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     If life has chapters, then this is one of the darkest I have 
seen.  In my wildest nightmares, I never would have 
imagined that a chapter of my life would involve being an 
inmate in a federal prison.  I am the honors student, the 
acolyte in the church.  I am the youngest eagle scout in the 
state.  How in the hell did this happen?  More importantly, 
why did it happen?  I have had a lot of time both then and 
since to think on these two questions.  This article is a 
summary of those thoughts.   
 
     I am not naive.  At least I am not naive now.  I know 
that there are those who love dirt….and like pack rats, love 
to spread it for no good reason.  I know that by opening this 
topic up there will be snide remarks, cheap shots, and those 
who revel in another’s struggle. Anonymous bloggers will 
write casting their profound judgment without the courage 
to leave any contact information.   I have contemplated this 
reality for many years now and have drawn my conclusions 
of such people.  I am not afraid of these types and those 
like them.  I truly feel compassion for those whose only 
plan to grow their self image is to destroy another’s.  With 
this risk acknowledged and assessed, I will press on in an 



attempt to deliver the lessons from this chapter of my life.   
It is my sincere hope that these lessons help you in some 
substantive way.  The tuition we have paid for these lessons 
is extreme.   
 
What Happened? 
      
     In and around 1996, when I was in my mid thirties, I 
had a very busy life.  My construction company was 
cranking, I was the owner and broker of a real estate 
company with over 40 agents, I was a professor at Seattle 
Pacific University, and I was the owner of hundreds of 
rental units in the greater Seattle area.  I lived in a house I 
built on the waterfront in Edmonds.  I was the father of two 
great kids.     
 
     A young agent in my office named Michael recorded a 
second deed of trust on a single family home the same day 
as a conventional lenders first deed of trust.  The first loan 
documents had a sentence that stated: “on the day of 
signing, buyer, seller, and escrow warrant that there is no 
secondary financing associated with this transaction.”  A 
note secured by a second deed of trust was placed on the 
property the same day as the first position bank loan.   It 
was discovered in a routine sub-escrow by the bank.  The 
bank filled out a “suspicious activity report” and sent it to 
the Feds.  In that the bank was a federally insured bank, 
they were obligated to report such a thing.  The Feds 
opened an investigation, and this investigation led the FBI 
to me.  I was open, researched the file, and discovered that 
indeed a second had been placed on the property the same 



day as the first position bank loan.  If the note secured by a 
second on the property would have been placed the “next 
day”, there would be no violation of any kind.  In that it 
was placed the “same day” without the lenders written 
approval, Michael had technically broken a federal law.  It 
did not matter that the lenders loan representative knew of 
this.  In fact the representative called escrow and told them 
know that it was “no problem” so long as the banks loan 
was sure to be recorded in first position.  This guideline 
was created to insure this.  If no other lien can be placed 
against the property the day the first position loan is 
recorded, then the lender is assured to be in first lien 
position.  Whether the “spirit of the law” was fulfilled or 
not apparently was irrelevant.   
 
     In the first hours of their investigation, the Feds looked 
at me.  I can only assume their conclusions.  Young, lots of 
real estate, does not come from a family with money, 
owner / broker / professor.  He drives a Porsche and lives 
on the waterfront.  How did he do this?  Is something fishy 
going on?  After a year of looking into me, their conclusion 
was as follows:  “We have found that six times, under the 
sphere of your influence, a second mortgage was placed on 
a property the same day as a federally insured conventional 
mortgage without the lenders written knowledge and 
approval.”  From here, they concluded that all of these six, 
“under the sphere of my influence”, were done with the 
same lender and the same escrow company.  From there, 
the Feds formed a theory and drafted an “offer”.   
 



     Five of us were contacted and were told to come to the 
federal prosecutors office for a meeting.  Present were  
myself, my loan representative, my escrow agent, and two 
agents in my office.  All of us were given the “opportunity” 
to plead guilty to one count of “conspiracy to commit bank 
fraud”.  We were given four hours to make a decision.  If 
we all took the deal it would be offered.  If there was one 
hold out, nobody would get the deal.  The prosecutor 
assured us all that if we did not take the deal, that they 
would go to every extreme to prosecute all of us to the full 
measure of the law.  They had spent a year of taxpayer 
money on the investigation and they would not back down 
at this point.  Because I was the owner, the broker, the 
professor…..they considered me the leader of the 
conspiracy.  “Under the sphere of my influence” is a phrase 
I will never forget.  
 
     My real estate attorney who was present got the best 
attorney for such things to meet us immediately.  The 
newly hired counsel knew the prosecutor well, looked at 
the facts of the case, and explained to us that all the 
prosecution needed to prove was this; was there a second 
lien recorded on the same day as the first without written 
approval from the lender?  If so, we had broken the law.  It 
mattered not that we had verbal permission from the loan 
representative.  It mattered not that all loans were paid off 
and that everyone was whole.  It mattered not the care that 
was taken by escrow to insure that the lender was recorded 
in first position.  Was there a second recorded the “same 
day”.  This was all they needed to prove, and if they did 
prove it, they would likely win.  If they won, I would be 



charged with six counts of bank fraud.  This could mean up 
to ten years away in prison.  The advice given to us 
was….”take the deal”.  It is a decision I will regret for the 
rest of my life.   
 
     At ten minutes to five, with tears in our eyes and anger 
in our hearts, my good friend Hank, my loan representative 
Theresa, a young agent named Michael, and my long time 
escrow agent Steve signed a plea agreement.  A chapter of 
darkness was upon me.  I had no idea what was in store.  
The next day we were “processed”.  Mug shots, 
fingerprints, and alike.  We were schooled in how to be 
convincing when we were to go before a judge at 
arraignment and enter our “guilty” plea.  Being convincing 
was important we were told, because “acceptance of 
responsibility” was worth two points off the sentencing 
guideline.  I had no clue what this meant, but our plea was 
entered and approved.  From here a judge is assigned for 
sentencing.  Calling them a “judge” is misleading.  In the 
case of a plea agreement, they are simply casting the 
sentence for the plea you have entered.  Sentencing 
guidelines give a judge little discression in such cases.  I 
was assigned judge William Dwyer.  He would be the one 
to deliver the sentence for my crime.   
 
     A good friend contacted my attorney.  “This is an 
outrage….what can be done?”  The only advice given was 
that my friend could write the judge before sentencing.  
Without my knowledge, my friend contacted everyone in 
my known world asking that they follow his lead and write 
judge Dwyer.  Sentencing day came.  I had envisioned an 



empty court room much like when we were arraigned.  My 
attorney, myself, and a judge.  When I walked with my 
attorney to the court house everything fell into that picture 
until we came in the side door to the court room.  The room 
was packed.  It was standing room only.  It was a blur.  
Who were all these people?  As reality gripped me, I 
realized it was everyone I knew in the world.  They had 
written their letters to the judge, and were there to express 
their support.  Judge Dwyer commented that in all his years 
he had never seen such a courtroom.  He assured them all 
that he had read their letters and appreciated their taking 
time to write him.  He expressed that usually in this court 
those in attendance were victims of a crime and were there 
to see justice be done.  He recognized that this was not the 
case before him.  People in the audience were given an 
opportunity to talk so that “the prosecutor can see what he 
has done.”  In a plea agreement, this can have no affect on 
things.  I was here to be sentenced, and I do not blame 
judge William Dwyer for doing what he had to do.  I stood 
as requested, and I was first fined $25,000.00.  Then, my 
brokers license was revoked for ten years.  Lastly, I was 
sentenced to prison for thirteen months.  Judge Dwyer left 
me with these words:  “ Mr. Pinneo, by all testimony you 
are an extraordinary man.  Please find a way to make what 
is happening to you today a benefit to you and those you 
influence.  I believe you will find a way.”  The last people 
to leave the courtroom that day were myself and a young 
lady I had only met only once and had not seen in over a 
year.  That young lady has been my bride for thirteen years 
this month.   
 



 
   
 
 
 
   There was no bail, or bond, or restrictions of any kind 
placed on me as I left the courtroom that day.  I was to 
make an appointment with prison.  The sooner I got there, 
the sooner it would be over….but exactly when I checked 
in was up to me.  The next three months were the best and 
the worst of my life.  Best… in that I was in love.  Worst… 
in that I had an appointment to enter hell.  I did everything I 
could to ready for the storm.  I am not sure I did anything 
right, but I did my best.  
 
 
     It would be too difficult, and not serve the purpose of 
this article, to go into the stories of prison.  From the first 
minute to the very last, it was the most draining experience 
of my life.  I truly believe that it was even more difficult on 
Shauna.  In the list of “lessons learned” you will feel part of 
this experience come out in the conclusions that this 
experience sculpted, but going into detail with every story 
or scene that shaped these conclusions would be impossible 
for us to relive.  I truly hope that the conclusions are 
accepted without support, knowing that you have my word, 
substantial support for each lesson can be delivered.  Here 
are the lessons we have taken from this chapter.   
 
 
 



 
 
Nine and a wake up: 
 
Weak, selfish people are among us.  
 
     Without my knowing, all of the others involved in the 
“conspiracy” were given the opportunity by the prosecutors 
to participate in what is called a 5-K motion.  Basically, if 
accepted, this arrangement lets them off the hook in 
exchange for their effort toward prosecuting me…the 
leader.  Michael, the young agent whose deal started the 
investigation was given this opportunity and took it.  As a 
friend and broker, I had poured myself into this young man.  
I am certain that I was the first in his life to believe in the 
very best him.  It made his betrayal sting.   I am not sure 
what “help” he offered the prosecution, but regardless, he 
threw me under the bus to save himself.  This arrangement 
was made long before the meeting was called by the 
prosecutor.  I have often thought what it must have felt like 
for him being in that room having already cut his 5-K deal.  
The world is full of people whose declaration changes upon 
service to themselves.  These are the weak and victimized.  
I feel sorry for them, but the greatest evil I have ever 
known stabs you with a simile on their face.  When this evil 
shows itself, go out of your way to permanently eliminate 
them in every way from your life.   
 
 
 
 



 
 
Eight and a wake up: 
 
“No harm no foul” does not apply.  
 
     I was raised with one older brother.  The phrase we used 
in playing basketball was “no blood, no foul.”  In the 
business world, this does not apply.  In my case there was 
no loser.  Every bank and every note holder was paid and 
happy.  There was no restitution.  There was nothing to pay 
back.  No one was stolen from or lied to.  If the second 
mortgage had been recorded on Tuesday instead of 
Monday, like hundreds they looked into, those six deals 
“under the sphere of my influence” would have been 
exempt from ridicule like the hundreds of others they 
looked at.  I am convinced that if a government agency 
looked at any business person with a microscope, they 
could find such violations.  My awareness of the 
importance of every detail has gone through the roof since 
this experience. I recently heard a speaker declare to the 
audience, “there is no due on sale jail!”.  I thought to 
myself, I used to think like that…..not any more.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Seven and a wake up: 
 
Adversity tells the truth.  
 
     Like the secret spray on CSI, adversity shows you what 
was previously invisible.  Said a different way, your world 
and what is real in it is largely unseen and unknown devoid 
of adversity.  People become courageous and put 
themselves in the game, and familiar players disappear 
never to be seen again.  I contend that what is real becomes 
known right before your eyes..  I have lived a life never 
asking anyone to do anything for me in my entire adult life.  
I don’t stay at peoples homes, eat their food, or borrow 
their stuff.  I carry my own weight.  I would not take a five 
dollar gift from my parents if one was offered.  It was 
always easier for me to pay for the whole dinner than be a 
part of the awkwardness that comes from dividing a bill 
when out with friends.  In prison, if I wanted to get flowers 
to Shauna, I would have to write someone and ask if they 
could make this happen for me.  I assured them that when I 
was home I would reimburse them for the flowers and the 
time it took to get this done for me.  I was stunned by the 
non-responsiveness of most.  On the flip side, I had a friend 
that I did not really know too well that sent me a picture 
every day keeping me in touch with reality.  He was an 
appraiser, and every day he would take a picture of a house, 
write a note on the back of the picture, and mail it to me.  I 
will never forget this.  Today, when I hear of someone 
going through a difficult time, I am the first to call and let 



them know I am here and available to take action on their 
behalf.  I know what the few that threw themselves into the 
game meant to me.   
 
 
Six and a wake up.  
 
A + B = C? 
 
     The syllogism goes like this…..All those who are felons 
and go to prison deserve it.  Greg Pinneo is a felon and has 
gone to prison.  Greg Pinneo must have done something to 
deserve it.  I think I lived a life that would have agreed with 
this before.  Seems logical….and in my arrogance I would 
have lived my life acting on such a basis.  Now I see things 
differently.  Really bad things can happen to good people.  
A + B does not always add up to C.  I am more careful now 
to judge.  I break out the logic of my belief and challenge 
every premise.  It is a weekly experience for me.    I find 
myself stepping in and defending the exception against 
arrogant judgment with no material support.  In a locker 
room recently a group of men were bashing gays.  They 
knew me only because of my athletic reputation in the club, 
not on a personal level.  I stepped in and told them that I 
could not help but overhear their conversation.  I asked 
them why they felt this way about me?  They look shocked.  
“Are you gay”, asked one.  “Would it change your 
conclusions if I said yes? Asked I.  Being the recipient of 
arrogant conclusions has hurt me deeply.  A + B does not 
always add up to C.   
 



 
Five and a wake up.  
 
It is easy to hit a big target.  
 
If you don’t want to be hit, be small.  If you live a small 
life, no one will ever spend a year investigating you for any 
reason.  If you buy hundreds of units, talk to thousands of 
people, and live out loud…..you are easy to find and easy 
to hit.  If you are the first guy in the door….you will take 
your share of bullets.  If you are always the last one in you 
will never take a bullet.  Every individual needs to make 
this decision.  Do I live in fear of what might and likely 
will happen if I create, grow, try, and press?  I was told 
once that at any time….pick a time….Bill Gates has at least 
a hundred lawsuits that he is defending. Big target….Big 
money….easy to hit.  The guy who works nights sweeping 
the isles of a big box store and goes home to his TV and 
lazy boy is not on anyone’s radar screen.  The fact of the 
matter is this.   The more successful you become, the more 
bullets will be headed your way. 
 
 
Four and a wake up. 
 
Choice is Life 
 
     I have done my own thing my entire adult life.  I have 
never had a job.  I have never had a boss.  I have planned 
my own day from the minute I graduated from high school 
until this moment….except for prison.   What you do, 



where you go or don’t go, what you wear, what you eat, 
when you sleep, what you read, who you see or don’t 
see…….everything is laid out.  Here is the way it is.  If you 
have a better way, keep it to yourself.  Do what you are 
told.  Stay perfectly in between the lines.  Control, control, 
control.  I get it.  It is land lordship taken to the tenth 
power.  But for me…..I had taken choice for granted.  I had 
taken for granted my own efficiency.  Although there will 
be challenges in my future, I will forever be grateful that I 
have a choice of how to deal with them.  Choice is life. 
 
 
Three and a wake up. 
 
Forced Inventory 
 
Few people are given the opportunity to think, reflect, take 
stock, reconsider, and contemplate more than I did in 
prison.  Life replayed itself in slow motion, and the clarity 
was enlightening.  My life had been in high gear.  I learned 
the value of the de-brief, and went back and thought on so 
many experiences, deals, meetings, relationships and 
became clear on each.  I hand wrote Shauna every day.  
Most days my letter would be eight to twelve pages long.  
We had an insatiable desire to know each other, and we 
took advantage of this “opportunity” to put it all out there.  
It was an unusual way to “date”, but I contend that the 
reflection, candor, and honesty that made up our 
communication have been the fabric that has kept us 
together through other challenging times.  Taking time to 
think, reflect, and write were forced disciplines of this 



chapter.  We have both embraced their continued value in 
our lives individually and together.  
 
 
Two and a wake up. 
 
The Unforgiving Minute 
 
     In prison, time is a strap that will whip you.  I have 
never seen time move so slowly, and I learned early in the 
experience that it was up to me to “fill the unforgiving 
minute” or die.  I created disciplines in the day that were 
consistent with my “why”.  I set non-negotiable and barely 
achievable objectives for the day and filled each minute.  I 
worked out, read, wrote, drew, and planned.  Time is a 
vessel and I wanted to fill it with what would ultimately 
serve myself and those I love.  The default was clear.  If I 
did not create this discipline for myself, the environment 
would fill it for me/  Because of this, the motivation 
surrounding time and the awareness of each unforgiving 
minute has never been more heightened.  One thousand “at 
bats” a day, and the outcome of the game was on the line 
each and every time.  It was up to me to make this time 
pass quickly and profitably, and the alternative was simply 
a darkness I could not face.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



One and a wake up 
 
Strength is an inside job.  
 
     When everything around you is stating your blemished 
existence, what are you saying to yourself?  When short 
timers are becoming long timers, when hulks become 
broken babies every day, what do you say to yourself about 
your chances of getting out of here?  When the hack spits 
his chew in your “pathetic face” every nine o clock count,  
are you able to transport yourself to a place of peace and 
calm?  When it feels as though the world has labeled you, 
what label have you made for yourself?  Survival and 
ultimately success is an inside job.  No one can take your 
mind without your permission.   
 
 
Waking up……. 
 
Love is more powerful than death.  
 
     After writing me a multiple page type written letter 
every day…..After sending me a love card every day 
besides the letter….After visiting me every 
Sunday….driving eight hours to do so…….After spending 
herself in every possible way…….the day finally came. In 
a white limousine, my bride to be picked me up in front of 
the door we walked into nearly a year before.  March 18th, 
1998 we were home together.  March 21st, we were 
married.  March 26th, I turned 40 years old.  It was the 
beginning of a new chapter.   



 
     Love had overcome death.  “Love believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never fails.”   
 
     We have three beautiful kids together.  We have purpose 
and passion at the center of each day.  Life has not been 
perfect, but we are survivors.  Shauna is my “why” and it is 
because of her that I am here today.  Her love is my 
motivation to “find a way…..” 
 
     We sincerely hope that this dark journey has yielded 
thoughts of truth that will help and inspire you.  We have 
paid a great price for these lessons, and we pray that the 
tuition will be amortized by a multitude of lives benefiting.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        


