently alone than in the traditional group setting. It cited a technique used by Rolf Smith, a retired Air Force colonel, who in 1986 had led the U.S. military’s first Office of Innovation. He went on to run the Virtual Thinking Expedition Company in Fredericksburg, Texas, a kind of basic-training workshop on creativity for corporate managers. Smith once brought a group of marketers from General Mills to the sprawling Mall of America in Minneapolis. (They weren’t solo, but the technique is what counts here.) He set them loose in search of inspiration that would help them sell more General Mills products. At an electronics store, they noticed that shoppers tended to stop and look at the televisions displayed in the window, their attention apparently grabbed by whatever was in motion on the screens. Later, at a pet store, the shop owner told the group that when someone picked up and held a puppy, the odds increased that she would buy it. These two seemingly random observations resulted in an inspired idea by the team from General Mills: a Wheaties box that featured a holographic image. The picture appeared to be in motion as consumers walked by it in the grocery aisle, catching their attention, and the changing-angle special effect enticed them to pick up the box, increasing the odds that they would buy it.

Smith’s charges weren’t just wandering through the mall—they were looking for ways to do their jobs better. If you put yourself in that mind-set all the time, you’ll increase your odds of fusing two random scraps of information into one breakthrough idea.

My advice: carry a notebook. When an idea comes, you’ll want to remember everything that might help you execute it.

Don’t Forget Your Goal—Even When You’re on Vacation

“I’m just always looking for the last best place.”

In the first long interview of my travels, I met a woman whose mind was always trained on one goal: finding beautiful, undiscovered plots of real estate, preferably on a body of water. It’s what many people want but few actually find—unless, like Carole Reichhelm, their fixation edges toward fanaticism.

Westport is the perfect town for Reichhelm and her addiction to waterfront property. Among all the affluent bedroom communities outside Manhattan, a Westport address is one of the most coveted. In 2007 the median household income was $157,087, and the average home value was $1,032,553. The twenty-seven thousand residents’ average net worth was $1,278,975. The schools are first-rate; the beaches are padded with white sand; the train ride to Grand Central is sixty-four minutes; and upscale boutiques mingle with Brooks Brothers and Restoration Hardware on Main Street. You can get a sweet, juicy corned beef sandwich at the venerable Oscar’s Deli, established 1948, or hit the buck-a-slice pizza joint, where Paul Newman has been known to stop in. The town holds an important place in my heart: it’s where I got my first job, as a reporter for the Westport News, a twice-weekly paper. It is friendly territory. I know its neighborhoods and leafy streets well, so I made it the inaugural stop on my tour.

While in Westport, I was reminded how fervid a place it is, full of people making a lot of money and giving off the energy of productivity. As I ate a sixteen-dollar steak sandwich at Tavern on Main, I overheard three powder-puffed ladies in their seventies debating, over apple tarts and ice cream, the virtues of various real estate markets:

“Anybody got any ideas about where to invest for future growth?”

“South Carolina’s good. And Georgia—especially ever since UPS moved everything to Atlanta. But you really have to do an economic analysis and see what kind of business growth is going on.”

“There’s a lot of empty office space in Dallas.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Knowing nods all around.

I stood in Carole Reichhelm’s sunny living room staring out at the whitecaps on Saugatuck Bay; she leaned against her kitchen counter clutching a coffee cup, staring at me.

“Okay, what do you want to know?”

I basically told her I wanted to know what I had to do to be able to live in a house like hers.

Reichhelm said up front that her husband had worked on Wall Street for forty years and that his income had been the largest contributor to their current blissful-seeming situation. She had run an aviation business, managing corporate aircraft. “[Our wealth] didn’t really happen until recently,” she said, glancing out at the water. “We worked our asses off.”

The Reichhelms’ enduring commitment to hard work allowed Carole to build another source of income that helped boost their earnings even higher, by taking advantage of her interest in identifying undervalued real estate. She has raked in significant dollars over the years—and continues to do so—simply by buying and selling waterfront property, often in places you wouldn’t think to look for an unsullied chunk of prize land. Like Arkansas, for example. And Baja, Mexico. Her eye for value has proved uncanny, but only because that eye is always open.

All the waterfront acreage in Westport, Connecticut, was bought up and developed long ago, so Reichhelm has trained her brain to look for it wherever she travels, especially when she’s in a place the real estate experts haven’t deemed hot. “God only made so much waterfront,” she said, waving an arm at the bay outside her window. A seagull hovered above her dock, fighting the wind. “It’s not like He’s making any more.” (Unless you count global warming, I suppose.) She and her husband, George, bought their coveted tenth-of-an-acre lot in 1983 for $260,000, eventually tore down the house that stood there, and built a new home. These days, George, who is retired, raises oysters on a little beach out front and sails out of the Cedar Point Yacht Club down the street. “We wouldn’t take two and a half million for this place now,” Reichhelm said.

Good for the Reichhelms, you might be thinking, but isn’t the game over for the rest of us? Isn’t all the habitable, affordable waterfront property in the world gone? As it turns out, no. Not by a long shot. If you want to find your little patch of paradise, you simply have to reject the conventional definition of “prime waterfront property.” It ain’t Westport, Connecticut, anymore, for one thing. Reichhelm’s ability isn’t something she was born with. She’s simply figured out a formula. She defines it in an easy equation: earth next to water, minus trendiness, plus FOR SALE sign. This is what she looks for, always, no matter where she is.

“When everyone is doing one thing, do the opposite. I mean, most people would think I’m crazy because of the fact that I’m still buying land at all,” she said. (Our interview took place at a time when the rest of the country happened to be loudly declaring the imminent bursting of the real estate bubble.) “People think the real estate boom is over because the hot spots are down. I don’t think so.”

Like the best stock investors, Reichhelm looks to get in cheap on land that isn’t yet desirable. That way she can scoop up more property for less money; and if a couple of investments flop, the one that succeeds makes up for them. For example: Parts of Mexico and Central America are popular these days, particularly with American retirees, and prices in especially hot areas throughout the region are becoming inflated. But Mexico is a big country, and Reichhelm had noticed recently that on a dirt road on the Baja peninsula, parcels of land with a hundred feet of Pacific shoreline were selling for $500,000 and less. When we spoke, she had just bought one for herself. Property values there had already tripled by the time she got in, but they had started so low that she still got a deal. And the prices are still climbing.

The United States is a big country too. Many real estate speculators were scouring the Gulf Coast for deals in the months following Hurricane Katrina. But in 2006 Reichhelm was enjoying a vacation with her husband, driving through Arkansas, of all places, and snapped up three and a half lush acres along the Cossatot River for $120,000. She wasn’t in Arkansas looking for property to buy, mind you, but her search for good land never stops. She’s a little like an off-duty cop who witnesses a purse snatching—she’s still a cop, so she acts. As Reichhelm puts it, “I’m just always looking for the last best place. And it doesn’t have to be the ‘It’ spot. The earlier you get in, the more money you’re going to make.”

A week after I met her, Reichhelm e-mailed me a Web site advertising a new residential development along a river in South Carolina, urging me to get in on it because the houses weren’t built yet and the area was still relatively undiscovered. She also mentioned that she had been vacationing in Belize recently and was investigating some stunning waterfront lots there that were selling for less than $100,000 each.

For many people, real estate is scary. For Reichhelm, it’s fun—looking for hidden treasures, getting good deals, and turning over the parcels to eager homeowners at a profit. But it’s only enjoyable because she learned how to do it and has practiced. When I was eight, I learned how to mow the lawn, and at first I didn’t have any idea what I was doing. I sweated through each Saturday morning, pushing the awkward, heavy contraption around the yard, worried about shredding my mother’s flowers, cutting the grass too short, and mowing my foot. But once I got the hang of it and got stronger, I looked forward to mowing. I hooked my Sony Walkman onto my shorts and listened to Red Sox broadcasts. I made twenty bucks a lawn in the neighborhood. I came to love it because I had confidence and experience.

Acumen like Reichhelm’s can, in fact, be learned. There is skill involved, but it’s skill you can develop by starting small. Has she been lucky? Only in the sense that she has gambled on a few out-of-the-way places that have become popular. (So far, none of her purchases have been total busts. The closest she’s come to failing was a rental home she bought in Colorado that she wishes she’d held onto longer because its value kept increasing after she unloaded it.) And if, for example, the Baja deal turns out to net her a big profit, it won’t be dumb luck. She will have set herself up to be lucky by finding those dots—quality land, a little tough to get to, offered at a low price—and connecting them in a way that made her money. And if the value of the land tanks, it won’t ruin her. “If I go spend a couple hundred thousand dollars in Mexico, I have to be in a position for it to go badly and for the investment not to be in good shape for ten years,” she said. In other words, successful experimentation with bizarre real estate transactions—or any business deal—requires that you stay within your means.

Reichhelm roundly exemplifies the traits that British researcher Dr. Richard Wiseman ascribed to lucky people in his 2003 book, The Luck Factor: “They are skilled at creating and noticing chance opportunities, make lucky decisions by listening to their intuition, create self-fulfilling prophecies via positive expectations, and adopt a resilient attitude that transforms bad luck into good.” (More on how to create your own luck in chapter 2.) In one experiment, Wiseman asked two groups of people—one whose members described themselves as generally lucky and one whose members said they were usually unlucky—to count the photographs in a newspaper. The unluckies spent several minutes flipping through and carefully counting the pictures. The lucky people knew the answer in a few seconds. How? On page two, Wiseman had inserted a printed message in two-inch-tall type: “Stop counting: There are forty-three photographs in this newspaper.” The lucky people, always on the lookout for unexpected good fortune, spotted it right away. The unlucky people, whose minds are usually closed to such signs, missed it completely.
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