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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      May those who read this unconventional book raise their awareness of the nobler, the finer, the more profound, the more mystical, the simply glorious aspects of life.

      It is offered as a contribution to the expansion of consciousness across the globe, in the hope that the content, balanced between the material and the esoteric, will resonate.   However, there is no desire to subvert the critical faculty of the reader.

      With this in mind, due to the nature of the metaphysical events described, I determined to undergo a polygraph test. I envisaged ticking off the list of unusual experiences, one by one, but it doesn’t work like that.

      On investigation, after the confirmation of identity, etc., only three ‘relevant’ questions are the norm, maximum four, and must be formatted to comply with international standards.   My request gave the Polygraph Examiner, (a paid-up member of the American Polygraph Association), much cause for thought, as his normal day-to-day activities deal with physical incidents.

      Two bands around the chest to register breathing, sensors on fingers to check for sweat, a pulse beat monitor and a blood pressure cuff combine to prepare the one to be tested.  

      Since media exposure is not permitted the Examiner, I have had to settle for The Report as Appendix A.

      This book is not written from any religious standpoint.

      Nationalities of some property clients have been altered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To begin seemed like boarding a waiting train. I was the only passenger.   My ticket displayed no price, no destination and no arrival date.

      The steam engine puffed out of Station 1981 with jaunty hoots.

      We voyaged along the rails past varied scenery, over high bridges and through dark tunnels, with a few adjustments to the windows according to airflow.

      The rhythmical clickety-clack lulled the senses till Station 2014, when the track became rough, and lowering clouds threatened a storm.

      By Station 2017 progress reduced to walking pace. The terrain became increasingly difficult.  

      I moved to the coach closest to the driving force. The other coaches uncoupled themselves.   

      Onward with hope and trust. The wheels gained momentum. We powered through Covid into a changed world where the landscape faded into uncertainty.

      A turbo boost propelled us on. I was transported.

      At Terminal 2025, I disembarked with a basket of light.

      I thanked the breathing giant with fire in its belly. It exhaled, as the steam wheezed its life away. 

      And then it disappeared.

      So let’s step off the platform and enter the real world of property.

      
        
        Meg Balneaves
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      There it was again – 11.11.   The digital clock on the eye-level oven expressed itself.   So often lately, on the way home, in to the garage and through to the kitchen, perfect symmetry greeted me, sometimes 12.12, sometimes 14.14.
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        * * *

      

      I am an estate agent at the high end in Johannesburg involved with homes in the multi-million Rand bracket.   In 1981 I needed some way to provide for myself and two small children.

      I HAD A MOUNTAIN TO CLIMB!

      Property dangled the irresistible bait of so much to gain ……… though so much to lose with these lofty figures.   Success lifts your feet off the ground, while failure splinters aspirations.   In between, it’s an abundance of hard work.   Daily life tolerates or ignores the greed, the egos, but embraces the drama, comedy, excitement, and hope.   I love it, passionately.

      Over the years, the South African market surged and slumped with spasmodic waves in reaction to local and global conditions.

      How to start?   The local paper ran small personal ads.   An owner advertised his house privately.   My call inquired if he would like his house sold ‘professionally’.   I must have sounded as if I knew what I was doing.

      The cash offer received from a keen buyer was simple in its structure, so he seemed not to realise I had not done this before.   (Or perhaps he was just being discreet).

      Armed with the signed Offer to Purchase in my shiny new briefcase, I rushed to the seller’s home.   He was out.   It was early afternoon.   This was long before mobile phones.   Back then, due to much less emphasis on security than today, the gardener, who had seen me bring potential buyers, let me into the house.

      I waited and waited.   My precious document was in my lap.   I wasn’t leaving.   The neighbour’s dog barked for several minutes.   The hours ticked by.   It wasn’t as if the offer expired that night, I just wasn’t leaving.   I grew roots.

      At nearly 10 pm, when pains of hunger nagged in my stomach, his car headlights swerved round the room.   I braced myself.   He would have noticed my car.   He saw the funny side of it all and took the document to have a look at it in the morning.   I got the deal – my very first!

      I was hooked.

      The thrill of the endeavour intoxicated.

      Welcome to the world of property!
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        * * *

      

      Come with me on an astonishing realty adventure.   The road will get bumpy, but unique supernatural happenings illuminate raised awareness and justify trust in the Universe!

      Be entertained!   Be informed!   Be inspired!
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        * * *

      

      The second house produced a different scenario.   It was late, but an offer was signed.   The seller swayed in the doorway, demanded to know the offered price, then ripped the document to shreds in front of me.   Two days later the buyer reinstated his offer.   An appointment the next day at 9 am achieved success.

      The learning curve tilted.

      Each encounter slots into the memory bank, and contributes to the moulding of an agent.

      Having begun with middle of the range homes, I moved up the price ladder, and clinched an offer on a ritzy dwelling.   The next morning, before presenting it to the seller, I arrived at the office wearing two completely mismatched shoes.   Footwear was irrelevant.   I was in the zone!

      So, property seized my life!

      A precarious life, it must be conceded.   With no salary, earning commission only on a successful sale, working ‘at risk’ every day, meant I could toil hard on a home for months, only to have it sold by another agent right under my nose.   I would then have to walk away, with nothing to show for all the time and effort lavished on underwhelmed buyers.

      It was impossible to control one’s income.   Plus, if an Offer to Purchase was finalised and all funds were secured, the commission was paid only on registration of transfer into the new owner’s name, and this conveyancing process could take three months, or many more if there were complications.

      ‘Mind the gap’ took on new meaning.

      A short written ‘exclusive sole mandate’ would obviously be protection, but achieving that commitment is not always possible, and a mandate can frequently run out before the home is sold.   The seller’s seven-week itch kicks in.   Impatience creeps along.   He chafes to try someone else, regardless of how enthusiastic you are.

      At the outset, much time frittered away in the office waiting for the phone to ring.   I once forgot, for a couple of hours, to fetch my son from school.   I was captive to a likely transaction, but his face grumbled that that was not his problem.   Heavy cell phones came along in the early 90’s, gradually they became lighter.   We could function anywhere.   Heady freedom.
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        * * *

      

      Lean times eroded confidence, but something, other than the love of the business and the earning potential, kept me going.   Metaphysical support arrived in various forms every now and then.

      En route to a discussion on a counter-offer one evening, half a full moon hung from under a dark cloud.   (Sky-watching enthrals).   Leaving about an hour later with the deal concluded, the other half of the moon, now higher in the sky, gleamed over the top of another similar dark cloud.

      God, the Universe, the Indefinable, the Source, the One, has such a sense of humour.   It warmed my heart.   It was a communication.   I remember laughing out loud and relishing the moment.   There was no more appropriate response.

      It felt like a message, it’s OK, keep going.

      “Thank you.”

      We tend to forget that the moon shines with the light from the sun – it’s the ‘night sun’.
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        * * *

      

      At times the high-priced houses just did not sell, often due to the political and economic turmoil in the country.   I therefore dealt with homes in various price brackets across the northern suburbs, and met humanity in all its guises and disguises.

      One sprightly older man owned a flat square piece of land, and a sturdy house which squatted right in the middle.   He had put his two sons through tertiary education, with the proceeds of the wine he made from the fruit trees planted all over the property.   A tiny red brick hut tucked itself in a corner and made magic.   He was charged with more chutzpah than many thirty-year-olds.   Some people ‘die’ at 42 but are buried only at 85.

      A call came through one day from a Middle Eastern man who wanted to view a massive house with huge terraced grounds.    He swivelled out of his limousine with his back to me.   He looked like a gangster – it’s in the swagger of the wide-shouldered jacket!    His young Slavic girlfriend, tall and sylphlike, unfolded herself from the car.

      Visibly struck with the sheer magnificence of the property, he reached inside his jacket and pulled out R20,000 – a substantial sum in those days.

      “Here’s my deposit” as if this was a normal transaction.

      “I don’t take cash.”

      This was well before the motivated global efforts to curb money-laundering.

      Today agents and other related professionals such as conveyancing attorneys are governed by FICA – the Financial Intelligence Centre Act – which obliges us to report suspicious goings-on within 48 hours, and we cannot now receive the sum of R50,000 and upwards in cash.   A whopping fine or even jail can apply if we don’t co-operate.

      “Take it” he bellowed, pushing it into my hand.

      I took it, got in the car and dashed straight to the seller, who ran casinos and was a bit of a glamorous chancer himself.   He immediately stashed it in his safe and thought nothing of it.

      Some detective work on this buyer was required.

      “You do not investigate me!”   Click.

      I didn’t.

      The Middle Eastern individual, it turned out, wanted to rent the property as a base for his scam to sell the Kruger Park to America!

      Last time I checked, it was still there.

      Buying property hinges on confidence.   It’s a long term investment.   When I came to South Africa from Scotland in 1966, alone, on the SA government’s immigration plan and looking for sunshine, Johannesburg was only 80 years young and full of uncertainty.   Everyone spoke of their ‘five year plan’ – see how it goes and keep the option open to leave.   People are still leaving now.   Some come back.

      In ’66 there were cranes everywhere in Jo’burg.   It’s a dynamic burgeoning cosmopolitan city with property prices often taking quantum leaps.   Half an acre (2,000 square metres) of vacant land, well-positioned in a smart suburb, in the mid-eighties was worth around R250,000.   In the late nineties a good one would sell for over R8 million.   However today, in 2025, because of instability, widespread blatant corruption and lack of faith in the country, it could be R5 million, or less.

      The first home sold in 1981 went at R120,000.   It would now sell for around R3.5 million!   In 1966 R2 bought One Pound Sterling.   Now we need R23/24.
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        * * *

      

      I earned a living and supported my son and daughter, the latter with severe challenges, plus delivered them occasionally to my parents in the north-east of Scotland.

      One year when my parents longed to see their grandchildren, a sequence of three nice sales unrolled, linked because the buyer of the first gave me his house to sell, which I sold to another who again gave me his house which I succeeded in selling, two days before we were due to fly.

      There the flow ended.

      We were free to go.   Hooray!

      Perfect timing!

      The pattern of divine engineering is there to see, if we are aware enough to appreciate it.

      To work on commission is to put trust in the Universe!

      “Thank you.”

      In one remarkable month, with hard work, I sold seven properties and bought a small home for us with a minimum deposit.

      Admittedly it took twelve years before there was spare cash to put curtains on the living room windows, and I often wore plastic shoes, but that’s just fine.

      It was what it was!

      The clock on my kitchen wall frolics with the truth.

      All the numbers are jumbled up, and across its face scoff the words ‘Who Cares’.

      We were coping.   We were OK.
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        * * *

      

      A wealthy widow fell in love with a pretty yellow-painted cottage, as she cherished the thought of pottering around the nooks and crannies of the leafy garden.   Her cash offer was presented to a grateful thumbs-up.   Being a gentleman, the seller called the other included agents to let them know he had an acceptable offer.

      “Can I bring someone?” an agent fought back.

      “No.   I’m not going to horse-trade!   Thank you.”

      It’s a ruthless business.   The competition is fierce.   Rivalry abounds.

      Another time, a Russian couple chatted in the back of my car on a tour round a number of homes.   My knowledge of Russian, having studied languages at Edinburgh, proved invaluable.   I could interpret what they were planning to offer on one they fancied.   It wasn’t going to be enough.

      They eventually succeeded with their purchase, and immediately installed heavily-armed guards outside on the pavement.   This was unprecedented.

      Today it’s commonplace to have a guardhouse outside the upmarket homes, plus a comprehensive alarm system with cameras for closed circuit TV, beams criss-crossing the garden and electric fencing on top of the walls.   Some properties even have a manned security vehicle permanently parked in the driveway, and arms are on display.   Many non-through roads are ‘temporarily’ closed with access controlled either by guarded booms, or the requirement of a pin number, as further deterrents.

      The Russians provoked a great deal of talk then, and the suburb came to the conclusion, rightly or wrongly, that it was the Russian Mafia.   A couple of years later, they decided to sell.   I found a Chinese buyer.   Negotiations took some time.   One week the Russians would come late to the meeting, next week the Chinese would come late.

      It was international mediation – Russians on one side of the boardroom table, Chinese on the other.

      Unusual experiences deposited in the memory bank.   The moulding continued.

      When taking on a property, the agent often formulates a profile of the likely buyer, but is regularly surprised.    A small home went to a family of seven, while a six-bedroomed mansion was bought by a mother and her grown-up son.   You could never tell.

      Towards the end of the apartheid era, but still governed by its laws of segregation, a high-profile member of the African National Congress wanted to offer on a house in a ‘white suburb’.   This was at a time when some suburbs had even been ‘white by night’.   Racial tensions were raw and ragged.   It was necessary to visit all the neighbours, including those across the road, to get their written permission for a black family to move into the house.   It sounds so ludicrous now.

      For a white woman, to travel into a southern part of the city I would not normally frequent, to meet the buyer at Luthuli House, the ANC Headquarters, to take a crowded rickety lift to the first floor, and to conduct negotiations in a boisterous, noisy, cluttered office, was supremely nerve-wracking.

      Brought up in Scotland, one gained scant knowledge of ‘the struggle’.

      With relief that I had risen to the occasion, I headed home.  The sun radiated the almost tangible message of reassurance.   You are OK.   Everything will be all right.   The sun speaks a powerful language, with no words.   I must listen.

      “Thank you.”

      After independence in 1994, quite a few of us ran into the well-documented awkward situation of canvassing a home, being met at the door by a black lady and asking to ‘speak to the Madam’.    Happily it was usually treated with witty banter.

      We can learn a lot from children.   Two small boys aged six were friends, one was white, the other black.   They were playing at the white boy’s home one day when the father of the other boy came to fetch him.

      “You didn’t tell me your father was black!” exclaimed the white boy.

      At this politically historic time when so much was changing, and the white population was profoundly thankful there had not been a bloodbath, I handled the purchase for an ANC VIP.   I was sworn to secrecy.   The press got wind of it and hounded me for information.   When nothing was forthcoming, they scaled the walls, snapped photos and concocted their own story.   The file never left my side till everything was wrapped up.

      More insight.

      Of course, not everything  worked.   Occasionally a ‘big buyer’ would crop up who only wanted to impress his current girlfriend.   Others were cautious.   A US attorney from the Caribbean, on seeing an extraordinarily luxurious house, commented:

      “You wouldn’t show this to your lady-friend until you were sure of her!”

      He never bought.   Some potential buyers were just WOTs – Waste of Time.

      An Oriental couple offered on a property then disappeared.   They may have wanted the documentation as a means to raise funds, but they had entertained me with the best Chinese tea I have ever tasted, so they were forgiven.

      Ego-tripping poses a ticklish problem.   Estate agents develop astute antennae to try to separate the sham from the real buyers, but it’s not always straightforward.

      I was duped by a charming avuncular gentleman who claimed to have just won the lottery, and wanted to purchase his dream home.   He stopped taking my calls.

      I assumed a very casually dressed reticent man was not going to be a buyer.   He turned out to be one of the wealthiest businessmen in town.

      A vivacious forty-something flounced into an open day with theatrical flair, and confided she was engaged to a top General in the US, very close to the President.   She was so convincing.   She was an expertease, and led me a merry foxtrot.

      Creative juices percolated the brain one day.   Research into an area which had been one of South Africa’s most famous dairy farms promised much.   It had been cut up into erven and many modern houses had been built, but the name of the farmer, Montagu Simpson, lived on in the name of one of the roads.    His Ayrshire cattle and pigs had won awards at many shows, and his most prodigious cow, Benmore Boxwood, gave its name to the suburb – Benmore Gardens.   All the road names stemmed from the original farm.   There had been Muscovy ducks on a dam and on another section Methley plums.

      I thought a fun drop in the area, brim-full of historical background, would dig up leads for me and enrich the residents’ knowledge.   No one got in touch.   Makes you wonder.   Did they even read it?

      All grist to the mill.   It satisfied the inventive whim, but I didn’t try that again.

      A call from a West African lady who declared she had an upmarket buyer with no ceiling to the price, sounded genuine.   Having chosen to meet the next morning in an open area outside a hotel, I approached a stretch automobile which could almost accommodate my car in its boot, and was told:

      “Meet Her Excellency!”

      The large lady in the back seat, dressed in a full-length glittery evening gown and bouffant wig, wanted to see the best available.   She was a West African outgoing Government Minister.   In spite of my best efforts, I was not successful, but it was a novel outing, and the sellers were fascinated.

      Whenever agents are called to value a property with a view to putting it on the market, we apply a loose formula to assess whether there is sufficient motivation on the part of the seller, otherwise we could squander much valuable time.   The five ‘Ds’:  Death, Divorce, Debt, Departure and Desperation are unambiguous reasons for selling, but another unwelcome narrative may flare.

      A new listing was due to come on the market.

      Trophy heads of many different African animals lamented on almost every wall.   The house spewed ugly vibes.   The attorney who had asked me to value the recently deceased estate saw me eyeing the taxidermist’s work, and commented offhandedly that the owner had killed over a thousand buffalo.    He didn’t care.

      As I stepped uneasily through the rooms, repulsed by the voracious need to spill blood, I had a vision of a buffalo indaba, (Zulu/Xhosa for a serious meeting to thrash out serious problems), deep in the bush where thousands sweated in the heat, their mighty bodies rippling with muscle, their powerful horns thrust proudly high, the dust thrown up by their hooves swirling in the air.

      From a promontory, the voice of the head buffalo boomed out across the plain:

      “It is enough!   Get him!”

      The vision faded.   I knew I would not work on that property.   An excuse would suffice.   Having done my professional duty and tendered my opinion on the value, I strode briskly to my car, anxious to leave.

      With my back to the attorney, I asked casually:

      “How did he die?”

      “A buffalo got him.”

      Every day was different.   You never knew what was coming next.

      A call from a young woman who demanded to see homes with no budget constraint, was full of possibilities.   She turned up very late for the appointment in a top-down convertible.   Having showed her my portfolio with  positive feedback that her boyfriend would love two of them, I waited for the call to show the other half.

      She disappeared, never to be heard of again.

      Sometimes, after a great deal of work, a seller would be unprepared to pay a regular commission, either because his end price was well below what he had anticipated, or he was just plain mean.

      It was a game at the top end to fight with the agent to bring down the commission.   I crawled out of a big thatched home once with a deplorable commission, but thought in the end it was better than nothing.

      A few years later the very same seller asked me to market his current home.    After the presentation of an excellent offer, he launched into the commission issue.

      As a matter of principle, tactics were not planned ahead of an appointment, rather take things as they come, so I surprised myself when I quietly reached out my hand for the offer document which he held, slipped it into my briefcase, sat back, sipped the coffee in front of me and proceeded to make small talk.

      This was my living he intended to undermine ……………… again.

      The property was unattractive.   The offer was brilliant.   I soon left a somewhat confused man to think about things.   It took a couple of weeks of sculpted bargaining, while he chiselled and whittled like a Scrooge, but the final commission was acceptable.

      He probably won’t be calling me again.

      It’s such an all-encompassing business.

      An agent must be a compassionate ear for common human predicaments, a financial wizz to structure a watertight deal, a legal genius to prevent problems down the line, a diplomatic psychologist to create a bridge for a fragile ego to walk over, a canny negotiator, and above all a dedicated facilitator.

      One night, in a complicated negotiation with a frosty argumentative man, I worked with the documentation spread out on a low coffee table between us.   Without thinking, I slipped off the couch onto the floor while talking, sat on the carpet so that I was closer to the papers, and continued.

      My head was now significantly lower than his.   The climate eased.

      I kept going.

      I loved  ………

      
        
        the diversity

        the contradictions

        the scope

        the responsibility

        the possibilities.

      

      

      I was eating, sleeping and thinking property.
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