

[image: Cover]






I dedicate this book to my amazing, fabulous, near and far-reaching family and friends – thank you for believing in me.


Most especially, I would like to dedicate this book to my mother. I hope the little girl you left all those decades ago has managed to make you proud.


And to my wonderful father who had to pick up the pieces.
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Prologue



I’ve dipped in and out of living in the countryside most of my life, but being the type of person who slightly allows life to happen to them, I woke up one morning and found that I seemed to have embedded myself well and truly in London.


So, in 2015, when Graham said, ‘Let’s move to this farm in Somerset,’ I didn’t take a great deal of notice of him.


He’d been wibbling on for years about building a house that had all the best bits of our home in Yorkshire, Rise Hall, and all our favourite parts of various other houses we had known and currently knew, but with the added benefit of a farm we could turn into beautiful parkland like the Capability Brown parkland that surrounded Rise.


As lovely as this sounded – and it made for great evening conversations pondering over the perfect this and that about houses – as time went on, and as persuasive as he is, the thought of actually moving lock, stock and barrel to the country just didn’t seem feasible to me.


By the time we were having this particular conversation, I had been based in London working a variety of businesses and jobs and developing property one way or another for nearly thirty years. But more than that, we had fourteen years of having four children under our belts, with the network of systems and friends that held all that together. I was also well aware that everything was actually tied together by considerably more fragile threads than I cared to admit . . .


So whenever a farm came up in the country that sparked Graham’s imagination, I was happy to humour him by going to take a look as it involved a jolly to the country and we had both always loved looking at properties and land. And anyway, it sort of classed as ‘work’.


But honestly, the truth is, I never had any real intention of actually buying a farm. It wasn’t just that I knew nothing much about farming, although that felt like a fairly substantial obstacle, but it was also that I had never been that interested in learning about something that seemed to be so very slow.


Mother Nature only had one cycle a year when things happened and that was the best bits – planting and growing some things took years. And that, for an impatient person like me, was just too slow.


And yet, there I was, one wintry morning in the spring of 2018, standing in an enormous barn, in the middle of an enormous farm, taking a delivery of an enormous amount of packing boxes.


A lifetime of our family’s belongings arriving at our new home, Graham’s aforementioned farm, in Somerset. We didn’t have the space to store most of them as the plan was to build our new dream house on the site, but that was all still to come.


Nevertheless, the stuff came. So much of it!


OK, I am a self-confessed hoarder. I have a sentimental attachment to far more things than is either sensible or reasonable. My holy grail is to overcome this failing or ‘rebrand’ it by having everything either on display – for example, framed and on the wall – or being used.


This means that I get unnecessarily stressed about boxes of unknown ‘stuff’ lying around – especially if they are all just gathering dust, which much of the content of these boxes we had collected over the last thirty years together definitely were.


Ahead of our move to Somerset I promised myself that I would simplify my life, so here was a good place to start. I would gather the lorry loads of our ‘stuff’ that had been liberally spread around the country in various homes and projects, put it all together in the barn and simplify that down.


My driving reason for this was that I don’t want any of my children to have the burden of having to unburden themselves of the debris of my consumer-filled life.


Graham, a few years ago, had ‘bonfire-gate’ as I now like to call it. Along with lots of genuinely unwanted and unrecyclable objects, various things I thought I really wanted (even if I knew they were not actually needed) were destroyed in his purge.


They were some childhood toys of my mother’s that were a bit broken but were on my to-do list of things I was, one day perhaps in my retirement or something, going to mend.


He didn’t realise their significance and only found out too late. I was furious and so sad, and in my distress I turned, as always, to my excellent counsellors – my kids.


Billy said, ‘Why would you want to keep all that stuff anyway?’


I explained that I was going to mend it and then they could have it one day. He looked utterly bemused and asked why he or his children would want it.


Sometimes it takes a child to hold a mirror up to enable you to see the reality of a situation, but in that moment Billy released me from a great deal of the responsibility I felt for the endless ‘items’ I had accumulated.


You have to be very careful in life to ensure that you don’t end up with your belongings owning you rather than the other way around.


The moment your life is governed by housing your items, storing your items, moving your items – then you have to consider whether your items actually own you or you are in possession of them. Even worse, you end up going to work to earn money to pay for the space to store it all!


I recognise that I have been dancing on this fence for most of my life but even with that recognition, it is hard to be as ruthless as I know I logically should be.


But then emotions rarely have much to do with logic. When someone you love very much dies there is a tendency to keep things that remind you of them; it is an unconscious default setting in fear that you might somehow forget them without these trinkets they left behind.


It may be understandable but it’s not making your life better or brighter, and it almost certainly is not the legacy that anyone who loved you would want to be leaving behind.


I was once told that possessions and indeed dead bodies are a bit like empty boxes of chocolates. You have all the chocolates inside you as you’ve eaten them so there is no need for the empty box anymore.


It was a rather lovely piece of advice. It also helped me get over the fact that I’ve always felt a bit guilty about not going to my mother’s funeral despite the fact it was a decision I didn’t take, being only ten years old.


Perhaps it explains my obsessive need to hold onto things? Looking around that barn, so many treasures stared back at me – boxes of possessions and furniture that told the story of my life.


Like the scraps of furniture from when Graham and I first met at eighteen and nineteen years old. Stuff that didn’t even have the glamorous description of antique. It was all ‘second-hand’ or ‘recycled from the tip’ (though I think the fun police of risk assessors and health and safety have knocked that great game on the head now).


Then there was all the stuff from Rise Hall.


From the moment in our late twenties that Graham and I bought that semi-derelict empty stately home, we opened the floodgates and were suddenly the natural home for endless friends and family’s ‘I don’t know what to do with this’ pieces of furniture and knick-knacks.


There was also a load of unwanted stuff from my childhood home that my father and stepmother had passed on to me as well as things passed down from mine and Graham’s grandparents’ home of sixty years that had come our way. Although I must admit we were definitely complicit in effectively becoming an elephant’s graveyard for anyone and everyone’s belongings as with ninety-seven rooms to furnish we were super grateful for the filler and it came thick and fast.


On top of this came the contents of our London home, which had started as a two-bedroom cottage but ended up being extended to a seven-bedroom family home step by step as baby after baby arrived.


Oh, and not forgetting the contents of our treehouse cabin!


One summer, when Rise Hall was full of weddings and we were camping in one room in our home in London whilst major building work was being undertaken, we bought a few acres in Somerset with a stream, a wood and a small shed we rebuilt as an off-grid treehouse cabin to escape to. It was our little bit of magic in a manic time (though probably better in my head than in reality!).


We sold this field and the cabin too and so had everything we had filled that with as well.


Down it all came.


A couple of shipping containers and one slightly leaky barn later, all our worldly possessions were in one county and in one postcode.


I stared at the lifetime of boxes knowing that inside, every item told a story.


Ever since I was a little girl, my father told me the tale of how he arrived in his first marriage with only a set of broken false teeth and a broken pipe. When I found the false teeth and part of the pipe, I smiled at the memory of his retold story.


I have thrown the teeth away but couldn’t quite throw away the pipe, which now sits on a shelf in the downstairs loo – not useful or beautiful but considerably better than the teeth, although equally likely to never be used again.


It would be four years, a pandemic, a terrifying diagnosis and a host of magical adventures involving murderous bees, bird feeding and a very sentimental doll’s house, before I finally unpacked the last of those boxes in our beautiful new family home in the countryside.
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Golden syrup on bread and a goat called Far


I’m not sure exactly what it is about property that I have always found so engaging. I guess it’s the perfect blend of history, social history, people, relationships, retail, manufacturing, engineering, dealing and trading that all go into making up the fabric of a building.


Better still, every single building is different, either in its foundations, its construction, its legalities or its planning position.


Certainly, I’ve always had an insatiable desire to own property and I do know where that comes from – an overwhelming desire to not be told what to do or, as some would like to call it, being a fully qualified control freak!


Ever since I can remember, I wanted to be able to control the environment I was in and the best way to do that was to not only work for myself but also own the roof over my head.


The country has always been in my blood and heart having had ‘sort of’ self-sufficient parents but I guess if you looked back, you could possibly chalk it up to something that started soon after my mother died. That first night, my father, older brother Diccon and I dragged a mattress into the spare room and we all slept together in there until the house was sold six months later.


Moving was a fresh start. It meant we didn’t have to live in a house with a hole in it in a physical way – emotionally the loss leaves a hole, but at least there were no gaps and empty chairs in rooms that we could visually see.


Our childhood home provided my brother Diccon and I with endless hours of happy adventures. Originally it had been a pair of Victorian workers’ cottages on the edge of the Duke of Wellington’s estate, Stratfield Saye, in Hampshire, which my parents bought for about £2,000 in 1967. The cottages were semi-derelict and my parents – who we both clearly get our pioneering property spirit from – lived in a caravan in the garden whilst they knocked them together. By the time I came along, they had turned the cottages into a super cool home with four bedrooms and one bathroom.


I was eleven when we left that house but I still remember so much about it. The shelves in my bedroom neatly stacked with toys and books from endless jumble sales (my mother was an inveterate jumble sale goer), the orange and purple swirly wallpaper on the ceiling in the kitchen and the electric blue melamine worktops with purple painted cabinets that my father had built. I don’t think you could have had a more 1970s interior if you had tried.


There was also a highly polished oak staircase with square polished spindles and open risers so that if you lay on your front on the landing, you could look through into the kitchen and watch anyone who was in there (albeit they were upside down).


We often used to slip down the stairs if we weren’t wearing slippers, which was incredibly painful!


But I loved it all.


Especially the garden. The garden was one of two halves – one immaculately manicured, the other not.


The scruffy garden had a couple of old cars on blocks that my parents used to store clothes my mother had found in jumble sales that didn’t yet fit us (I told you she was a veteran jumble sale goer, even collecting bargains for us to use in the future!). I used to sit in those cars, surrounded by bin liners full of clothes, and pretend to drive, tweaking the buttons, switching things on and off and turning the wheel in a way you only do before you actually understand how steering works. The engine may not have worked but I could make those noises so it didn’t matter much.


In this half of the garden there was always a ‘project’ going on – namely my father constructing a shed of some sort, either a new loose box for an animal or to store ‘stuff’.


He was once given a totally beautiful wooden caravan with leaded windows and a roof that wound up that needed extensive restoration. I remember being inside its magical interior as a small child and even then I used to dream about fixing it up myself.


Alas it didn’t get restored in time. By the time I was old enough to embark on the restoration myself, it had been reclaimed by nature. Literally all that was left was a chassis and pieces of glass.


Sadly I let that one get away. I have never seen a caravan the same since and often wonder if I would be able to recreate it from my memory somehow one day. Clearly I haven’t quite let it go after all . . .


The buildings got filled up with this and that. The garage, which was initially built with the house, was used for a car for a short time until it became storage for one of my mother’s auction finds – a couple of lorry loads of the component parts for a variety of wooden children’s toys.


There were baby-walkers that you put those coloured square blocks in with numbers on, hobby horses, little wooden trikes, doll’s cots and dustbin after dustbin of various primary-coloured small balls with holes through them.


I think it was only £100 or so to buy it all, which they did. Then, piece by piece, my father would put together these toys and they would deliver them to various shops for them to sell.


It also meant that as a child I remember these component parts popping up all over the place, like a new knob for the kettle lid or the baby-walker wheels on trolleys to move things about.


Diccon and I would spend time climbing around this garage and digging our hands into the dustbins of smooth varnished balls or clambering around the piles of cot sides.


The house seemed enormous when I myself was a small child but probably wasn’t nearly as big as I remember, proving life is all relative!


At its heart was a temperamental, old, cream Rayburn that my father would fill with logs. This was used to heat the water and cook on, although as it regularly went out, food was often pretty late and sometimes raw.


I don’t remember very regular meals – there was generally one proper meal a day but the other meals depended on whether my mother or father were catering. If it was my father, then meals tended to involve salad cream on bread for the main course and then golden syrup on bread for pudding. Or sometimes sardines on toast.


If it was my mother, it would be dried fruit, which she bought in massive sacks from a wholesaler, along with some chopped carrots.


We both preferred our father’s meals!


My parents’ holy grail was self-sufficiency, which is nigh on impossible to achieve but we certainly grew and picked the carrots and all the other fruit and vegetables ourselves for our irregular dinners.


This required a considerable amount of digging – my mother was insistent that everything was double dug, which involved turning the soil over and then over again to break it up. I believe it was considered the best way at the time to make the best soil for growing things and was certainly hard work.


I do look back and think the produce from the garden couldn’t possibly have justified the number of hours spent embedded in compost with a near-permanent layer of dirt under one’s fingernails, but then when you are a child I don’t think you tend to question things around you, your normality is what is there.


Diccon’s and my contributions were not always helpful even though we did have the best of intentions. Once we dug a large and muddy duck pond in the middle of the manicured lawn for a pair of ducks that we had incubated in the downstairs loo.


We spent quite a lot of time up trees, in particular the Victoria plum where we always ate far too much of the fruit far too early and made ourselves ill. We also spent a lot of time hiding in the raspberry canes scouring them for their ruby goodies.


We were relatively feral with few rules and non-existent bedtimes, although every now and then when my father had clearly had enough he would take the fuse out of the upstairs lights to try and keep us in bed.


Alas this didn’t work very well as we quickly learnt to claim to be ‘scared of the dark’ and used this excuse to bounce out of bed again.


There were lots of animals in that house – ducks, seven goats, a dog, a fat ginger cat and a very muddy and unbrushed pony called Bracken who I brought into the kitchen on a regular basis.


The goats got pregnant (somehow!) and gave birth. We were scooped out of bed one night at three o’clock in the morning to come and watch, which I do remember as being amazing but mainly because we ate macaroni cheese afterwards, which was my absolute favourite.


The goats, or at least our biggest goat, Far, was also the source of one of the most embarrassing episodes of my childhood when my parents decided to bring her into my school to show the other children how she was milked.


It was a fairly stuffy all-girls private school in the middle of Reading. My parents, wanting the best for me, moved heaven and earth to send me there, hocking themselves into debt and living a very frugal life indeed to be able to meet the fees.


An array of smart company cars and drivers used to deliver their charges at the beginning and end of the day. My parents had a very old and very dented brown Renault 5.


On this particular day they somehow managed to ram our very large goat Far into the boot of it and out they got in their muddy wellies and scruffy gardening gear, fashioning themselves more on Tom and Barbara from The Good Life than Jerry and Margo, who would have fitted in rather better.


Every window looking out over the immaculately groomed lawn had faces pressed up against them as all classes got a bird’s eye view of the unusual scene: my parents leading our goat onto the lawn armed with a milking stool and a tin bucket.


My class had been led out to the lawn itself for the up close and personal experience by our Miss Honey type of joyous, young and enthusiastic class teacher. My parents milked Far, who then proceeded to kick over the bucket of milk and poo on the croquet pitch-quality lawn.


There were many horrified faces as well as a lot of giggling before the headmistress appeared with a face like thunder and ‘equipment’ for my parents to remove what the goat had gifted the lawn and icy glares for our teacher who had clearly not run this animal escapade past her boss.


It was an early lesson in resilience, as if I could have teleported out of there I would have done. I can still picture the dozens of laughing faces at all the windows.


I didn’t stay long at that school, although not because of ‘poo-gate’. It was because of Mr Fish.


Mr Fish was a joyous older man who lived next door to us. He worked at Thames Water and must have been very senior because he had a jolly smart car and he was persuaded to give me lifts to school.


He also sometimes took me back to his house after school, where he and his smiley wife, Mrs Fish, would give me chocolate biscuits. (This is not the only reason I liked them by the way.)


Anyway, Mr Fish had to leave for work earlier than would have been ideal, but the school was meant to be open at that time so it shouldn’t have been a problem. After a month or two of this arrangement, however, my parents discovered that the school wasn’t actually open and I, aged four, had been standing on the pavement for half an hour on my own.


Understandably, in my opinion, they were a little peeved with the school. The headmistress, already not a big fan of mine, got into trouble for her long breakfasts at home and whether it was the goat’s poo or the timekeeping, who knows, but my parents decided to enrol me in a closer and more rural school.


I didn’t mind that school so much – I can’t say that I had a ball but it wasn’t an entirely negative environment.


I had a maths teacher called Mr Doran who had a moustache like Magnum, P.I., whom I thought very handsome. He had a habit of pulling up his grey slacks with the sides of his thumbs whilst holding chalk between his thumb and forefinger which I thought a very cool trick.


As a result, I listened intently in maths and was therefore very good with numbers and top of the class. Sadly, he left to do a management training course at Marks and Spencer (I have never really forgiven M&S) and my grades took a rapid decline from then on. One of my missed careers was engineering, which stupidly and sadly starts and stops with your ability in maths at an early age. I would have loved to be an engineer.


When I left this school I went on to a secondary girls’ boarding school that could only very loosely be called an educational establishment. I really hated boarding – my mother had just died and I didn’t want to be at school, and I certainly didn’t want to be boarding there. My beloved brother was at a boarding school elsewhere and I longed for us all to be together just somewhere else.


I couldn’t relate to any of the teachers, most of whom were single older ladies without family or a sense of humour (or at least that’s how they all seemed to me). I did have one English teacher I liked who taught drama and put on a play whilst I was there, but she was considered a bit ‘out there’.


I remember my first history lesson when I started studying O levels (yes, I am that old to have caught the last year of them), I was given an A4 sheet of white paper with a long list of dates and events next to them.


This, I was told, was what we would be learning for the next two years. Homework was to learn the list by the next lesson. I now know that the ONLY boring part of history is the dates so it is unfathomable that a teacher would start there. I didn’t listen in history again for the next two years.


Somehow I managed to leave school knowing quite literally nothing about twentieth-century history or either world war (including their dates) and achieved a U for Ungraded in the examination.


I think it is fair to say that school and I didn’t agree with each other very well. It wasn’t that I was particularly naughty, it’s just that I couldn’t really see any point in learning. School to me was just serving time until I could legally leave and get on with life. I think I wasn’t a big fan of being told what to do and most of the rules at school seemed to me not to have particularly good reasons for being set.


So I applied to a local sixth-form college to study drama on a foundation course, which was much more up my street. I took this along with English (I hadn’t managed to pass my O level but fortunately they didn’t check my grade and I certainly didn’t volunteer the information) and art.


Sixth-form college definitely suited me better – there seemed more point to the teachers and being a student, and more relevancy to what we were learning. I liked the fact there were boys and girls there and male and female teachers, and they were all less peculiar and actually seemed quite interested in the subjects they were teaching.


But still, learning things to me was just wasting time that I could be spending getting on with life in the big bad world of endless possibilities out there. I had literally NO intention of going on to study anything else.


Looking back now, I recognise that my relationship with the written word was always a bumpy one. My four sons were all one by one diagnosed with dyslexia, I however was diagnosed with being ‘uncooperative’ at school. It’s just possible that I may be dyslexic too.


Their father, who is undoubtedly very talented indeed in the arts in all its guises, was not particularly academic either and, with apples never falling that far from the tree, it’s probably not that surprising that our children are ‘reluctant readers’ at best!


What I do know is that when I walked out of my last A level exam and everyone around me was talking about what they had written about and how they thought they had done, I only had one thought as I walked down the steps: ‘As long as I live, I will never ever sit another exam.’


The sense of freedom was overwhelming – the sky was blue and I was so very excited to be free to start the rest of my life.


And buy my first house.
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Living in a van and estate agents in ill-fitting suits


I’ve always loved camping. But then again I’ve had lots of practice of sleeping in slightly odd places.


After we sold the family home, my father moved us into a caravan. But it was pretty small and turning the beds into a seating area and back daily was time-consuming and complicated, so after about a week my father, Diccon and I slept in the little space in the eaves above the single garage, which at the time seemed like a great adventure.


My father had kept the garage and a chunk of the land, and set about building us another home on the land next door to our old home. So whilst this was going on, we lived between the caravan during the day and at night climbed a ladder that led up through a hole in the ceiling of the garage into the space above where three mattresses just about fitted.


I’ve always been mad about cats and my father was pretty weak in stopping me from collecting new kittens from a friend who lived on a farm nearby.


My new cat was very skilled at climbing the vertical ladder as well as sort of falling/jumping down it, which I considered very cool indeed. One night we went up and found she had given birth in Diccon’s bed (my father hadn’t noticed she was pregnant and I didn’t really connect her fat stomach to kittens). It made the whole adventure even more exciting, though Diccon and I had to share my mattress for a bit! I have later discovered that when you get on well with animals they tend to give birth in your bed, which I take to be a compliment about your relationship more than a dirty protest!


In many ways things were pretty unsettled after my mother died, though my father did what he had to do to make ends meet and provide us with everything we needed and whilst it may have been a bit unconventional, the three of us were incredibly close.


My first stepmother, who we called Boo, came along when I was twelve and was brilliant in so many ways. But in quick succession our mother had died, we left our home and moved into a garage and a caravan (admittedly in the field next door so not that far), my father had remarried, and my brother went to boarding school, and then I went off to a different boarding school, leaving my father and stepmother to finish building our new home together.


Watching a lonely broken father grieving is more painful than you can imagine. I learnt at that tender young age that witnessing someone you love in pain is worse than dealing with your own.


A child’s perspective on most things is often morphed out of reality – after all, everyone sees the world though their own lens – but when I look back, I know that I spent a goodly amount of my childhood labouring under the illusion that I could somehow ‘fix’ some of the tougher moments I could see others I loved going through.


Of course, now I can see how absurd most of those thoughts were, but nevertheless it doesn’t stop a child from feeling they are responsible.


That sense of responsibility carries with it a rich topping of guilt and those deep-seated emotions are hard to shake off.


But by the time I left sixth form my father had been married to Boo for some years and together they had finished building the house and created a new garden around it.


I no longer felt he needed caring for in the same way and I therefore felt less responsible for him. It was time to concentrate on finding somewhere to live myself.


Obviously a house, even a flat, was out of the question – there was no way I could afford one. I couldn’t even afford what seemed to me the next best thing – a motorhome.


So I settled for a van. An ex-local-authority Simca van to be exact which, by the time it came to me had previously been owned by a couple of builders so it came complete with an awful lot of rubble.


I bought it with the £200 my father had kindly given me for my eighteenth birthday and I could not have been more excited.


I scrubbed the back out and filled it with a few layers of old underlay, carpet and cushions. I also painted the bonnet and sides with flames and the words ‘Greased Lightning’ in a predicable lightning bolt. An act of stupidity that did nothing more than earn me a goodly number of well-deserved driving points mainly for drawing unnecessary attention to myself whilst attempting to tell the world (that wasn’t interested anyway) how sensationally individual I was.


Points aside, that van really was brilliant fun. It had no windows in the sides and I, not being very tall, could perfectly fit in the back. Being a bit of a bed snob, I wasn’t a fan of laying on the hallway floor to sleep at a party and so instead I had my lovely warm duvet and pillows all ready for me wherever I was.


And so, armed with my van and my father’s advice to ‘know your capital city’, like Dick Whittington I set off for London.


Living in a van in London had its precarious moments. I had to go to garages to use the loo and I rarely arrived at someone’s flat without asking if I might be able to have a quick bath or shower.


And in the winter it was jolly cold. The van steamed up overnight so there would be terrible condensation in the morning, which sometimes froze. On those days I would generally find an accommodating friend I could go and stay with!


But for the most part I was very happy.


Even so, the lure of a home with its own walls and a roof tugged away at me. The fact that I didn’t actually have the money to buy one I chose to regard not as a barrier but rather a hurdle that merely needed overcoming. I started to spend an awful lot of time staring in estate agents’ windows.


There were endless agents willing to help, especially when I said the word ‘unmodernised’. At that point all sorts of exciting possibilities would come flying out of their filing cabinets.


Even more possibilities materialised when, having realised that by limiting your budget to somewhere near affordable you didn’t ever get to see the really juicy properties, I upped my budget from £50,000 to an entirely imaginary £500,000.


Suddenly I was viewing blocks of flats and eight-bedroom town houses. Remember this was the late 1980s and no one wanted to buy property. Markets had just had a meteoric crash and interest rates were in double figures, and anyone who was anyone was obsessed with Silicon Valley.


This new digital world had arrived like an extra-
terrestrial spaceship bringing with it a new language that seemed as far-fetched as the sci-fi films I had never understood why anyone watched.


But a building? A building was tangible. It had walls and a roof – and I was busy being shown around all manner of properties whilst clutching endless sets of printed paper sales particulars.


I could see potential everywhere. I have never been very good at knowing limitations – to me everything is possible, it’s just a case of how you get around a problem.


Buildings have never been any different. The bigger the building or the bigger the problem, the harder you have to think about how to overcome it. In fact, I think I slightly get a kick out of having a bigger problem to overcome.


And besides, in those days, it was all hypothetical anyway. I was only ever imagining what I might do without having to actually commit and be responsible for the outcome.


But as time went on, never actually seeing through these daydreams became more and more frustrating. I was desperate to just get on with ‘doing’ something rather than just talking about it.


I needed to earn some money.


Estate agents


Back then estate agents were like different species to the ones we know now.


There were a few types. You’d get the estate agents that had set themselves up in a shop they had almost certainly bought – in much of London in those days, shops had no real capital value so you’d often get the shop chucked in for free with the residential flats above. This was because it didn’t stack up to run a business there if the shops cost a lot to buy or rent, especially when the rates and bills were high.


These estate agents had dirty windows, a shop sign that had aged as much as the agent himself, and an interior ‘shop fit’ that was little more than a pot of brilliant white paint chucked fairly badly on top of the old interior. It was never quite enough to disguise the previous use of the space as a failed hairdresser/corner shop/cafe.


The pictures in the window of houses for sale (which was the only way to advertise the properties available apart from the newspaper, which was an expensive marketing tool) had been on display so long the colours had been bleached out of them by the sun.


I learnt there was rarely much point in entering these offices as they were glorified spaces for the occupier to carry out another line of work rather than an agency selling or developing homes.


Next there were the proper independent estate agents, or sometimes independents with two or three branches. These were the best because they tended to be owned by one person who worked there (generally a man), who had started the business and had a vision for creating a really brilliant agency.


They had invested in their branding and signage, they had invested in their shop fit and they seemed to invest in their staff too. They were generally happy places with people working there who were sometimes only passing through on their career path or sometimes there for the long term, but they were keen to be successful and good at what they did.


Staff had people skills and a good understanding of the commodity they were selling. They also were generally fun and helpful, driven enough to channel their undoubted selling skills into something more interesting and engaging than door-to-door sales but perhaps not hungry enough to be on a trading floor.
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