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Introduction





When I started to write this book I had no idea of the ending. This is because I was knee-deep in trying to resolve a terrible situation – the result of selling my flourishing estate agency business to the wrong buyers and endeavouring to claim the money I was owed.


If you are a business owner, I hope that when you come to sell your business you will have read my story long before you sign on the dotted line, and will be alerted to all the mistakes I made. And if you don’t own a business, and never intend to, you might be intrigued to read of one woman’s road to ruin.


On the face of it, I wasn’t a naïve businesswoman, though later I suppose I could have been described as such. I was the proprietor of a thriving business with a superb reputation; I had steered it through a four-year recession which began in the late 1980s, and had expanded by using my own profits. I rarely used any overdraft facilities, had built up a healthy bank balance in case of emergencies, and throughout most of my seventeen years in business I’d made an extremely comfortable living.


It was 2004. The housing market was stable; now was the right time to get the business ship-shape for sale, make my million and sail away to that magical island before I turned sixty.


Nothing could have prepared me for what happened…





I was seven years old when I first realised I could sell. My sister Anna, two years older, would knit and cut out dolls’ clothes, and after she’d sewn all the tiny components together she would arrange the outfits in a cardboard tray, punch two holes and wind a piece of string through, then slip it around my neck. I used to feel like an ice-cream usherette in the cinema.


Anna loved making clothes – I loved selling them. I’d go round all the houses in the neighbourhood where they had children, heart thumping, not with nerves but at the thought of making a sale. It was rare if I came home with any items left in the tray.


When we grew out of that little venture I used to help my grandmother in her shop. She lived quite a long way away from us so we only saw her two or three times a year, but when we did, I was in heaven. Although I was only ten she allowed me to serve the customers so long as she was there to watch what I was doing. By the time I was eleven she let me take sole charge while she filled in her football coupons in the back room, or talked to one of the myriad reps who would stop by.


My grandmother had opened her own shop decades before, when it was more unusual for a woman to own a business. We’re talking late nineteenth century. It was a fascinating place – an original convenience store. You name it, Nana sold it. When she first bought the cottage it would have been her front parlour, and in those days you could turn part of your home into commercial premises with no permission whatsoever.


I adored it. The very smell of it. Musty mothballs from the second-hand clothes mixed with the rancid odour of mature cheese and the warm yeasty aroma of loaves of bread, delivered daily.


My heart would start to beat faster when I opened the door from the rest of Nana’s cottage at the back and stepped into the shop. I loved tidying up the shelves and arranging the new deliveries, careful to bring forward the old stock so as to rotate it, as Nana had instructed. I loved the sound of the doorbell announcing the arrival of a customer. Best of all, I loved the surge of excitement when the customer would hand me the money and I could dive into the till and take out the change, counting it out in their palm.


I used to help myself to a few sweets now and again while reading love comics on a high three-legged stool behind the counter when trade was slow. I consoled myself with the thought that I would sometimes be there several hours so the occasional bar of chocolate, I reasoned, was perfectly justified. This was until one day Nana bustled in and caught me pinching a couple of chocs from a tin of Roses.


‘You naughty girl!’ She snatched them from my hand and threw them back in the tin. I blushed to my roots. ‘You’re eating all my profits.’


It was the first time I’d come across that concept and even though I was upset I tucked it away for future use. Tears pricked the back of my eyes and I decided there and then, at the age of twelve, that one day I would have my own little shop. And no one would be able to tell me what to do.


I must have been about fifteen when my father set up his own business in Norwich selling accounting machines and typewriters and suchlike. These days it would of course have been computers. I took a great interest in his small showroom as I hadn’t forgotten that one day I would have my own shop. I clearly remember when he showed me his new stationery. On the bottom left-hand side of the sheet of paper was the silhouette of a little black cat sitting upright with its tail curled around itself.


‘It’s Charlie,’ my father said, laughing his squeaky laugh. Charlie was one of the nine rescued cats he’d collected over the years.


‘I love it, but isn’t it a bit frivolous?’ I asked him, impressed but worried that my father wouldn’t look professional.


‘It might be,’ he said, ‘but I guarantee no one will forget me.’


What we would now call a logo was quite something in 1960, which was still a continuation of the rather staid ’50s. But at that precise moment I knew my shop would have a black cat sign.





The many years in between were varied and my jobs were far flung; mostly I was working abroad, mainly selling. Although it was all fun it wasn’t leading anywhere, so I decided to return home and study for a BA Honours Degree through the Open University. At this time I was juggling the heavy workload with a brand-new (second) husband and full-time work in an estate agency within commuting distance from London; a job my sister had found for me through the Wanted ads and said I’d be good at. She was right. I’d finally found my calling.


Unfortunately, I was in a chauvinistic environment and unprepared. My father had always instilled in my sister and me that we could do whatever we set out to do in life. Being ‘limited’ because we were girls was never discussed. But despite my secretary/trainee negotiator job title, I soon found that the company had no intention of training me. I was to be there as a glorified secretary, at the four male negotiators’ beck and call.


On my first week the chief surveyor’s secretary, Sheila, waylaid me.


‘I hope you’re settling in, Denise.’ She smiled at me.


‘Oh, yes. I’m very happy, although—’ I was just going to ask her what I should do about the manager’s apparent reluctance to train me when Sheila interrupted.


‘So what day would you like to take the cloakroom towels home to wash?’


She must have seen my blank look and went on to explain.


‘You and the other three secretaries take it in turn so it only works out once a fortnight. It’s two in the Ladies’ and two in the Men’s.’


‘What about the men?’


‘What about them?’


‘When is it their turn?’ I persisted.


Now it was Sheila who was taken aback.


‘It’s just the girls who do it,’ she said, seeming not to understand where this was leading.


‘Well,’ I told her, determined to start as I meant to go on, ‘when the men take a turn, then so will I.’


At that, Sheila, face creasing with incredulity, and grey curls bobbing with annoyance, spun on her heel and strode off.


A couple of weeks after the towel episode I finished work, put my coat on, and said goodbye to Bob, who although not the manager was my immediate boss. I stepped out into a savage November night. The rain thrashed me as I made my way out to the car park at the back, dodging the puddles but still getting soaked in the process.


When I got to my car I noticed one of the tyres was completely flat. Bugger. I was tired and hungry and just wanted to get home. I only hoped Bob hadn’t left. Squelching back to the office I saw the light still on. Good old Bob. He was still there, riffling through his hot box of clients, and looked up at my approach.


‘Dear, oh dear, you do look wet. What’s happened?’


‘Oh, Bob, I’ve got a puncture, and I wondered if you could help me,’ I whined just a little. ‘I’m only sorry it’s on the foulest night of the year.’


‘Of course you know I would,’ he said, looking calmly at me, ‘but I’m busy this evening. I’ve got the towels to wash!’
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I’d been with the company a year when a vacancy for a negotiator came up in our office. Full of confidence I applied in writing to the senior partner for the job, telling him how I’d personally won dozens of instructions over our competitors during the year, and had clients who only wanted to deal with me. I thought a little gentle humour might endear myself to him so I ended the letter, I hope you’ll agree that I’m the right ‘man’ for the job. This was in the days when female estate agents were as common as repair men who turn up on time. I heard nothing. I was completely ignored. Pretty soon I began to notice a steady stream of pimply youths coming into the office and being called upstairs to the other partners’ offices. It dawned on me they were being interviewed for the vacancy.


If they hire someone less experienced than me, I thought furiously, I’ll take them to a tribunal.


Several more weeks crawled by. Then one lunchtime I noticed the senior partner standing at the rear entrance to our office reading his newspaper. Time to nail him.


‘May I please have a word, Mr Ramsbotham?’


He looked at me over the top of his glasses, evidently annoyed that I’d disturbed him.


‘You’d better come into my office.’ He read a few more lines of his paper before he folded it. I followed him to his room.


‘I was hoping for an answer to my letter which I put on your desk at the beginning of last month,’ I began. I paused, waiting for his response, but he just sat there. ‘So I’d just like to know if I’m in the running for the negotiator vacancy in our office.’


‘Oh, that,’ he said. ‘Yes, we’re going to offer it to you.’


Just like that. No apology for not coming back to me. So when was he going to tell me? His expression was inscrutable but it didn’t bother me. I was elated. I was going to wave the typewriter goodbye.


‘That’s marvellous news,’ I said, almost forgiving him for keeping me on tenterhooks. ‘What will my salary be now?’


‘Exactly the same.’


‘But I’m only on a secretary’s pay. Six thousand pounds.’


‘Your salary is to remain the same,’ he repeated in a tone that said ‘take it or leave it’, as he ushered me out of the door.


Humiliated at the unfairness, I threw him a dark look and vowed I would use the company for the rest of my training, and then leave and work somewhere else where they’d never seen me behind a typewriter.


A few months later Anna spotted an ad (she’s forever spotting ads for me) in the local paper which seemed just what I was looking for. It was a multi-branch independent company and they needed a manager for one of their village offices. I applied and was offered the position immediately. The salary was an amazing £9,000 a year (I never got an increase from my old company), plus commission, plus a car. I couldn’t have been more bucked.


Because I had no valuation experience of this particular village my twinkly-eyed new boss, Paul, who was the area manager, sent Richard, one of the managers from a nearby branch, to give me some training. Richard could only spare me one morning, taking me out in his car where we zig-zagged round the village, he pointing out the various areas and the value of the houses, me desperately jotting down notes as he drove along.


He clued me in on the company, which he’d been with for years, said they were a decent lot, and to call him whenever I needed any help. Then he dropped me outside the office and revved away.


I remember thinking at the time (thirty years ago!) what a very nice and professional estate agent he was. Little did I know Richard was to play an important part in my estate agency career.


Turning back into the office, I thought what a misnomer it was to be called a manager when all I had was one part-time secretary. Janice did four mornings a week. At half-past one she shot out of the door, leaving me to answer the phone, write up the house details, put a notice on the door that I’d be back in half an hour if someone wanted to view a house, and type the letters she hadn’t had time to do. Not quite what I had in mind.


Janice was rather a character. She was extremely blonde and her favourite work outfit was a pink denim jumpsuit complete with dangly earrings and thickly applied purple eye make-up.


She was a genuinely nice person but was the proverbial round peg in the square office. She was a terrible speller, the filing was all over the place – I discovered an out-of-date cheque for £1,200 in one of the files – and the whole office was a muddle. Reluctantly, I had to let her go. It was the first time in my life I’d had to sack (yes, that was the word we used in the 1980s) someone, and I didn’t enjoy it one bit.


But to survive I had to put together a strong team to increase the present stock of houses, which consisted of six. Yes, just six properties. No wonder they couldn’t afford the staff. But it was a Catch-22 situation.


Things were going to have to change.


It was fun building up a dedicated team to achieve the targets I’d set for myself. Paul hadn’t given me any specific figures. He just left me to it, probably thinking I couldn’t do any worse.


We were the only agents in the village, which helped, and by the end of the first year we were a team of three full-time women and had turned the office around. Paul said it had made a healthy profit for the first time in years.


It was a tiny office compared with what I was used to. There was only enough space for two desks so someone always had to stand. The poky little storage room out the back wasn’t large enough for even a chair so there was nowhere we could sit and have a sandwich. I began to think about expansion now we were making some money.


Our office shared a party wall with a grocer. And Mr Trenton, the grocer, had just told me he wanted to sell. Immediately, I had the idea that my company could buy it and we could knock through to make one super-sized office. The directors could rent out the flat above, thereby having an income to offset some of the building works.


I put this to Mr Trenton.


‘I want £42,000 for the freehold,’ he said. (Gosh, I would have thought it would be worth more.) ‘That’s without the contents,’ he added. Then he looked at me over the top of his glasses and said, ‘I won’t take anything lower and I don’t want any messing about from your company. I know what these corporates are like.’ He glared as though it were my fault.


During my third year the company had amalgamated with a nationwide insurance company consisting of hundreds of branches, but they’d kept on most of the people I was used to, so things hadn’t changed too much, except for loads more paperwork to fill in.


‘I’ll tell them it’s got to be the full price,’ I said. ‘That is, if they’re interested.’


I was sure they would be.


By now I was quite excited. My boss would be so pleased with me.


The directors were very open to the idea of expanding and came down straight away to see the shop. Unbeknown to me they made him an offer. Mr Trenton told them to push off.


The offer was £25,000.


I was furious, particularly as I’d told them they mustn’t make a lower offer as Mr Trenton simply wouldn’t deal with them.


Later, Paul told me one of the directors had come back to Mr Trenton with a higher offer but was told in no uncertain terms they’d had their chance.


Just a few doors along the high street from where I worked was a stationery shop, and one particular day I went in to buy an emergency ream of copy paper. Eileen, who owned the business, frowned when she saw me.


‘I’m very upset with your company,’ she spluttered. ‘They’ve doubled my rent. There’s no way I can afford to stay here. I’ll have to close.’


‘It’s not us who’s raised the rent,’ I said, ‘we’re only the letting agent.’


‘Maybe, but they persuaded the landlord he was undercharging me.’


‘How much is the rent now?’ I asked idly, feeling sorry that she’d be leaving. It was handy having her there when I ran out of any office supplies.


‘It’s gone up to £3,000 a year.’


It sounded quite reasonable to me as I was privy to the budget for the present office, and the stationery shop wasn’t much more. Plus the fact that it was three times the size and on a corner site so you could see it from across the road at all angles. But you’d have to sell a lot of notebooks and pens and pencils to pay the rent, whereas one house commission…


I rang Paul.


‘I’ve found some new premises for the company,’ I began, and told him which shop I had in mind.


‘I’ll get the commercial chap down to have a look,’ Paul promised.


I was delighted. This time I hoped they would be serious. I just love changes. Expansions, improvements, transformations. It keeps the old adrenalin alive and kicking.


Paul and the commercial chap turned up a couple of days later and I walked with them to the stationer’s. The commercial chap, an older man, didn’t say much. Just sucked at his pipe. He glanced through the windows but to my disappointment didn’t go inside. Well, he didn’t need to really, I thought. He could see all the lovely space. Then he turned to me.


‘It won’t do at all, Denise.’


‘Why?’ I felt really stupid that I’d dragged him over for nothing.


‘Just look at the location.’ He swung his head towards my office. ‘It’s nowhere near as good as where you are now. You’re in the best spot. Right opposite the zebra crossing.’


‘But the zebra crossing’s only twenty yards away,’ I spluttered. ‘You can only get two shops opposite the zebra crossing anyway.’


‘Yes, and yours is one of them,’ he said. ‘That’s why it’s so good.’


‘Do you honestly think someone looking for a house isn’t going to walk a few yards away from the zebra crossing to see what’s in the estate agent’s window?’ I said, not believing what I was hearing.


He took the revolting pipe out of his mouth. ‘Look, Denise, you don’t know what you’re talking about. This is my field. You just get on,’ he actually flicked his hand towards me as though he were waving away an irritating bluebottle, ‘with selling houses. Leave the commercial side to me.’


I looked at him, barely able to disguise my contempt. And in that split second I thought: You don’t think it would make a smashing office, but I do.


Here it was in front of me. An opportunity to start my own estate agency and I’d very nearly muffed it. This village is big enough for both of us, I heard John Wayne’s drawl, making me grin in a rather stupid fashion. Trying to contain my excitement I mumbled an apology that I’d wasted their time, and escaped back to my office. I was going to put my plan into action and no one was going to stop me.


The trouble was, my husband had been made redundant at the exact same time, and he begged me not to leave.


‘You’ve got a steady job,’ he said, ‘earning decent money. They think the world of you and I bet it won’t be long before you’re promoted to the country homes department.’


But that wasn’t what I wanted.


I knew I couldn’t just jump in. There was a lot of groundwork to do. I would need my bank manager to confirm he would lend me the money to finance the venture, but the most important step was to get consent from the landlord of the stationery shop to agree that I become his new tenant. And that he would allow the shop to become an estate agent. If he didn’t there was no point at all in taking things further. This was the tricky bit. I’d never met him and had no financial track record of being a commercial tenant.


I nipped in to the stationers to see Eileen again and confided to her that I would like to take over the premises if she really was going to have to close. She was actually very nice about it and wished me luck.


‘Who’s the landlord?’ I asked her.


‘Mike Dawson,’ she said.


‘How would I get in touch with him?’


She turned at the shadow of a car outside the window. ‘He’s just drawing up now.’


I rushed outside in the heavy drizzle and tapped on Mr Dawson’s passenger window. A broad-set, heavily bearded man with a thatch of brown hair rolled the window down and leaned over to see who this mad woman was. Then he gave me a charming smile.


‘Can I have a word with you?’ I asked. ‘It’s about taking over the shop.’


‘You’re going to get wet out there,’ he said. ‘You’d better get in the car so we can talk in private.’


I know this must sound rather odd, but it seemed a perfectly sensible thing to do. He was Eileen’s landlord so he must be all right, I thought. I opened the passenger door and got in.


Five minutes later I emerged, triumphant. Even though he’d never set eyes on me before, he’d agreed that I could rent it and turn it into an estate agency provided I got the necessary permission. All we’d done was shake hands. There was nothing in writing. Business conducted in this fashion would never happen nowadays, but life was simpler then. A gentleman’s agreement in 1988 was still pretty sacrosanct. Mike turned out to be the kindest, loveliest landlord of them all, becoming a friend. Eventually I bought the premises from him when he was thinking of selling one of his properties and I was keen to have the extra security and independence.


The next thing was to apply for planning permission to turn what were retail premises into offices. That is, from A1 use to A2 use. If they said no it would stymie the whole operation. The wheels turned slowly but eventually I got permission. My fear was that any planning permission applied for, followed by the decision, was always printed in the local paper. I could only hope no one would spot it.


One afternoon Richard phoned.


‘Planning permission’s been given for the stationery shop near you to have office use,’ he said. ‘And the rumour is that it’s going to be an estate agent.’


My heart stopped. Why had I thought I would get away with it before someone in the company found out what I was up to?


‘Oh, that,’ I swallowed, somehow managing to keep my cool. ‘You know it was our company that doubled Eileen’s rent, so she had to pack up. But it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s going to be an estate agent.’


‘I bet it will be,’ came his reply. ‘Could be some competition for you. Well, don’t say you haven’t been warned.’


The next fright I had was when I took some photographs of the outside of the stationery shop as I thought they might be useful to the surveyor, and for my own records. In those days you had to hand in your roll of film to the driver from the photo lab and you’d get the photographs back the following day. But the next delivery contained only some photographs of two new houses we had just taken on our books. The stationery shop photos were missing.


Half an hour later Doreen from the next village office rang.


‘Denise, why have you taken photographs of the stationery shop just along the road from you?’ she demanded to know.


Bloody hell.


‘Oh, I was just practising with the new camera,’ I stuttered. ‘Taking a few street scenes. Can you send them on to me.’


‘All right,’ she agreed. But she sounded suspicious.


By this time I had taken Hilary, the secretary, into my confidence. She’d complained more than once that she didn’t really enjoy being part of such a huge financial institution.


‘I came here because it was an independent company,’ she said. ‘If it all goes through, would you consider me coming with you as your secretary?’


‘On one condition,’ I smiled. ‘That I train you as a negotiator.’


‘I’ll give it a go,’ she said, a little nervously.


‘There’s only one problem,’ I warned her. ‘Your contract will say you can’t work for anyone else within two miles. Mine says the same but I’ve asked three solicitors if a company is likely to take an employee to court over it. One said yes, but with difficulty, and the other two said it wasn’t worth the paper it’s written on. That nobody can stop a person from earning an honest living. So it’s a chance you’d have to take.’


‘I’ll risk it,’ she said, smiling.


The intention was not to tell the directors about my plans until I had signed the contract for the lease, knowing finances were in place. I was due for a yearly review and I couldn’t, in all honesty, pretend I was going to continue working for them. Besides, I liked this director and felt he deserved the truth. But with my plans still very much up in the air, I was taking a huge risk with my job.


‘We’re very pleased with you,’ Stephen began. I knew what was coming. ‘And we’d like to offer you the position as manager of our country homes department. There’ll obviously be a decent salary increase for you,’ he smiled, happy to give me such good news.


Such a contrast to the boss of my previous company. But even so I didn’t waver.


‘Thank you for your faith in me,’ I said. ‘If you’d told me this a few months ago I would have bitten your hand off, but—’


‘Don’t tell me you’ve found another job, Denise. If so, I’m sure we can better it.’


‘No, nothing like that,’ I said. ‘I’ve been really happy here. But I’ve decided to open my own agency.’


Both eyebrows shot up. He leaned forward, cupping his chin in his hands. ‘Really? It’s very different having your own business from working for someone and the security that goes with it.’


I don’t think he meant to sound patronising.


‘I’m sure that’s true, but I won’t rest until I do it. And some premises have come up.’


‘Where might they be?’ he asked.


‘Sorry, but I can’t disclose it as I haven’t signed the lease yet, or got my bank loan.’


Now, his eyebrows furrowed in surprise. ‘And if your landlord changes his mind? Or if you don’t get a bank loan after all?’


‘Then I’d have to come crawling on my hands and knees and ask for my job back.’ I flashed a smile.


‘And I suppose I’d be weak enough to give it to you.’ Stephen returned the smile as he got up from his desk and came round to me. ‘Well, I wish you moderate success.’


‘If that’s all I’ll get, I might as well stay with you,’ I laughed, thinking to myself: moderate. I’m not aiming for moderate. I’m aiming for the top. I’m going to be the first woman to have the biggest chain of estate agents in the south-east. Maybe the country. My ambition was boundless.


But of course I didn’t tell him that.


‘We’ll soon see, won’t we?’ His tone was ironic.


We shook hands and he thanked me profusely for all the work I’d done in building up an extremely profitable branch. I only hoped they wouldn’t find anyone really good to replace me, as I’d be operating only a few doors along.


What astounded me was that Stephen didn’t ask me to clear my desk right away. After all, I had plenty of time to spread my news to potential and existing clients and persuade them to come with me. But I never did tell any clients who had their houses on our books of my plans: it just wouldn’t have been right.


Now that I’d given in my notice it was vital I get my bank loan. I knew it might not be easy but I had no idea what prejudice I was up against. This is a typical conversation I had with three bank managers of the ‘big five’.


‘I’ve got six years’ experience in the business, and have managed an office for the last three,’ I would start off. ‘And I have a five-year business plan.’


My accountant had helped me draw it up, so it was professional and comprehensive, and I was sure it would be achievable. The manager would scrutinise the plan and look fairly impressed that I was not some ditzy blonde with an airy-fairy idea. Then he’d say (and it was always a he), ‘This looks like something we might be able to go with,’ followed by, ‘How much are you putting in yourself?’


And I’d say, ‘Ten thousand’, which sounded mammoth in 1988. At that point I only had £4,000 in savings, and I had no idea where the rest would come from. I’d calculated that I would need £20,000 to set it up.


‘How much do you need to borrow?’


‘Another ten.’


‘That seems a possibility.’


My heart would leap in excitement. Then he would say: ‘Yes, I think we could definitely do something here. Of course we would need you to put your house up for collateral.’


Then my heart would sink. My husband would never agree to that, I was sure. But I would work on him.


‘And we’d need his signature.’


‘Excuse me?’ I’d say.


The first time I heard this was from my own bank manager.


He looked up at me in surprise. ‘We’d need your husband’s signature.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s the rules.’


‘But he doesn’t have a job. I’m the one who pays the mortgage and all the bills. Why would you need his signature?’


But it seemed he did.


However, the manager of bank number four only asked for the house to be put up. And said he would come back to me in two days with a decision. Two nail-biting days later he said yes, and my husband (after threats of divorce) finally relented and allowed me to use our marital home as collateral against the loan for my new business. He even gave me his redundancy money of £6,000, which I vowed to pay back with interest by the end of my first year.


I pinched myself. I was in business.


Hilary gave in her notice as soon as I got the loan. She told me Stephen, our boss, made her pack up and go immediately. ‘I felt a bit like a criminal,’ she giggled, ‘but I’m thrilled to be in at the beginning of your new venture.’


Within a few months I’d trained her to be a negotiator and she repaid me by being one of the best, eventually becoming one of my town managers. Soon Elizabeth, my friend who I’d met at the estate agents where I’d completed my initial training, was made redundant. The Prudential had taken it over and the new directors simply walked in and told her and the team to pack up and go. (I have to say, I was delighted when the Pru folded six months later.) What a lucky day for me when Elizabeth joined us as secretary/administrator. The third to complete the team was Joyce, a mature lady who was the true first female negotiator in the area, and often mistaken for a secretary. Her wealth of experience was a boon.





It was all I could do not to hop up and down on the pavement when I saw my name go up over the front door that summer. I remember thinking: I wonder how long I’ll have it. Five years? Ten, before I sell? As it turned out it was seventeen years of worry, exhaustion, headaches and tears … countered with laughs, friendship, decent holidays, cash in the bank, generous funding of my favourite charities, and a huge dollop of satisfaction that we were really helping our clients change their lives and achieve their dreams, not to mention that I was providing employment for a large number of people. If I had to earn a living, then I couldn’t think of a more fun and rewarding way to do it.


But back to those early days.


It was June 1988 – the peak of the market – when I opened the doors of my own estate agency, two days before my birthday. Can you believe I used to have a queue of would-be buyers waiting for me to open up in the mornings? Sometimes there would be two or even three people dashing in at the same time for the same house, which called for all the tact we could muster. Some of the buyers would get really heated.


‘I saw it first,’ one woman said, elbowing past another and rushing up to my desk.


Sometimes it ended in sealed bids.


They were incredibly exciting days.


Two months later the government stopped the double tax relief on mortgages, which was a terrible blow for young couples trying to get on the property ladder. I wondered at the time if it would have a detrimental effect on my business, but put it to the back of my mind and concentrated on building it up. With hard work and luck I managed an excellent first year and was able to pay back my husband with better interest than the going rate (at my insistence), plus the whole of the bank loan. Out came the bubbly. But in the middle of 1989 the market went slap-bang into recession.


Three years on, at the close of 1992, I lay in bed sleepless, night after night, resentful that my husband was lightly snoring happily beside me. I only had enough money in the bank to pay my staff for one more month. At that time, no banks were bailing out businesses that desperately needed an injection of cash. (No change there then…)


Somehow I clung on, trying not to show the staff or clients how near to collapse we were. Miraculously, and unexpectedly, we turned the corner: a big sale where the shaky chain had broken down irretrievably (or so we had thought) suddenly went through and saved our necks for the next couple of months.


When things began to look a little brighter I opened a second branch, though we were by no means out of the recession.


‘You must be mad, or know something we don’t,’ several people said.


But after a longer than usual lead-in, that office eventually made a good profit, and over the course of another decade I expanded to eight offices and fifty employees.


Roll forward to 2004 and a pretty stable housing market that we glass-half-full agents predicted was about to become ‘buoyant’.


The perfect time to sell.
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Instructing the business agent





What came across loud and clear from the three books I bought about how to sell your business was that I needed to do a whole lot of preparation before I should even think about putting it on the open market. Depending upon the size and nature of the business this preparation can take anything from one to five years. No way was I going to take that long. A year would be plenty as I’d always prided myself on being pretty much on top of things. But I’d have to stay close to the three books and the advice they gave to make sure I’d done everything possible to get my business in tip-top order.


The first book was by an American author. (I chose it particularly since I had previously lived and worked in the States for many years. During that time I came to the conclusion that Americans tended to be better at marketing and indeed business than the British.) The second was by an English author, which had the benefit of describing the way we in the UK conduct our transactions. I read them both, cover to cover, twice over, highlighting chunks when I thought the advice was particularly valuable.


The third was a little pocket book called How To Make Your First Million, by Lillian Too. Its size, about that of a CD, and dull gold cover attracted me, and I thought it would be fun to be the first millionaire in the family. It was written more as a narrative, though crammed with excellent tips – that is, until I got to the end section. The strong advice there was that I should feng shui my office in order to enhance my road to success. I didn’t believe in feng shui one little bit. In fact, whenever a Chinese family came into my office looking to buy, they drove me nuts when so many properties I showed them which were perfect for their needs faced, according to them, the wrong way.


‘It doesn’t allow the evil spirits to escape down the toilet,’ one husband told me, his face deadpan.


I re-read Ms Too’s last section. She’d been amazingly successful in selling and buying up businesses. She was a millionaire many times over. So I thought maybe I should give it a go.


The first thing she advised me to do was to change my signature if it didn’t slope the right way. If you wanted to ‘attract success and prosperity’, she said, your signature needs to ‘start with a firm upward stroke and end with another firm upward stroke’. Oh, dear. We’d struck the first problem. I have a different signature from one signing to the next. This is because I was diagnosed fifteen years ago with focal hand dystonia, a neurological disorder which means the brain, without much warning, doesn’t send the correct signals to your writing hand. My bank manager had only just got to grips with all these different signatures, so not a good start, if Ms Too had anything to say about it.


Moving the furniture would be more easily accomplished.


But what on earth would Elizabeth, my PA, say when I told her we were going to feng shui the office so that the business would be more prosperous? She was a down-to-earth person and would think I’d gone ‘cuckoo’, to use her expression. Book in hand, before Elizabeth came in, I looked around my office. Ms Too warned you must never sit at a desk with your back to the door as you would likely ‘get cheated, taken for a ride or stabbed in the back’. Oh, dear. Every day I’d been sitting, none the wiser, with my back to the door just waiting for the knife. She suggested several areas where other furniture should be placed, all of them different from my present arrangement, and stressed the importance of living plants and fish tanks, placed correctly, which would help find the right buyer.


I decided it was all mumbo jumbo but I’m sure Ms Too, and any Chinese readers, would probably tell me that this was my big mistake – to ignore feng shui at my peril.





I know, however, that my first mistake was made at my first port of call: the business selling agent.


An agent who sells businesses should not be thought of as doing a similar job to an agent who sells houses, or any other kind of agent for that matter. True, there are things in common, such as matching people with a house, a job, a holiday, or even a date, but selling a business is much more complex. We tend to think of a house as being a person’s biggest financial asset but anyone who has ever sold a business will have much more at stake. Often the business is worth considerably more than the owner’s house, and in almost every case (and certainly in mine) the graft, worry, responsibility and emotion which you have ploughed into your business, not to mention the money invested, is a hundred times more than you would ever normally exert in your home. So it is vital to choose the right agent who understands your kind of business. It is also important that there is a rapport between you as you will be working closely together throughout the process and eventual transaction. It goes without saying that there must be absolute trust.


I had discovered a company three years before when they had sent me an invitation to attend one of their seminars. It was held one evening in a hotel in a town far enough away for me to think that no one would know me. I managed to resist the idea of going with a brown paper bag over my head, and instead twisted my hair up and played down the lipstick. My cover, however, was blown in the first five minutes when a tall figure, somewhere in his fifties, strolled up to me and said: ‘Hello, Denise. I thought I recognised you.’


Damn. Just what I didn’t want: word to get round that I was going to sell. But worse was that I couldn’t remember his face let alone his name, so I had no idea if he would blab or not.


‘Gosh, it must be years since I last saw you,’ I said, bluffing madly, hoping he’d throw me a clue or two.


‘Not that long,’ he said, squinting at me. ‘We sat next to each other at the Chamber lunch only a few weeks ago.’


Double damn.


‘Oh, of course.’ I still didn’t remember who he was.


‘So you’re thinking of selling the empire?’


‘Just gathering information,’ I said. ‘I think these seminars are a good way to remind you of all the jobs you need to do before you actually go on the market, don’t you?’
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