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About The Secret Agent


The Secret Agent has run his own business dealing in the super-prime London market for twenty years. For five years he wrote the hugely popular weekly ‘Secret Agent’ column in the Financial Times, and now does so in Bloomberg. He has an MA and MFA in Creative Writing and lives in London.









Praise for Highly Desirable


‘A hugely fun tale of how the super-rich buy their super-prime lairs – I was absolutely boggled throughout. Toto, I have a feeling we're not on Rightmove anymore . . .’ – Marina Hyde


‘A gloriously entertainingly glimpse behind the closed doors of the high-end house market. I never knew property could be so riveting’ – Prue Leith









About the Book


‘Max’ is London’s most exclusive property agent – and this is his diary.


Over the course of a year, Max charts the fabulous highs and bank-breaking lows of his business, where houses in the super-prime bracket can start at £30 million and clients are rarely easy to please.


From sipping green juices with an Oscar winner to finding a dream home for the world’s trickiest billionaire, and House & Garden-featured locales to Palladian dwellings worth £4,000 a square foot, Max and his team negotiate the UK’s biggest property deals during the day and their own romantic dreams during the night.


Highly Desirable is the ultimate insider’s account of the personalities and machinations that rule a world we almost never get a true glimpse of. Holding nothing back, Max labours mightily to balance his professional life with his love life, and to reconcile his company’s payroll with the demands of an over-the-top clientele.


This is a showcase of the good, the bad and the bizarre of the real-estate market for the super-rich.









Dedication


To my father.


And in memory of my mother.









Author’s Note


Inevitably, I’ve had to obfuscate some details to protect the identities of those portrayed in this book. What I have tried to do is capture the essence of their characters and the spirit of the business.









Prologue


‘Shall we go for a quick coffee?’ she asks.


Those seven words are the ones I’ve been waiting for.


‘Great, yes, that would be good,’ I bumble in response.


We’ve just finished viewing a rather mediocre flat. I’d mapped out a suitable coffee venue in advance, hoping this could be my breakthrough moment with the Oscar Winner. We walk the two streets in a wind so blustery it’s hard to hear anything. I attempt carefree conversation, enquiring after her weekend. She nods politely, gesturing at the swirling around us to indicate that I should shut up until we’re safely inside. The questions I’d teed up – or rather, am desperate to ask – about the iconic films she’s been in, her castmates and the inside track on A-list rumours will have to wait.


As we enter the café, I realise the inside of my jacket is vibrating non-stop. I curse that I’ve left my phone there, nestling against my heart, rather than tucking it into my bag where it can’t assault me. I need clarity, sparkling wit, a calm mind. I need to be able to recite relevant property data: recent sales, speculative cost of refurbishment, pounds-per-square-foot value, potential swiftness of transaction, profile of the sellers. But how is this possible when I know with a sinking inevitably who is on the other end of the phone, demanding my attention?


It’s the person I call ‘Billionaire’. Among my circle of clients, friends and family, he is the only one to deploy such an aggressive method of communication. He has his PA call continually until I pick up. No message: just ring and repeat. I once missed forty-three calls when I had the temerity to take a forty-minute bath at 7pm. But today I need to pay him urgent attention, as we’re in the midst of a deal that is hanging by a gossamer thread. It’s been complicated by some legal sign-offs that Billionaire failed to get when he bought and refurbished the apartment he’s now selling. He has given the other side an ultimatum: exchange by close of play today or he’s withdrawing from the sale. And I know he means it. One thing he’s taught me over the fifteen years we’ve worked together is he doesn’t issue idle threats. I need to call the lawyers on both sides to work on a solution, appease the buyers and see if there is a wafer-thin possibility that I might persuade Billionaire to take a rational and reasonable approach. Unlikely. But I need to salvage the sale of his £22-million apartment. If it goes through, it will solve the cash-flow problem that COVID has created and guarantee the salaries of my team of four.


But instead of dealing with this crisis, I’m musing over organic juices and discussing the merits of a spirulina shot versus a turmeric one with the Oscar Winner. I mean, this is the stuff that lifelong friendships are built on, right? I’ve been looking for a flat for her for two months now. She’s always polite, always on time, always (and this is my litmus test for people) greets the housekeeper. But we haven’t yet broken through to that crossover point where we joke together and our conversations become something more than mere work chat. Now is my moment – and I’m about to blow it.


There’s an intimacy to finding a home for someone. You need to understand them: what they want, how they choose to live, what’s important to them and why. Is it an east-facing kitchen to capture the morning sun? Is it a place to entertain and break bread with loved ones? Is it a space for solitude and peace? Is it a home with perfect Palladian proportions?


This is my opportunity to start achieving some of that understanding – and I can’t take it.


‘I’m so sorry, I have to dash. Apologies,’ I say, grovelling.


‘Oh,’ says Oscar Winner, with just a hint of surprise that her estate agent is the one cutting short this cleansing-juice bonding session. ‘We’ll chat again soon,’ she adds promptly, but with only a hint of her megawatt smile.


I settle the bill while ordering a taxi, and then dash out into the gusts of wind swirling through Little Venice. I message Billionaire and say I’ll call him in five minutes. It’s impossible to speak in the wind. I compose myself while waiting for the Uber. This deal has to go through.


I call him as soon as I’m in the car. ‘Hello, I’m sorry, I was with’ – and here I drop the name; why not, it’s the truth? – ‘but got away as soon as I could.’


‘Tell them the deal is off,’ says Billionaire, unimpressed.


‘Sorry?’ Even as I say it, I’m distracted by Magic FM playing at full blast from the car’s speakers.


‘Sir, could you turn the music down a little?’ I say to the Uber driver.


‘What?’ Billionaire barks.


‘I thought we were going to give them until close of play today?’ I say.


‘I’ve changed my mind; I don’t think they’re serious.’


‘Please. You’ve invested time and money in this. Let’s play it out until the end of today. Humour me,’ I say, with a laugh that I hope masks my desperation.


I’m met with silence.


‘The thing is,’ I tell Billionaire, ‘the building regs are an issue, and it means they can’t get financing, which they were planning to.’


‘If they’re too poor to afford it, screw them. They’ve wasted my time.’


‘They’re not. They haven’t. They love it. It’s just it makes financial sense for them to borrow money. And if we dismiss them, we’ll just have to go through all this with someone else.’


‘Whose side are you on?’


‘Yours. Always.’ That response needs to be unequivocal. Always.


And there’s that silence again.


‘How about this?’ I continue. ‘Why don’t we give them today and if they don’t exchange by the end of it, we walk. And I’ll take you for lunch at the Ritz’ – his favoured venue – ‘and you can choose the wine. But if they do exchange, you take me for lunch.’


I’m gambling on the fact that he likes a gamble.


There’s an agonising wait. I’ve learned not to fill these silences. I listen to Celine Dion faintly singing.


At last, he speaks. He says simply: ‘Why not?’


‘Why not indeed?’ I say rapidly, jumping on this moderate affirmation.


One unexpected hurdle down, I now have a major juggling act to pull off.


‘You can turn the music up again,’ I say to the driver as I hang up, and Dion blasts out the chorus – ‘It’s all coming back, it’s all coming back to me now’ – as we pull into the mews where my office is.


As I walk in, the eyes of two of the team eyes swing on to me. Natasha doesn’t look up. Billionaire’s PA has been calling them all on rotation.


‘What’s happened?’ asks John.


‘I’ve got to salvage this deal by 6pm.’


‘Mate, what can we do to help?’ Damien says, putting down the weights he’s been lifting. He’s still in gym wear, which I make a mental note to discuss at our next Monday meeting.


Natasha does not deign to avert her gaze from whatever is engrossing her.


‘Right, I’ll do a coffee run,’ says John. ‘Double espresso, for you, Max?’


‘Yes please.’


‘Skinny latte for me,’ offers Natasha languidly. She finally looks up. ‘I imagine this means we’re putting off The Board for now?’


‘The Board’ signifies our all-important, first-thing-in-the-morning confabulation around the office whiteboard. It lists the properties we’re selling, their price, the offers we’ve had and the clients we’re looking to acquire for. We’re estate agents selling properties in London in the super-prime sphere, usually off-market without any digital footprint. We also act on behalf of clients purchasing, getting them into things before anyone else, charming, cajoling and negotiating the best deals. We’ve been known to stretch outside London and even occasionally abroad, but our core work is centred on the most expensive boroughs of the capital. It’s a people business, so we have to get on with everyone, from porters to PAs, from lawyers to laymen and their advisors.


John pauses by the door, looking at me expectantly. I’m just about to dial the number of the friendlier of the two conveyancing solicitors involved in the transaction. I look back at him with a What? expression.


‘You know, I almost worked with her once . . . terrific audition . . . the chemistry was there all right, but the producer insisted on a name . . . Ludicrous. And, you know, the picture suffered. Sometimes I loathe the business side of my business,’ he says.


‘What?’


‘The Oscar Winner,’ he clarifies. ‘That’s who I’m talking about. She and I have history.’


‘That’s terrific, John. let’s talk about it another time.’


*


Two hours later, I’ve hit a brick wall with the buyers’ lawyer. He’s holding firm that the building regs need to be retrospectively signed off before they’ll proceed. This could take weeks or months, and may not even happen. Local councils don’t respond well to pushy agents trying to get sign-off on overpriced apartments, particularly when high-handed owners have flouted the rules and bypassed due process. Billionaire’s lawyer is flummoxed. We’re at an impasse.


I can see my business crumbling. I imagine John performing show tunes in a tunnel linking tube lines, Damien buying a one-way ticket back to Australia and Natasha returning to her parents’ crumbling estate in Northamptonshire to boss some witless old retainer around.


From the recesses of my property brain, I remember a client getting an indemnity policy, a kind of insurance policy to protect them from potential planning permission issues. Could this be a solution? I call Billionaire’s lawyer to see if it might be feasible. It could be, he says.


Why didn’t he come up with that solution? I wonder – but I’ll save that for another time. The issue at hand is getting it signed off in the next couple of hours, and finding out how much it will cost. I don’t even consider asking Billionaire to delve into his pockets. This will be on me. I race to the buyers’ hotel, as I’m going to need them to ‘take a view’ on the indemnity and instruct their lawyer to do so as well. If they want it, I gently point out, they can instruct their lawyer to make it happen. I know they love the flat, but what Billionaire doesn’t realise is that he’s not always the richest guy in the room; the buyers have ‘fuck you’ money too. This £22-million flat will serve as their London pied-à-terre and will be their fourth property. It’s not a passion purchase, it’s one of convenience. The flat is immaculate (in the trade, we call it a ‘turnkey’) and that’s what they require.


I apologise profusely for coming to see them in person. I explain that Billionaire is wonderful but hot-headed, and I put the indemnity proposition to them. I go into full charm mode, bordering on obsequious while maintaining a veneer of professionalism. I hope. They say they’ll think about it and let me know. I don’t tell them it’s 4pm, the clock is ticking and that they could lose the flat – and I could lose my business – if they don’t think about it quickly. It’s never wise to push or appear desperate, however desperate you are. I can almost feel the relish with which Billionaire will withdraw the contract and order a fearsomely expensive bottle of wine at the Ritz, leaving me with a bill I can’t afford. Doom and gloom descend on me as I cycle listlessly through Hyde Park back to our office. I rehearse how to tell the team we’re looking at the end of an era. Getting off my bike, feeling the world on my shoulders, my jacket pocket vibrates. I pull out my phone, resigned to the inevitable.


It’s the buyers: they’ll accept the indemnity.


I call the lawyer and pay the £1,200 for the indemnity myself. At 6.42pm, after having begged the intransient lawyer to stay in his office, we’ve exchanged. It’s done – and we’ll close the year solvent.









JANUARY


2 January 2022


I spend Christmas at my father’s, escaping London. It’s rather a muted affair. I’m struck by a bad bout of flu and perform endless COVID tests, which fortunately come back negative. From bed, I give my best stoic-while-receiving-well-wishes performance to the younger members of the family. I offer a double-handed embrace to anyone knocking at my door, saying with mustered strength, ‘You are good to come and see me.’ This rapidly wears thin, as my family are the stiff-upper types.


I track various clients who’ve escaped to sunnier climes: Mustique (all right for some), Tulum (for the Insta-Kid, where else?), Gstaad for several. I read, listen to Audible and tell myself next year is to be a good one. On all fronts.


In work terms, the year ended better than expected, largely thanks to Billionaire’s flat closing. In addition, we exchanged on another biggie. It’s as good as done, though we’re not paid until completion, so I’m cautious of tempting fate. What was striking about this negotiation was it was all done over FaceTime. Literally. I showed up with my iPhone and did a tour. The house in Holland Park had a ticket price of £17 million. We agreed it after a single virtual viewing. No quibbling, just a simple ‘We’ll take it,’ as casually as picking out a sweater from Marks and Spencer. I still can’t quite believe it.


I wonder, in my sickbed haze, if we could develop a reality-TV format based on buying this way; it would certainly make my life easier. The production company could find the buyers (types like the Insta-Kid, who doesn’t believe anything is real unless documented on camera), and I’d play the convivial host guiding high-net-worth individuals as they whittle a selection of three properties down to one. My mind speeds to a global streaming franchise: iterations in Saint-Tropez, the Hamptons, the Greek islands. Am I overdosing on Day and Night Nurse, leading to hallucinations? My show could be Buy It On First Sight, Millionaire Listing. Perhaps it has legs . . .


The buyers of the Holland Park house were already familiar with the street, had Google-mapped it and perused the floorplan. And, critically, they had a seemingly satisfactory Zoom with their decorator, whom I set about charming. Not only one of the easiest deals I’ve ever done, but if calculated against time spent versus income made, my most lucrative. Mazel tov.


It seems to me that COVID has made people more decisive rather than less. It’s certainly shaken things up: I know a dizzying number of couples on the rocks. We all get stuck in ruts in life, but sometimes we’re too busy to notice. The pandemic has demanded we slow down and ask bigger questions, such as: who do you want to spend the rest of your days with? These musings are, of course, for the privileged, who aren’t merely having to think of survival.


5 January 2022


John appears first, with a piping-hot ceramic cup in hand, humming something indistinguishable but surely a show tune. On seeing me, he bursts forth: ‘You’re here! Should you be? How are you?’


‘I’m rested and healthy. What’s with the cup?’


‘Environmental – I can’t bear those reusable things so I’ve brought my own, handcrafted by a Portuguese artisan. Chic, non?’ John does everything with a certain flourish.


The chitchat is interrupted by Natasha and Damien – arriving together.


‘Reunited!’ John claps.


And so we are. Damien, our meteor of enthusiasm, a Hemsworth doppelgänger, is normally at home in Australia for the month over Christmas, but he tested positive just before departure and that put paid to that. Natasha has been in Northamptonshire with her family. Neither of the two has hit thirty: each is strikingly attractive. I can’t pretend now that it wasn’t a subconscious factor in their hiring.


In my defence, people like being shown properties by good-looking brokers. It’s an old-fashioned model. Damien, a six-foot blond Aussie, brings a can-do attitude and brims with positivity. Natasha has thick russet hair, an aquiline nose and equine face; she possesses the classical beauty of bygone times. John, occasionally known by me affectionately as ‘The Thesp’ (for he is one), works his magic in a different way – which is not to say he lets us down in the looks department. All indications point to him being in his late fifties (we don’t ask). He’s always impeccably turned out, even if the shirts are frayed at the cuffs and collars and the cashmere jumpers have discreet patches sewn on. He graces us with his presence between curtain calls and brings us a verve atypical to estate agents, along with a terrific client list – he’s known and loved by everyone.


I’m suddenly distracted by a dog peeing on the floor. Natasha bends down with some wipes.


‘Umm, Natasha.’


She looks up.


‘You appear to have a dog with you.’


‘He’s adorable,’ John says. ‘A miniature dachshund?’


‘Yes. He’s called Lord Edward; he’s a Christmas present from my parents.’


I say nothing.


‘I thought perhaps he could be our office dog? Our mascot? Our good-luck charm?’ She looks at me and makes her case: ‘I was going to leave him in the country, but we can’t bear to be parted from one another. And look at that face.’ She picks him up, showering him with the sort of affection I imagine she’s never shown a human. John makes cooing noises, while Damien looks baffled by the tininess of the animal.


‘All right,’ I concede, ‘but this is a strictly no-barking, no-leg-lifting zone.’


‘Lord Edward is going to be like the best-brought-up Victorian child – seen and not heard,’ Natasha promised.


I look at Lord Edward and am not quite sure if this will be the case.


Damien gives me a side-eye, then I catch a look between him and Natasha that has a hint of the conspiratorial. There’s always been a ‘will-they-won’t-they?’ element to their dynamic.


‘Now we’re all here, I thought it would be a good time to talk about strategy for the upcoming year,’ I say, changing the subject.


‘Absolutely,’ agrees John.


‘COVID will be with us for the long haul, but there’s a positivity in the market. A sense of carpe diem, I feel. We can’t count on the regularity of international buyers; we can’t really count on anything.’


‘We are where we are . . .’ says John ponderously.


‘. . . and that’s never a good place to be?’ Natasha suggests.


‘Au contraire,’ John says, zeroing in on me. ‘Look at Max.’ He starts to well with emotion, but composes himself. ‘Max has been seriously ill, it was . . . precarious . . .’


‘You had a cold, didn’t you?’ Natasha looks up from her computer.


‘It was flu,’ I say. ‘Quite a serious case. And I have to be careful because of my previous health incident.’


‘You are strong,’ John interrupts. ‘We all are, and that’s why this year is going to be a huge success for us.’


I feel a self-empowering song brewing. Destiny’s Child’s ‘Survivor’, perhaps. John has a habit of launching into song, musical theatre being part of his repertoire.


‘Thank you, John. I’m touched. All is well; let’s focus on work.’


‘We did pretty well last year,’ Natasha says, before letting loose a considerable yawn. ‘Sorry. Lord Edward kept me up.’


‘We did well at the end of the year due to two big deals, one of which hasn’t landed yet. Before that, we were in trouble,’ I say truthfully. ‘We can’t afford to rest on our laurels. Now: to The Board.’


‘The Mighty Board,’ seconds John.


We all swing our chairs to face one wall. The Board takes up the entirety of this windowless side of the office. Gigantic for dramatic effect, it’s an ever-present aide-memoire of current clients and properties. At the moment, the roster includes:




• The Oscar Winner. My client and future friend. She wants light, high ceilings and a garden or terrace – somewhere to step outside. We’re all rather in love with her.


• The sale of the Chisholms’ house in Chelsea. A top priority, especially after our almost-buyer did as we expected and chipped at the price on the day of exchange. We told them where to go, so the house is now fully available. It’s the second time a buyer has let us down badly. Asking £10 million.


• My old friend Kate, possibly returning to London from LA. An actress and former model, she’s made money flipping properties in the Hollywood Hills. She’s ready for a new chapter. Budget: unclear.


• The Insta-Kid. Again, budget: unclear. Character: tricky. A contact of Natasha’s who’s yet to sign terms with us.


• Natasha’s Uncle Fortescue and the possible sale of his Kensington house. This has been ongoing for years now, and we hope he will sell.


• Potential new business, follow up leads from the team.





‘Do you think things are going to be very bleak this year?’ Natasha asks.


‘London will always thrive,’ John assures her.


‘It all feels rather gloomy,’ Natasha says, stroking Lord Edward to soothe herself.


‘It’s going to be our best year yet. We have great things on The Board, and the joy of our job is you never know what’s around the corner,’ I say, reassuring myself as much as them.


‘Exactly,’ says Damien. ‘We could find a new Billionaire to drive us all crazy.’


‘Please.’ John shivers. ‘I feel we need to carve ourselves a niche more among the artistic community, clients who appreciate what London has to offer: culture, art, theatre, dance, opera, food and restaurants.’


‘Let’s just find the clients and then worry about their artistic sensibilities,’ I say.


7 January 2022


Damien jogs into work and exercises in the cobbled courtyard outside our office. It’s not really what I’d call a subtle demonstration of athleticism. Once in the office, there seem to be several urgent calls and emails that need attending to until it’s undeniably indecent for him to remain in his body-hugging Lycra a minute longer. He showers and changes before Natasha’s arrival, which I sense rather defeats the point of the whole performance.


Natasha is late. Again. Lord Edward trots in reluctantly behind her. John arches an eyebrow at me, but business is always slow at this time of year.


We’re chugging into action, touching bases with existing clients and following up potential leads. I’ve been playing phone-tag with Zara. I found a terrific house in Notting Hill for her and Spencer (husband) before prices hit the stratosphere. Spencer has made a fortune in venture capital, and my optimistic property mind contemplates the notion that they may want to upgrade to a bigger house, which would mean a double deal for us – a sale and purchase. I often find myself cautiously predicting moves, fantasising about what clients may want – which often correlates in some ways to what I’d want. My own particular property porn varies depending on my mood and the season. A finca in Mallorca overlooking the sea on one side, mountains on the other; a modernist new-build with a view of the South Downs; or a first-floor flat overlooking communal gardens in Little Venice. Or all of the above when I’m feeling grandiose.


10 January 2022


Kate calls. She still refers to herself as ‘the Mattress’, for she was/is a model/actress. The portmanteau doesn’t really sit well nowadays, so I reverted some years ago to her real name.


‘I’m going to do it. I’ve booked my flight,’ she tells me.


‘One way?’ I ask.


‘Yes.’


‘It’s a big step; you’re so LA. Are you sure?’


‘I don’t know. It’s the pandemic, it’s the polarising politics. You know, I even woke up this morning and thought, it’s another bloody sunny day. I was actually craving low, grey skies and drizzle.’


‘Well, if that’s not a sign,’ I say.


The pandemic has made many of us rethink life and what’s important. And though I hate to contradict Paul Young, home is more than just where you lay your hat; it’s partly about who you’re with and who is around you. Kate’s had a good run in Hollywood, but stardom has eluded her. This is through no fault of her own and is more down to the vagaries of the industry and the luck of the draw of life. She was almost cast in a mega sitcom that would have been game-changing but lost out as the ‘star’ wanted his friend in the role. A version of that story has played out many times over her career, but she’s the type to dust herself off; you have to be in that game.


13 January 2022


Three times in my life, I’ve gone into therapy. The first time was in my early twenties, when I was coming to terms with being gay (how outdated that sounds, when gay is so positively normal now). I sorted that out (ish) in six sessions and became disconcerted by the amount of positive affirmation that therapist gave me.


The second time I was thirty, in the wake of a heartbreak I didn’t know how to get past. Self-medicating with negronis and martinis, I came to realise, was not the way. I always call that break-up my cocktail voyage of discovery.


The third time was after my mother died unexpectedly and I needed to find a way to navigate the enormous grief, look after my dad and stay sane. It was Quentin who helped me steer that path. Since then, I’ve had top-up sessions on an as-needed basis. It’s like seeing an old friend who knows you inside out. I don’t need to give him the backdrop and explain who fits where in the jigsaw of my life; I can launch straight in.


And now, after a brisk six-minute walk down Earl’s Court Road, I’m examining his bookshelves for new material and assuming my usual seat in the armchair as he faces me, notebook in hand, wearing an earnest expression.


‘I’m wondering if it’s just all too much, Quentin?’


‘Your mean your work?’ Quentin has that therapist’s habit of tilting his head at a slight angle to indicate how intensely he’s listening.


‘I suppose it’s that. I am fond of my clients. Mostly. But some – well, they do give me stress. And then there’s my team, whom I love but feel a responsibility to. I remember you warning me not to be alone in my professional and personal life. And here I am in both. Alone. What I mean about work is that I have workmates, but the buck stops with me, which is another version of alone.’


‘Have you thought of sharing this feeling with your colleagues?’


‘It’s not their problem.’


‘Well, your first responsibility is to yourself. Not every heart attack is triggered by something strictly physiological. Do you see any possibility that yours was the result of putting too much pressure on yourself from a sense of duty to others?’


I had a heart attack three years ago, at the age of thirty-nine. I was fit and healthy and my weight was what it should be; I probably drink too much, but that is my only real vice, and my stock response to questions about my consumption is that being a functioning borderline alcoholic is culturally British.


I’d had no indications of a pending heart attack. The doctors were all convinced I’d been on a cocaine binge the night before, as that seemed the most rational explanation. I hadn’t been. It feels like old news now, but I am still more heightened to my body’s potential frailties.


‘Possibly,’ I say, doubting it as soon as the word comes out of my mouth.


‘Perhaps your subconscious was feeling your isolation?’


‘I don’t think my subconscious was telling me to have a heart attack because I’m single, Quentin, or indeed because I have a sense of duty to my colleagues,’ I say, rather testily.


‘Of course not, but you need to be kinder to yourself, you need to minimise the stress in your life and you need to prioritise your needs above the needs of everyone else. You give too much away, Max. The burden can’t be yours alone.’


Now, this is the sort of therapy I approve of: the kind where I’m the hero of the narrative.


‘Yes, I see that.’


‘Good. Now go act on it.’ He concludes the session.


On the walk back to the office, I cogitate on how to impress upon the team a shared sense of responsibility. A new incentive system, possibly, reducing salaries in exchange for profit participation.


The fact is, estate agenting is feast or famine. There’s little correlation between how hard you work and the fiscal returns. You can toil for two years to sell a property, but if the client belatedly changes their mind and pulls it off the market, you’ve got naught to show for it. In fact, you’re down, as you’ll have spent time, money and resources. And on the buying side, you can visit countless properties with a client who then calls you in high spirits to say they’ve found the perfect flat – through another broker. It happens.


On the flipside, as with the house in Holland Park, you can have a one-hit wonder that requires minimal man-hours and reaps great rewards. Those jackpots are few and far between but I love them landing in our laps.


14 January 2022


The new year brings new challenges, new hope, new possibilities, new adventures – at least, this is the hackneyed line I’m delivering to Zara, the client who morphed into a friend, and now lives with her husband, Spencer, in the house I found them in Notting Hill. They’re the couple that I was hoping were looking for an upgrade. The conversation, though, takes a different turn.


‘It’s happened,’ she says with a tone of inevitability that suggests I should know what’s happened.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I reply – then hold my tongue. The lack of context is limiting. And I’m catastrophising; my mind races to the Big C.


‘I’m not sure I can stay in the house.’ Oh, no. I think it’s terminal.


‘Of course. Oh, Zara, I don’t know what to say.’ And I don’t – but I realise a speaking role isn’t required of me. It’s something television’s Anne Robinson set me straight on in my early days of agenting: when to talk and when to shut up. While showing her a house in Kensington, I twittered on about the joys of an en-suite bathroom, or something equally banal, and she cut me short with: ‘You’ve got a non-speaking role here.’ A lesson learned. I never try and sell property now, I simply show property – with a certain flair and consideration, I like to think – and answer asked questions.


Zara is still talking. ‘He wants to buy me out so I can find another house for me and the children. I told him we’re one family. She’s twenty-eight, his Pilates instructor. Purr-leeese. And, what’s worse, I found her for him. I mean, as an instructor, obviously. He wanted to go on a health drive . . . for us, supposedly! Can you believe the cliché?’


‘It’s certainly that.’ I feel relief and recalibrate my thoughts.


‘We’ve been together since university; my whole identity is wrapped up in his. And I thought his in mine. Who am I, if I’m not the wife of, the mother of . . .?’ She devolves into self-recrimination. ‘The choices I’ve made! The quicksand that I’ve built my life on!’


Sometimes you need to let people talk. I read somewhere that listening isn’t passive, that if you’re doing it right, it’s active. At times, my head is so filled with information about my clients’ lives – the flotsam and jetsam, the mundane detail (usually staffing problems) and the turning of the bigger emotional wheels – that I hardly have space for my own interior emotions. ‘Boundaries!’ Quentin exhorts, every time I see him. ‘Boundaries,’ I agree, then fail to draw them up.


The problem with the very rich – and this goes beyond the well-used F. Scott Fitzgerald quote that ‘they are different from you and me’ – is they are used to everything being about them and everyone being subservient to their emotions, as if their feelings are somehow bigger than anyone else’s. Fact check: they’re not.


But the situation with Zara is different. This is a truly sad case of a lockdown divorce.


‘I hate what you’re telling me. What can I do, Zar?’


‘Just help with houses. If I have to move, I need to find something that’s an equal, not a lesser. Does that make sense? Spencer’s got Slick advising him.’


Ugh.


Slick. Our bigger, more successful nemesis. Ruthless. The Goliath to our David. Hustler, poacher and some unprintable words. He’s torpedoed two of my most lucrative deals and come close to destroying my relationship with Billionaire.


‘And I need a shit-hot lawyer,’ Zara says. ‘We never did a prenup, we were just kids. We were earning the same amount back then. I gave up my so-called career, as Spencer calls it. I have allowed myself to become one of those women. I just thought we’d muck along through the rocky patches – I mean, Christ, what a charmed life we’ve had. Or I thought we did. I am so angry with it all: with myself, with him.’


I go through my list of lawyers: Shackleton, Tooth, the top brass at Farrer’s. I tell her she needs to get in to see them immediately, even if there’s a chance of reconciliation with Spencer, because once she’s seen a given lawyer, Spencer can’t use them. And if she sees all the best ones, he’ll be reduced to the second tiers.


So yes, I’m not just a property agent, I’m a referral service. It’s usually for the things you’d expect: conveyancing solicitors, builders, architects, landscapers and designers. But I’ve also recommended reflexologists, Pilates instructors, doctors, dentists, masseurs, divorce lawyers, financial advisors, private-jet charters. Then there was the time a client asked me to set him up with Natasha. He was twice her age and comprehensively unattractive. He told me more than once how very rich he was. When I said Natasha had a boyfriend, he asked me to put him in touch with a ‘high-class’ escort agency. A real Prince Charming. I told him that I thought that’s what the internet was for, not his property finder. And just like that, I knew where to draw the line on my referral services.


The moment I saw Zara’s number pop up, I’d known something was wrong. They were supposedly in Mustique, where Spencer could work remotely and the children could be home-schooled by a tutor. But no. It all makes sense now. I knew they’d been having slight wobbles, but frankly, who hasn’t?


What I love about Zara is this: she looks after herself, but she laughs and has the appropriate fine lines to show it; she’s engaged with life and curious about people; she drinks red wine with ice; she’s smart and has a throaty chortle that is completely intoxicating. She had a job at Radio 4, but since Spencer’s earnings moved into the stratosphere, she left it. They were paying the tutor more than she was earning, and she reasoned she’d return to work when her youngest started school. Inevitably, that didn’t happen. Meanwhile, Spencer began manifesting a machismo that was not in his natural character but finally became who he was: a kind of toxic masculine pride demanding that Zara turn herself into the adoring appendage, that she should be the hostess of his parties and streamliner in his life. But she refused to treat him like some pasha to whom she should be in permanent gratitude for all his gluttonous wealth. She was, I’d thought, his touchstone.


18 January 2022


I haven’t dared ask John whether there’s any acting work on the horizon. His true passion, theatre, is a precarious world at the moment. Perhaps adverts, I’m thinking.


Office-wise, there’s not quite enough going on for the four of us to be full-time, and we all sort of know it. The property game is seasonal; it tends to dip with the school holidays, so things are quiet for big chunks of time that add up to a full three months of the year. With Christmas in the rear-view, the current lull in action should end soon and the phone should start ringing again. Should. Should. Should. The change can’t come soon enough for my worrying mind and the business’s tight operating margins. Bless John, though, he never fails to deliver, arriving from a socially distanced breakfast meeting to announce he’s landed new clients.


‘Frenchies. And, surprisingly, utterly charming. You know I feel more simpatico with Latins.’


‘What are they looking for?’ Damien asks.


‘A classic three-bed flat, preferably on Onslow Gardens or Square, first floor ideally, but they’d settle for second. Amazingly, given COVID, they’re not insistent on outside space. They have three to five million. I’m going to call all the South Ken agents and speak to the porters.’


John has built up a rapport with the porters of London, those holders of the city’s residential secrets. ‘They’re an unsung bunch,’ he says now, ‘but think of the tales they could tell. And, of course, the world they inhabit is rife with visual interest. I was wondering if we should try to pitch a coffee-table book about them . . . it could even blossom into a series: The Porters of Paris . . . The Porters of Milan . . . of New York . . . of Mumbai . . . of the South American capitals. Think of the photography and the architecture and the characterfulness we could capture in their faces. Marvellous.’


I catch Natasha flash an aren’t-you-going-to-stop-this look at Damien. Their looks are legion, though who can really tell what these two are thinking about (or at) each other from one minute to the next? To Damien, Natasha is alternately aloof, annoyed, unguarded and obviously interested. To Natasha, Damien is attentive, strutting and, frankly, bristling with sexual energy. When he does press-ups outside after his morning run, one senses that he hopes for rain as an excuse for his sluiced body to come into the office and pump itself up and down on our wooden floor. It’s all getting very Magic Mike.


Damien takes his cue. ‘A book on porters . . . sure . . . So, anyway. I know there’s a good flat coming up in a portered block in South Kensington: wonderful views over Onslow, seventh floor, they want a quick cash sale. They could get it for two-point-six million, which is a good price.’


It is a good price; I think of the Oscar Winner.


‘I wonder if my Frenchies would go for the block?’ muses John.


The block is 1950s and purpose-built, so there’s no architectural merit from the outside, but the flats on the upper floors have good open vistas across the surrounding rooftops. And they’re relatively good value in terms of pounds per square foot.


Damien stands and stretches out his arms – he’s still in his running kit – revealing a midriff that shows the sculpted V-shaped line of his flanks leading to his groin. He turns, angling himself towards Natasha.


‘What’s their time frame?’ he asks, casually.


‘They’d act rapidly, for the right property. They have to feel something for the place, though . . . I do understand the sentiment.’ John drifts off again, looking around the room as if recalling a flat that had moved him once. ‘Artists and creatives need to feel an empathy.’


‘Are they artists?’ I ask.


‘Umm, not ostensibly . . .’


‘What do they do?’ You can trust Natasha to get to the point.


‘For work?’


‘Yes . . .’


‘He’s a banker and she works in tech.’


‘I see,’ says Natasha, with an all-knowing tone, side-eyeing Damien as he heads to the shower.


19 January 2022


Natasha walks in at 9.40am with Lord Edward by her side. John burlesques checking his wristwatch by raising his arm perpendicularly and studying the face. He thinks, as, I suspect, does Damien, that Natasha gets away with a lot. She does. I should say something to her about it, but I’m biding my time because today is the day. After an eighteen-month purgatory, we’re going to see her Uncle Fortescue, the man who’s lived in the same magnificent house in the same fashionable part of Kensington for over half a century. He inherited the place from an aunt, who imagined Fortescue would raise a family there. He turns ninety this year. Still single, it seems unlikely he’ll produce offspring now.


When we come to ‘Fortescue’ on The Board, John asks Natasha: ‘Is he, to put it the old-fashioned way, a confirmed society bachelor?’


Natasha ignores the question. ‘We really need to move him into sheltered housing. Better now, when he’s still got his marbles. Poor Great-aunt Lavinia was completely gaga before we got her out.’


‘You have longevity in your genes; it’s something to be grateful for,’ states John.


‘My father says it’s the curse of the Lane-Darcys; it’s drained our resources, having all these old relatives sucking up the family money.’


The British aristocracy can be ruthless. Rather than pointing that out, I look for the positive. ‘His house is going to be worth a lot, that should restore the family coffers somewhat.’ Now I sound like a Lane-Darcy; I don’t think I’ve ever said ‘coffers’ in my life before.


‘Fortescue is so contrary he’ll probably leave it to a donkey sanctuary.’


‘Family is family,’ says John firmly.


‘That’s sometimes the problem,’ replies Natasha crisply. Her grandness permeates from her very being; it’s not so much what she says but more how she says it. There’s an ingrained hauteur. Here’s the thing about her versus me: I’m always accosted by those people with clipboards asking you to make a monthly donation to a charity. The other day, Natasha and I walked along Kensington High Street together, and three such clipboarders literally stepped aside, clearing a path for us.


‘How did you do that?’ I’d asked.


‘What?’


‘What? These charity touts, they didn’t even approach us. I’m always pretending I’m on a phone call or distracted by my own thoughts, but they always step in.’


‘Oh, they never come near me.’


And that’s Natasha.


‘Fortescue needs to be handled with care,’ she says.


‘But he’s committed to us?’


‘As John says, he’s family.’


‘True,’ I respond. ‘And I hate to be the cynic in the room, but with friends and family, I find it much safer to head off any chance of them behaving badly with a watertight contract. In my experience, there are no guarantees.’


‘Fortescue is eighty-nine, and he’s my great-uncle. I don’t think he’s going to be tarting around. But he can be a cantankerous old fart.’


A couple of hours later, Natasha and I walk up Victoria Road, one of Kensington’s costlier streets. His house is on the favoured east side, and therefore has a west-facing garden. I sniff the potential in it. From what Natasha has told me, it’s clearly a gut-job, and that takes a certain buyer. Someone ready to pour heart, soul, bandwidth and bullion into refurbishing everything from floorboards to mouldings. And the house is listed, meaning building works are strictly regulated, which adds another layer of complication.


Inconveniently for Fortescue, these days there are fewer such buyers ready to take on such a project. It used to be that people yearned for something un-modernised so that they could wipe it clean and make it their own. But the cost of refurbishment (£350–£1,000 per square foot for a super-prime London pad), the time it takes (as long as three years from planning to completion) and the sheer aggro of the process (supply chains in freefall, lack of builders caused by Brexit) has reduced the appeal. Then there’s the new reality that the market is no longer on an inexorable upward slope. Your house might lose value before you start living there. All this makes turnkey properties a far easier sell. I get it. I used to be all about ‘the potential’, but now I encourage clients to let someone else realise that potential and to spend their time enjoying themselves.


At Uncle Fortescue’s, Natasha rings the bell.


We wait. Then we wait some more. Then we look at one another, both thinking the unthinkable: is he lying deceased on the kitchen floor, the exertion of opening a tin of sardines having pushed him into the arms of Death?


Finally, after several more rings, we hear a faint shuffling of footsteps from within. Fortescue opens the door, stick in hand. Looking every one of his years, he’s attired in a burgundy cardigan, paisley shirt and corduroys worn so thin they’re sheer over the kneecaps.


‘Hello, sir,’ I say with a bow of my head.


‘In, in. I can’t abide a draught’.


We enter a hall that feels several degrees colder than the air on the street; it’s like walking into a queue of ghosts.


‘Shall I show Max around, Uncle F?’ Natasha asks.


‘Certainly not. I’ll do the showing around.’


And that sets the tenor of our visit, Fortescue starting as he means to continue.


It’s a large house, roughly 4,000 square feet I reckon, though its original rooms have been cut in half, and some of them even quartered, for reasons unknown. The resulting maze is littered with piles, clumps and jumbles of dust-thickened books and yellowed newsprint. The shutters remain closed, à la Havisham, while a solitary low-wattage bulb serves to light each room. There’s nothing as modern as a light switch by each door, so Fortescue stumbles into each cramped space and feels his way to turn on a lamp, at which point a gloaming hue illuminates yet another depressing and cluttered corner. And in each room, we must pause, admire, and be given a description of what purpose it has served in the past (a nursery kitchen, a butler’s pantry, the telephone room) and, more fancifully, how Fortescue pictures it being used in the future. He takes a seat, musing aloud whether the room we’re currently in could be dedicated to viewing video cassettes or converted into a spacious extra bathroom. I’m thinking a utility room, fully supplied with the best cleaning agents, as the whole house has a cloyingly claustrophobic odour of must, antique cologne and talcum powder. I long to open the shutters and windows to let in air, light and life.


Oh, and there’s no central heating, only plug-in radiators. Two, in fact: one in Fortescue’s bedroom and another in the study. The bedroom one has been turned off, he mentions, irrelevantly, but at least the one in the study is on. So that’s where we find ourselves, the only warm spot in the house, an hour later.


Left on my own, I could’ve covered the place in five minutes, scoping the aspect, proportions and possibilities; but then we wouldn’t have had the pleasure of getting to know what was important to Fortescue, his own particular brand of prejudice.


‘Does journalism hold a special interest for you, sir?’ I ask, noticing by the light of a dim bulb that even more newspapers are stacked around the perimeter of this room than the others.


Rather than answer me, he swings around and barks at Natasha, who’s just yanked closed the study’s heavy door to preserve the warmth. ‘Don’t knock it off the hinges, girl!’


I’m not sure whether to set aside the newspapers on the chair I’ve been directed to use or sit on them. Natasha comes to the rescue, picking them up and placing them on what I suppose is her uncle’s desk.


‘Don’t get them out of order,’ Fortescue snaps.


‘I won’t.’ Natasha matches his tone and then silence ensues. No tea, coffee or water is offered, and I see that it’s for me to lead the conversation.


‘Thank you so much for showing us your wonderful house; it really is a treat to see something with such historic interest. You must have been very happy living here.’


‘Not really,’ he says, and I feel a pang of melancholia for him.


‘Oh, Uncle F, don’t be silly. You’ve had a marvellous time here, and we’ve all got such happy memories of it as our London base.’


‘Well, that’s something.’


I spot my opening. ‘Natasha mentioned that you may be interested in selling? Did you have a tentative time frame in mind? Of course, we’d love to help in any way we can with a potential sale.’


‘Steady on, steady on. If I am to . . . sell . . . I want it to go to someone British. And decent. You can’t imagine some of the people who have moved into the street. Complete showers.’


If there’s one thing I find hard in my job, it’s listening as clients spout views unsympathetic to my own. I’ve had professional dealings with anti-vaxxers, avid Q-Anon supporters, conspiracy theorists: the more extreme their beliefs, the more determined they are to share them.


I try to conjure a diplomatic reply. ‘It’s the case all over London,’ I say. ‘The shape of the capital has changed, but then we live in a global world now. And one thing that you can be grateful for is that it has made your house price rocket.’


‘I don’t give a fig about that. And it’s a damn pity we’re a global world now. I’ve nothing against Johnny Foreigner, but they should be as happy being French, Dutch or Turkish as we are being British. And they should stay on their own turf.’


‘I understand. I imagine you’ll have some of your way with Brexit, though.’


‘How can we help?’ Natasha interjects, having borrowed that particular turn of phrase from me, I note.


‘If I am to sell, I’ll want to meet them, see the whites of their eyes. And I’ve heard these houses go for millions now, tens of millions. Mine must be worth a good twenty.’


I sense disaster looming. ‘It’s certainly a very fine house, and anyone you may be gracious enough to sell it to will be lucky indeed,’ I say. I’m buying time to gather my courage, because I can’t avoid what needs to be said; and it needs saying now, to avoid trouble later on. ‘But I think that you may be a touch ambitious in terms of pricing. The market is in a rather different place now, and even at its peak in 2014, twenty million – taking into account square footage, comparable sales in your neighbourhood, the need for renovation – would not have been achieved.’


‘It’s a ridiculous figure.’ Natasha backs me up, perhaps a little too staunchly, as Fortescue looks irate.


‘What I can promise you is that we will do everything to ensure you achieve the best possible price.’


No reply.


‘That is, of course, if you are good enough to give us the instruction, if and when you decide to sell.’


‘I’m seeing some chap called Slick, who has been recommended.’


I palpitate, but maintain a smile while turning to Natasha. Do something, now, I scream without a word, and she gets the message.


‘Really Uncle Fortescue, he’s not the right type at all to be selling it. Trust me on that.’


‘Your grandfather, I may point out, was a terrible bully to me. I won’t be frogmarched into selling just to please you.’


‘I’m not my grandfather,’ says Natasha sharply. ‘Though, rather more importantly, I am family. And I want what’s best for you. If you don’t want to sell, then don’t – but if you do, you should use us. Max, tell Uncle F why he should.’


I long to respond by mimicking Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada: on being questioned on her role as editor of Runway, she replies simply, ‘No one can do what I do.’ It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I suspect that the reference may go over, or at least swerve, Fortescue’s head.


‘Because we’ll work tirelessly and respectfully for you, and we have an excellent track record of finding buyers without resorting to online portals.’ That’s what I do say.


‘What do you mean by that?’ he grunts.


‘Advertising on the internet.’


‘Well, that certainly won’t be happening.’


‘Quite,’ I say, ‘but it is common practice now. For most agencies, it’s a sine qua non of taking on a new client. We, however, are not most agencies. We’re specialists in selling properties by placing them discreetly into the view of serious buyers, without fanfare or advertising. We’ll treat your house like a work of art, not a commodity. We can also help with lawyers and surveyors. We’ll hold your hand through the entire process—’


‘I don’t need my hand held.’


I feel like I’m going to choke on the dust in the room. I’d give anything for a glass of water. Also, the plug-in radiator has made the place stifling, all the worse after the gelidity of the rest of the house. I’m dying to take off my jacket and loosen my shirt, but even more than that, I want to wrap up this encounter.


‘I believe we’d serve you well and get you the best possible price,’ I say, keeping it simple.


‘All right then, I will let you know. Now, I must get on.’


This is our welcome cue to leave.


‘Thank you, Uncle F,’ Natasha says.


I second the sentiment, mentioning I’ll send along a letter with our terms and a suggested price for the property. The front door is opened and we step on to the street, escaping the Grimms’ fairy tale that is Uncle Fortescue’s house.


24 January 2022


I’ve been thinking about how to approach my team chat over the weekend. Walking helped. I strode alternately between Regent’s Park and Kensington Gardens. The weather is damp and depressing, and a cloud of January lethargy hangs over us. Spring seems too far in the distance, and the heavy, grey sky has a pessimistic hue to it. This makes me think of Kate: does she really want to return to this from the blue skies of LA? Along the way, I also reflect on Quentin’s words and how best to imbue my team with a sense of ownership in the business. I decide they’re invincible, very Marvel cinematic universe. And so, at our Monday meeting, I launch in.


‘We must deploy our superpowers,’ I say, trying not to sound tentative.


‘What?’ Damien says. He is still in his Lycra. Perhaps his superhero could be some form of decathlete.


‘We all have superpowers, and we must harness them.’


‘Do we?’ asks Natasha archly. ‘You haven’t been listening to another self-help podcast, have you?’


I’ve noticed Natasha’s been upgrading her look of late. She has flawless skin, naturally alabaster, with a rosy freshness from her morning walks with Lord Edward. Historically make-up free, she is now wearing lip gloss and an ever-so-subtle eyeshadow that makes the green of her eyes pop. She is a handsome woman, and all the more appealing as she lacks vanity. You’d never find her doing the fish gape on Instagram.


I continue with my half-prepared speech. ‘Let me start with Damien. You bring us enthusiasm, tenacity, hard work, muscular strength and endurance.’


Silence ensues. Did I choose quite the right words? They feel different said aloud (with Damien standing there in his skimpy shorts and vest top) than they did when I rehearsed them in my mind.


I move on. ‘John, you bring us charm, finesse, panache, a turn of phrase, a glide into a foreign tongue that can beguile. You have words that can massage any ego and soothe any ire.’


He smiles graciously, and I picture him winning an award with all the modesty, humility (and clear expectancy) of a Streep or a Hopkins.


‘And Natasha. Natasha . . . where we may be blinded, where our weak spots exist, you see them. You are ever vigilant to frailties. You have the gift of vision, of seeing through others, of seeing what they want, and knowing it instinctively before they know it themselves.’


‘We do make a formidable team,’ John says.


‘Have we gone full Oprah?’ Natasha asks, unmoved by my encomium.


‘As John says, we’re a team. We’re going to rise to our challenges. And I’ve been thinking of ways for us to do just that.’


‘We’re going to smash this year,’ Damien declares, and I feel like he’s suppressing the desire to do a burpee in support.


‘And you, marvellous Max,’ asks John, ‘what are your superpowers?’


‘Ah. My superpower. Hmmm, I hadn’t thought of that.’ I pause. ‘I have you three to enact the superpowers.’


‘Come on, mate, don’t be so British,’ Damien says.


‘I like people. I’m interested in how they live and what appeals to them. I want to find that ideal fit for clients, one they haven’t even thought of themselves. And I love making a deal, doing that dance and securing the right property at the best possible price.’


‘But that makes you sound so mercenary when you have such soul,’ says John. ‘Your integrity shines through; it positively glares at people.’


I blush. Quentin hasn’t got me to a place where I can easily accept a compliment.


‘So, we’re good at our jobs, both collaboratively and individually,’ I say. ‘That’s not the hard part. What we need are the clients.’


‘Networking!’ John exclaims in a eureka moment.


‘Always,’ I respond. ‘But we also need to let them know we’ll work for as long as it takes,’ I add. ‘And always with their interests first.’


‘Bravo,’ John cheers, clapping without a trace of sarcasm. ‘Very rousing.’


‘And I want us all to be recognised for our efforts, so I am thinking about an incentive structure that could see you potentially earning much more money.’


Damien gives me the thumbs-up.


‘Though it would mean a cut in salary.’


Natasha groans expressively.


‘I’ll put it in writing,’ I say, ‘and then we can discuss it.’


Our approaches do vary; our good fortune has been in choosing a job that has such a poor public image that it doesn’t attract, how shall I put it, the crème de la crème of the working world. But we are la crème of agents, I reason. Now we just need to show it. It’s not too hard. If you turn up on time, if you’re polite, if you return calls promptly, if you have good market knowledge, if you’re not too pushy, if you have an easy manner, you’re already outperforming most of the competition.


Connecting with clients is everything. A wise friend once remarked to me: ‘There’s always a way in. It may take time, but there is always a way in.’ And I work hard to find that way in, to make that connection with people, to ask questions and really listen to the answers. Natasha’s demeanour simply commands attention. It’s true, too, that behind her upper-class feigned indifference she wants to succeed. Damien’s innate enthusiasm is like a bulldozer through any potential opposition or wavering doubts. John channels Wildean wit and charm to entertain clients into submission. There’s a sonorous quality to his persuasion, as if he’s talking about a rather wonderful production at the National Theatre. I have to work at it. Finding not freedom but my way in.


25 January 2022


John’s Frenchies didn’t bite on the flat, so I’m showing the Oscar Winner.


I offer to pick her up, as I always do, but she’s coming from set so has a driver. After our juice session was cut short, I’m hoping she’ll have time for a catch-up after the viewing. The balance between clients and friendship is a tricky one. They’re in control of it; they have to set the tempo and parameters. This is heightened with a celebrity client, where the one-wayness of it is like a law of physics.


I have clients who have become friends, good friends. But it’s taken time and a certain delicacy on both sides. I ended up dating one former client. He was inscrutable, but I instinctively liked him as a person, though I’m never thinking of romance while in work mode. Also, I’d assumed he was straight. Nevertheless, there must have been something knowing in me, as I remember showing him a house with a charming first-floor master bedroom overlooking the garden and saying, ‘What a wonderful room to wake up in and have a lazy Sunday morning, reading the papers and enjoying life.’ I did wake up in that bedroom on a Sunday morning, as he ended up buying the house and asked me out on completion. I’d never imagined that happening – and if I had, the scenario I’d have envisaged would have been very different. Mine would have entailed coffee and croissants on a lacquer tray, lolling in the morning light, glances back and forth to say without words how lucky we were to be together. Instead, it was an early alarm clock, then checking emails, followed by a lengthy call to his mother, at which point I discreetly slipped out of bed. There was nothing in his fridge or kitchen cupboards, so I went to find a local patisserie and collected us coffees and pains au chocolat. His response to my efforts was a complaint that I’d disturbed his call by ringing the doorbell, and that he didn’t like coffee and didn’t want crumbs in the bed. The romance, such as it wasn’t, didn’t last long.


But back to the Oscar Winner. I meet her in the lobby, which has a slight mid-range hotel feel to it. Not quite her. She arrives in a trench coat and a woollen hat, with a scarf wrapped tightly around her neck. I’ve seen her turn on and off the ‘movie star’ aspect of herself. She can go almost unnoticed on the street, but she once came to see a flat on the way to a premiere and was in full star-mode, dazzling and camera-ready. When I was sitting opposite her in the café last time, I had to stop myself staring. She is truly beautiful: the symmetry, the grey-green of her eyes, the smile that could launch a fleet of electric cars. She has a timeless quality to her. She is of an age now where she’d normally be playing mothers, but instead has carved out more interesting roles for herself – characters of substance, with real internal emotional range. And her looks can match that part, as she has the ability to morph from drudgery to high glamour, from an embittered housekeeper to an impossibly glamorous femme fatale seducing a younger woman. And that range is driven by an innate intelligence and understanding of the human condition. We’re gloved and masked; her film protocol requires such, though social distancing is tricky in the lift. At least we laugh at this. She is one of those actresses who is a real actor: she doesn’t play herself.


The flat we see has possibilities, despite having an institutional air to it. The furnishings would not be out of place in a nursing home, complete with an electronic armchair, the type that can heave you out of your seat. The decor is brown-themed (always a mistake) married with chintz. There’s even an avocado-coloured bathroom. The light floods in, though, and being above the rooftops means views with a splash of greenery, giving a feeling of space and air, which I know the Oscar Winner enjoys.


‘Do you mind if I FaceTime James so he can see it as well?’ she asks.


James is the boyfriend. As the phone comes out, the performance begins, and I witness a masterclass. The language, the cadences, the delivery. Even her movement through the flat is ballerina-like as she floats from detail to detail, including ones that I’ve failed to point out: the cornicing in the drawing room, the craftsmanship of the fireplace, the geometries of light. In short, she has an artist’s eye.


‘I like it,’ I say prosaically, once she’s finished her FaceTime call.


‘Yes, it’s got potential. I think James should see it.’


‘I’ll organise it. Can I drop you anywhere? Or do you have time for a juice, perhaps?’‘You’re kind, but I’m back to filming, so the car is downstairs.’


‘Next time,’ I offer, as we head back into the lift. She nods a vague assent.


For me, it’s off to filming too. We have a bite on the Chisholm house. The potential buyers are in Antigua. They’ve seen the brochure, they like the Victorian Gothic architecture and want a video to get a firmer sense of the place. I’m ready for my close-up.


On location, I try and emulate the moves and tones of the Oscar Winner. The house lends itself to waxing lyrical, and I sing-song my way through three short videos. ‘Look at this room,’ I purr, standing on the balls of my feet and swinging my phone around. ‘The architrave, the aspect on to the garden, the fireplaces – two, two, in one room – and the ceiling heights,’ I positively enthuse. As I move into the principal suite, I carry on, gushing, ‘Can you imagine waking up here and having everything so easily at hand, the flow of bedroom to bathroom to dressing room? And the potential: look through this window. You could create a first-floor balcony or an orangery of sorts. The house isn’t listed. It’s rather thrilling to think of all that could be done, though it’s also rather perfect as is,’ I coo.


I send it to their buying agent immediately, quietly pleased. Six minutes later, he texts back: ‘That was quite the breathless performance.’


Sometimes you gotta go big.


26 January 2022


Natasha comes in with a beam on her face and Lord Edward trotting by her side.


‘You look happy,’ I say.


‘And you’re early,’ says John.


‘Would you rather I was unhappy and late?’ she enquires.


Fair point.


‘Of course not. I like seeing happy people. It’s good that you’re here; I’ve been working on my letter to Fortescue and want to run it by you.’


Damien comes in ten minutes later, looking equally cheery, but that’s a normal state of affairs.


The measurement of Fortescue’s house comes in at 3,850 square feet; I’d hoped we’d tip the scales at over 4,000. I guide the price at £10 million, writing to Fortescue that I believe in round numbers while knowing anything less than eight digits won’t satisfy him. I can’t risk pricing it any higher for fear of burning it in the market. The equation of pounds per square footage largely dictates value these days – it’s the first thing that agents and the more price-sensitive buyers enquire after. There are always new records being set, and figures that seemed inconceivable just years ago have quickly become the norm.


The Candy brothers, the billionaire pair who have been London’s most successful developers in the last twenty years, topped sale prices of £6,000 per square foot at their One Hyde Park flats. Some new uber developments coming to the market, and some very unique private houses, are attempting to nudge up to the glass-ceiling figure of £10,000 per square foot, but it’s yet to be achieved.
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