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  Dear reader

  Thank you for picking up our book. We’re here to give you the inside scoop on what it’s really like to run and grow a business.
  We’ve been doing it ourselves for several years, as well as helping thousands of small businesses attain success, and now we want the same for you, too. It’s not going to be easy
  – we’ve had to face up to hard truths about ourselves and notonthehighstreet.com in order to make ourselves better and we’re going to ask the same of you. But the end result is
  worth it – knowing who you are and how best you can run your business will enable you to reach heights you had hardly dared to dream of.

  This book is proudly for entrepreneurs: those who are self-starters when it comes to making their business ideas happen. Those who have the ability to make something from nothing – you
  don’t need a job description, just a vision that you’re working towards. Like being in love, you don’t care how much it wants of you; in fact you want it to take up all of your
  time because it’s where you belong. There’s a fluttery, excited feeling about the promise of success and everything that means to you. But perhaps you don’t know quite how
  you’re going to get there yet. That’s what we’re here for.

  Not all entrepreneurs are running their own businesses – it’s a mindset as much as anything. Entrepreneurs may work for someone else, but it’s their attitude to themselves and
  the business they’re in that sets them apart from the clock-watchers. So whether you work for yourself or for someone else, whether you work from home or in an office, whether you own a
  business or only dream of it, this book is for you. Those at the top of fast-moving and ambitious businesses share a set of skills, an attitude and a confidence that got them there and keeps them
  there. Sometimes these things are innate but not always – they can be learned and we’re going to teach you them in this book.

  Something else . . . This book is principally for women. Of course men can learn from the lessons within – and we’d like them to! – but we don’t want to shy away from the
  facts: firstly, that the majority of our customers and our small-business partners are currently women, so we understand what makes them tick, what motivates them and what their issues are; and
  secondly, that there seems to be a new wave of feminism being discussed, one that acknowledges that both men and women are, in the main, onside but that we need to bring about some deep cultural
  changes in order for our shared desire of true gender equality – at work and at home – to be made real.

  Part of this book is a call-to-arms for women in business, but it’s mainly about guiding women through the steps they must necessarily take in order to take charge of their business life
  and improve it.

  Because at notonthehighstreet.com we believe in a life less ordinary. For our customers, of course, this means offering them the chance to discover and own beautiful, out-of-the-ordinary things
  when it matters to them. For our sellers, it means giving them the chance to determine their own future by doing something they love and working on their own terms, perhaps for the first time in
  their lives. For our team, it means they work in a business that they really enjoy and believe in, every day. We want a life less ordinary for you, our readers, too.

  We’ll help you identify your goals – both short and long term – and work out how to achieve them. We’ll show you how you can learn confidence, which will in turn improve
  your negotiation skills. The daily grind may have started to wear you down but we can show you how to fall in love with your business all over again. You’ll learn
  that the most important product you’re selling is yourself and that at work everyone is a customer.

  Too many women are afraid of money – the language around it as much as putting a price on their worth – we’ll give you the courage (and lingo) you need. We’ll give you
  the tools you need to talk to the team you work with clearly and honestly. Finally, we’ll give the raw truth about how going for your business goals impacts on your personal life and
  relationships – it’s not always pretty but it can be good too. We’ll be open about our own mistakes and the lessons we learned from them and we’ll hear from some of the
  partners – the makers, designers and sellers that trade through notonthehighstreet.com.

  In the final analysis, you are your business and your career and that’s why you need to look at the emotive as well as the pragmatic aspects of the way in which you earn your
  wage, whether you pay yourself or someone else does. All we require is a thirty-day commitment to turn around the next thirty years. Make these changes and you’ll control your own destiny.
  Don’t – and someone else will.

  To those of you that read our first book, Build a Business from Your Kitchen Table – for which, thank you – we may have given the impression that after the trials and
  tribulations of the first two years, during which we launched notonthehighstreet.com, had a storming first year, nearly went broke, recovered and hit our first million-pound turnover, we more or
  less rode off into the sunset. Well, this is where the needle scratches across the record and starts to play again because it wasn’t quite like that. The truth is, it isn’t like that
  for anyone.

  This book is here to talk about the crucial stage in any company – the bit just after you’ve survived the first year or two, when complacency (or at least a heavy weariness) sets in
  and then . . . the wake-up call happens. Because believe us, if you think your business is running itself then soon it’s going to start running you. It can only mean you’ve taken your
  eye off the ball and something is going to need fixing very soon.

  Many find that the daily grind of keeping a business going takes the love out of it and they can no longer remember what got them excited in the first place. Other businesses fail because the
  owners or key employees keep putting off dealing with the aspects they find uncomfortable – whether that’s finance, PR, HR or marketing – and then discover too late that the one
  rotten apple has soured the whole barrel.

  We know these things because we’ve come dangerously close to all of them ourselves and, of course, we’ve seen them happen to our partners. We wanted to write this book to help
  businesswomen find their zest for their life’s work. If it’s been feeling sluggish then we can help get it moving – perhaps you need to remember why you wanted to start your
  business in the first place or maybe you need to make sure you’re managing it correctly. We’ll show you how to take apart your business, check it, analyse it correctly and put it back
  together again. And because you are your business, and the mood you’re in affects the way it works, as well as those who may be working for and with you, we want to help you look at
  your own health, your relationships and your support structure to make sure that you are always operating at the very best you can be.

  Why thirty days? We believe that it’s a reasonable time span for a commitment to change. Many of the country’s top business coaches – and we’ve been talking to some of
  them for this book – ask their clients to commit to ‘thirty-day challenges’. It’s believed that significant change in this period is obtainable because it is not so long
  that it becomes too hard to keep up but nor is it so short that there’s no chance of effectiveness. Whatever your goal is, you will need to assess each area of your business to be certain
  that you are fixing the right thing. And it may be that a weakness in one area is affecting another that doesn’t immediately appear to be related. To achieve this level of change, you may
  have to pull in favours and this you can do for a month, but no longer. You don’t, of course, have to do all the thirty days non-stop. But you do have to make room for them in your life
  – the sooner, the better.

  Each chapter looks at a different area in your life, skills and business that needs to be explored, analysed, tested, learned and worked on in order to achieve success. There are practical
  exercises in each chapter, some of which are quick – less than an hour – some of which will require hard work and thought. If you are not able to devote a single time slot to an
  exercise, that’s fine – break it down into time frames you can afford across a few days but make sure you complete them in the order in which they are set out.

  Any resources that we either mention or simply think would be helpful are listed in The Directory. And while we try to keep obtuse business words to a minimum, some phrases are part of the
  language. If there’s anything you don’t understand, you should be able to find it in the Jargon Buster.

  One other thing. This isn’t a one-off fix-it. This book should be referred to throughout the lifespan of your business, so use it like an annual MOT.

  There are no rights and wrongs but you may find that you have been doing things in such a way that they are not beneficial to you or your business. That’s fine: you’ll learn from
  those errors and that makes them valuable.

  If we did it, you can. Good luck.
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  Sophie Cornish and Holly Tucker

  Founders, notonthehighstreet.com
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  Throughout the book, we asked some of our partners to give us their insight and stories on the different areas of their business and home lives. Here’s a little background on
  each of them. We are proud to work with 5,000 partners, representing a wide range from the single designer-maker working off the kitchen table to the large studios turning over hundreds of
  thousands of pounds a year.

  Bookishly

  Louise Verity created Bookishly in 2009, having started a collection of rescued books, comics and sheet music, and uses her typography skills to repurpose them into works of art. The
  business is very much in the family – Louise uses the family framing business to finish her designs. Personal, creative and charming, Bookishly has tapped into the nostalgic hole left by
  e-readers in the modern age.

  My 1st Years

  Specialising in personalised newborn gifts and accessories, My 1st Years has expanded quickly since starting in 2010, using innovative product design and creating an exceptionally
  easy way for customers to order exceptional products. Founders Daniel Price and Jonny Sitton have created a brand through their passion and vision to deliver a great customer experience.

  Becky Broome

  Originally a textile designer, Becky vastly expanded her product range and business capacity in 2013 to encompass personalised glassware and homeware. Her husband Kristian joined the
  business full time and they collaborated with Becky’s father to use his factory and warehouse space, making this a true family business.

  Oakdene Designs

  Oakdene Designs is made up of a small team of budding designers and manufacturers in a small village near Dorking, Surrey. Every single product is specially made to order in their
  studios and materials are sourced throughout the UK.

  Highland Angel

  Created by Yvonne Carmichael, Highland Angel focuses on making classic jewellery personal and extraordinary. Her two daughters joined the business following early success and between
  them they produce an ever-growing range from their studio in Edinburgh.

  Ellie Ellie

  A powerhouse of entrepreneurial spirit, Ellie Ellie founder Danielle Plowman has built a business based on redesigned, recycled and re-loved gifts, many of which are personalised and
  made to order. Embracing the best of British, her products have a nostalgic and playful feel.

  Maria Allen

  Brighton-based designer Maria Allen has created a sought-after collection of illustrated and personalised jewellery using her illustrations and keen eye for trends and innovative
  design. Themes such as travel, typography and romance feature throughout her designs, which have all been developed with creative customers in mind.

  Pearl and Earl

  Founded in 2007, Pearl and Earl is the creation of designer Jacqui Pearce, who has a passion for creating bright and beautiful things. Over the years, Jacqui and her husband, Gareth
  Horton, have developed a range of personalised homeware, graphic prints and original partyware, with a focus on sourcing exclusive and original designs.

  Sophia Victoria Joy

  Sophia Victoria Joy was founded in 2010 by Sophia, who runs the family business, creating personalised gifts with thoughtful wrapping and trimmings, from her Hampshire-based studio.
  She now has a specially selected team of people working behind the scenes to ensure that every product made is just as special as the original concept she once dreamed up over a cup of tea. The
  business continues to grow through Sophia’s vision and determination.

  A Piece Of

  The symmetrically named business partners Anna and Anna created A Piece Of in 2008 with a range of personalised prints designed to add a touch of colour and humour to every home. Over
  the years, they’ve moved into printing T-shirts and other homewares, and continue to expand their designs based on their success.

  Delightful Living

  Anne Hyde is a trained signmaker and created Delightful Living with her husband Paul to offer bespoke signs for all sorts of occasions. They have a particular niche in weddings and
  have built on this to offer unique wedding styling. Based in rural Derbyshire, the business has grown and expanded to include homewares and a collection for children.
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  This book is all about you, it really is. We know that you are pretty marvellous already – the mere
  act of picking this book up off the shelf shows great instinct and taste – but we want to guide you towards being an even better you. A better you, one that is mentally and physically in good
  shape, will mean that your business improves too. We also know that to take your business to the next level means changing your mindset in terms of your expectations and ambitions. When you have
  spent a long time just trying to get a business off the ground or getting the job you want, you may be too afraid or weary to think much further ahead. But we want you to start planning how to
  double your turnover or become CEO of the company you work for. We want you to both plan for and expect success. To do that you may need to bolster your confidence, change the way you look at
  things and get comfortable with high-level business talk. That’s what we’re here for, and, by the end of Shape Up Your Business, we believe you will be ready for the next step
  – and beyond. Whether it’s growth, expansion, promotion or significant investment, we want you to get to the next level and we’ll give you the tools to achieve it.

  But before we do that, we thought we’d better explain why we think we’re the right people to help. So that’s what this chapter is about. Who we are, where we are – and
  why that’s good for you.

  (NB Those readers who have read our first book will see a little familiar ground covered in our early years but, don’t worry, there’s plenty of fresh new stuff to tell you when it
  comes to the business. Hold tight.)

  Holly’s story

  I was born in 1977 to driven, successful parents so perhaps it was no surprise that by six years old I was not only earning my pocket money by doing jobs around the house but was
  asking for better-paid ones. My dad, Robert, worked for Apple Records with The Beatles and my mum, Sally, whose own mother was a French entrepreneur, worked for Janet Street-Porter. When I was
  seven, we moved to Holland where I went to international schools: my best friends were Brazilian, Irish and Japanese and I learned to speak in German, French, Dutch and English. That kind of
  education was invaluable, teaching me that people can do things differently, not necessarily better or worse. It means I’m always open to new ideas but equally, I don’t believe in the
  impossible – I just think you have to look at a problem in a different way.

  When I was a young teenager, we came back home to Chiswick, London, and it wasn’t long before I’d got myself a job cleaning a pub. At weekends I worked as a silver-service
  waitress and I even ran the school tuck shop. At sixteen years old, I took a work-experience opportunity at Publicis, the advertising agency – I was already eager to get started on a career.
  For the next three summers I worked there my entire holidays. It meant a long commute each way, every day, and more than once it crossed my mind that my friends were all having a more relaxing time
  in the sunshine, but I stuck to it. Finally, on the morning that my A-level results came in, I had an interview with Rick Bendel, then chief executive of Publicis, who offered me a job as a junior
  account executive. I was eighteen years old. I left the interview and walked round the corner to the Peugeot 205 parked there, with my mum and sister inside, holding their breath to hear my news.
  We screamed with delight, drove to the school and I collected my results: Design Technology, A; Art, B; Business Studies, E. (Who’s laughing now? It’s not my
  Business Studies teacher, that’s for sure.)

  Job in hand, I dropped plans to go to art school, put on my suit and went to work. It was hard. I was the youngest one there and had to prove myself. Despite a low wage –
  £12,000pa – I moved to a tiny flat in Harlesden, West London. But every month, when I went out for drinks with colleagues, I’d often pick up the tab and then have to wait a few
  weeks before I was paid back. One month I did this only to find I didn’t have enough left to pay the rent. By that time, I had met Sophie – she was the account director on my team
  – and when she learned of this, she lent me the money. To my horror, I had no choice but to accept. I never forgot that kindness.

  At twenty-one years old I was an account manager with a lot of responsibility, managing international clients and budgets of millions of pounds. I had been inspired at Publicis by my
  boss, Rick Bendel, the one who gave me my first break. Rick and I recently met up again and I talked with him about his career and business ethos. I was blown away to realise that we share so much
  in our stories. Both of us left school and started work at seventeen years old – he started at an advertising agency by offering to work for ‘less than the cost of the coffee
  machine’; by the time he was twenty-one he was media director. At the same age I was an advertising manager, one of the youngest in London – both of us were at top-ten ad agencies. At
  thirty-five he was CEO of Publicis Worldwide, the first non-Frenchman to run the network. At the same age I was CEO of notonthehighstreet.com – a smaller achievement than Rick’s!
  – but we were both doing what we wanted to do. Ten years later he became worldwide marketing director of Walmart, the largest consumer company in the world. He was one
  of the most successful people in retail but he told me that insecurity had always been a powerful driver for him, just as it has been for me.

  Nevertheless, it’s his three key principles that have also helped me succeed. Firstly: emotional insight is the key to understanding how people think. Many find it difficult to
  articulate how they really feel and are misunderstood. But if you show your own vulnerability, others will show theirs. If you can feel what they feel, you’ll understand what their motivation
  and behaviour mean.

  Secondly: everybody wants to feel good about themselves. Our expectations of ourselves are often unreasonable and thus our insecurities drive our actions. I have learned in business
  it is more vital to understand why your customers love you than to worry why some customers are rejecting you. If you stay true to the reasons you are great then loyalty will be your reward.

  Finally: simplicity is divinity. The best solutions are the simplest and common sense is often the answer to complex problems; those executed well endure the test of time. I am not a
  technical person so I know that if something makes sense to me it will make sense to everybody. Rick taught me all this and I couldn’t be more grateful to him for it.

  Back to my story . . . At twenty-one I had been at Publicis for quite some time and I wanted change. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of my inspirational boss and find bigger
  success that I could call my own. In that same year of my milestone birthday, I married the boy I’d been with since I was fourteen years old, bought my first property and moved to
  work for Condé Nast, publisher of Vogue and Tatler, as a fashion ad sales manager for Brides magazine. From there, I was headhunted to join
  an online start-up, Cool White. It was a fantastic idea, showcasing luxury bridal boutiques and services, but the world – and technology – wasn’t quite ready for it yet.

  Two years later for no apparent reason I put on a lot of weight, very quickly – nearly four stone in as many months. After gruelling tests it was discovered that I had a brain
  tumour. That news alone was shattering but then the doctors told me that because of its position, they couldn’t operate. We could only hope that it wouldn’t grow.

  I was lucky. After more hospital appointments and tests, which were probably more distressing for my husband and family than for me, we were told it wasn’t malignant. But every
  year for the next five years I had to return to check it hadn’t grown. It never did and now I’m in the clear, the chances of it growing any more are tiny.

  But while it turned out okay in the end, the stress of discovering the tumour was huge. It wasn’t helped by the fact that I was already aware that my marriage was in serious
  trouble. On top of all that, Cool White came to an end and I was out of a job. I was mature, able to act twice my age at work, but I couldn’t handle my world falling apart.

  Still, the mortgage payments had to be made so I set myself up as a freelance consultant, troubleshooting for ad sales teams on magazines. Quickly I was busy – busy enough not
  to go on holiday for two years, although I see now that I was also avoiding time to think. I had started divorce proceedings and they had turned messy.

  At that point, Frank came along. I’d known him for most of my life but something suddenly changed between us. Seventeen years my senior, he gave me the
  courage and support I needed to believe in myself again. After just a month, he moved in with me – we knew it was quick but we also knew we were meant to be together.

  Settled with Frank, my illness in remission and work ticking along, I found myself wanting to revive my creativity again, long abandoned since I dropped an art degree in favour of a
  job. I started making Christmas wreaths out of unusual things, such as chillies, oranges and cinnamon sticks and, pleased with the results, thought it would be nice to sell them at a craft fair. I
  was sure there would be one in Chiswick, where I was now living. There wasn’t. So I set one up – Your Local Fair. My dad lent me £5,000 to get started; I finally repaid him a few
  years ago.

  The first fair was in Chiswick in 2003 and the atmosphere, for me, was electric. I pulled together friends and family; they were supportive not just of the idea but because they were
  finally seeing their old Holly again, back in the game.

  For two years, I ran Your Local Fairs all over London, fitting it around my consultancy ad sales work. Doing both meant I could hire colleagues on a freelance basis to help me with
  things such as website design and marketing. I even used the ad sales job as a motivator: I’d set myself a target of hitting £10,000 in revenues before I’d let myself spend thirty
  minutes on Your Local Fair. At the end of my first year doing this, the team I had been helping won the company’s top award for sales.

  The fairs were exciting and it was a fantastic feeling to be running my own business but the finances didn’t work out. The success of events was very
  much dependent on the weather, the whims of the sporting calendar and so many other things I couldn’t control and that made the cash flow unpredictable. Then in 2004 I fell pregnant, very
  happily so. Frank and I moved into our first home together in November of that year, I did my final fair on 16 December and Harry was born on 28 January 2005.

  As a self-employed mother I had no maternity leave but the bills still had to be paid. Frank worked for the Metropolitan Police and had a steady wage but it was far from large. So
  when Harry was ten weeks old, I went back to work, freelancing for my old clients again, selling advertising. I put Your Local Fairs to rest.

  But they wouldn’t lie still. My sister, Carrie – now our head of product – was coming to the house to help me with Harry, in exchange for which I was helping her
  with her CV (she had just completed a degree in psychology with ergonomics). I kept saying to her: ‘I just can’t get this idea – giving small businesses a platform – out of
  my mind.’ I had discovered so many of them with fantastic products to sell. I knew now that fairs were not the answer but I knew those sellers needed something. Perhaps an online
  directory would be the solution?

  For a few months I kept selling advertising. I’d push Harry down the hall in his baby walker and he would slowly, very slowly, work his way back to me. By that time, I’d
  have closed a deal. Then I’d push him back again.

  All the while, I kept picking at my idea. How could I put Your Local Fair online? What would make it work? One thing I knew for certain – I couldn’t do it by myself. I had
  to find the right person who could be strong where I knew I was weak. I went through all the people I knew but my mind always kept going back to Sophie.

  At first, I wasn’t entirely sure why this would be. We had been friends at work and kept in touch over the years, with a coffee or lunch every twelve months or so. But she was
  older, had two young children, was trying to get a business of her own off the ground and her life had probably moved on. I didn’t think she could possibly be interested. Carrie kept
  pestering me: ‘Have you emailed Sophie yet?’ Eventually, I wrote to her.

  Ultimately, I knew she was the right person and not just because she had been so kind to me in the past. I knew I needed her yin to my yang. I’m driven and can always see the
  big picture but I’m not so hot on the detail. Plus, I knew she had maturity and I’d already seen her in action, being impressive in meetings. She could stand up to people and has an
  incredibly precise mind.

  Within twenty-four hours Sophie had written back.

  She was interested.

  Sophie’s story

  My childhood was chaotic but happy. I was born in 1965, the second of four sisters, to two rather extraordinary parents. My mother is Penny Vincenzi, a journalist and bestselling
  novelist; my father, Paul, ran his own businesses, later became an inventor and was always a brave risk-taker when it came to his career. School never appealed much to me, though I applied myself
  to the subjects I liked or knew mattered, and by the time I finally finished with education I’d gone to eight different schools. As a girl of ten, I preferred to play
  offices, poring over the magazine Girl About Town to see what jobs there were, working out how much I would have to earn so that I could buy my own flat.

  I wasn’t interested in going to university – the state of my sister’s digs was enough to put me off – and work looked exciting. I used to spend my school
  holidays hanging out in (for which read, tidying up) the fashion cupboard at my mum’s office when she was features editor for the iconic Honey magazine. Immediately I could throw
  away my school uniform, I heard about an opening at Hearst Magazines and, thanks to a friend of my mum’s putting in a word with the health and beauty editor for me, I got an interview and
  then, thrillingly, the job – editorial assistant for Cosmopolitan magazine.

  Highly aware that my connections and youth meant I had to be twice as good as anyone might expect of me, I spent my time there half terrified, half in awe. The women who ran the
  magazine at that time in the mid-1980s were pioneers in their field, placing as much emphasis on money, success and self-reliance as they did on sex, fashion and beauty in the Cosmo pages.
  At nineteen years old I got my first by-line and many more followed. I revelled in an atmosphere that was alive with energy and commitment to producing the best possible work. I learned to write to
  be interesting, not for an essay grade. What’s more I got to spend time learning from some of the best photographers, stylists, models, make-up artists, art directors and graphic designers in
  the business.

  Looking back, I see that the influence this job had on my life was huge. The women I worked with there inspired me to be professional, fair and to strive for
  the highest standards throughout my entire career. I might have been a little green and impressionable – though I remember carrying lots of my teenage cynicism into my twenties! – but
  it seemed to me that they had it just right. There was the highest concentration I have ever since seen of women who mentored the juniors, were unafraid to share the credit, were clever and
  talented and – this is the part I recall over and over again – worked seamlessly and really quite elegantly as a team. To work in a good magazine editorial office is to witness process
  at its very best. Everyone knows exactly what they and everyone else should be doing, when and in what order, respects their expertise, gives them space to get it done and done well. So many of
  them went on to great success, to being the firsts in their field in Fleet Street, in the cosmetics industry, in publishing.

  It wasn’t all sunshine and roses though. Half the time I was absolutely terrified. These women were scary, grown up, looked amazing and I made mistakes. There was, without
  question, a Devil Wears Prada vibe going on, and I also tried to learn there how to be demanding of my staff, to expect the very best, without frightening the hell out of them!

  After climbing to the dizzy heights of beauty writer, I moved across to Good Housekeeping magazine as a health and beauty editor. At twenty years old I’d got a mortgage
  and bought my first flat, just as I’d planned to as a little girl. More confident in my abilities by now, I thoroughly enjoyed myself when it came to the writing, journalism and photographic
  styling. Yet, I noticed even then that it was the consumer elements I really thrived on, discovering new brands for the shopping pages. Increasingly, I began to feel that it was this area that
  could create new challenges more stimulating than publishing. There was a business itch that was starting to get under my skin.

  That was when I was offered the chance to work for Barbara Attenborough Associates as a creative brand manager on Boots No7 and 17 cosmetic accounts, focusing
  on seasonal colours and new products. I leapt at it. Not only would I, by now a twenty-four-year-old with a healthy interest in looking good, have fun spending all day dreaming up new make-up
  colours, packaging and names but that business itch could get scratched. Barbara was an impressive person but in a very different way from those at Cosmo. She was a founder, yes, and a
  highly successful businesswoman, but also a mother, a groundbreaker, the first woman ever on the board of The Boots Company PLC. She was generous and nurturing in an altogether warmer way, took me
  under her wing, was able to operate however she wanted and I sussed out quickly that she had become both powerful and independent, able to be her own person by having her own successful company.
  That was very formative.

  In my mid-twenties, perhaps feeling that student urge after all, I decided to take time out for a year to live in Sydney and take a round-the-world trip. I got a new buzz –
  finding cool stuff from different corners of the globe and packing it up and sending it home. I came home ready to launch myself more definitively in the business world and decided that advertising
  made the most sense of my experience to date. I started with the small but hot GGK London and loved working there – an of-the-moment creative agency where we won more awards than we knew what
  to do with.

  But I wanted success, the kind that gives you control over your fate, and I knew I had to work in a big agency with big beauty accounts if I was to climb the ladder. I moved to
  Publicis, to manage campaigns for big brands, from George at Asda to L’Oreal. It was a great agency but somehow it was never the perfect fit for me. It felt large and
  institutional and gave me my first insider’s view of the power play that went on in corporate politics. More than ever, I longed to do my own thing and worked in the evenings on a novel
  – an advertising thriller – that I was convinced would do the trick of propelling me out of there.

  There were, however, two very good outcomes from my time at Publicis. First of all, I met Holly, who came to work with me as a young exec. She was instantly and obviously exceptional.
  In all the best ways, she reminded me of the people I’d worked with in magazines and admired so much: energetic, creative, dynamic and confident. We got on very well immediately and I only
  got fonder of her as I watched her rapid climb through the ranks.

  Secondly, it was during that time I met Simon, now my husband. Meeting him was a major turning point for all the obvious reasons and also for others less so. As you might not expect
  from a man, and a City broker at that, Simon turned out to be on what we have come to call ‘the quest’ for the perfect item. We spent our courtship in The Conran Shop and flea markets,
  and travelled all over the world, finding vintage and retro things for our house. It’s Simon who cooks our delicious and stylish suppers when friends come round. Exploring that world with him
  was very exciting.

  Not long after Holly had joined the team at Publicis, I became pregnant with Ollie, my first (now seventeen years old). When he was five months old I went back to work and then a year
  later, I was pregnant with Honor (now fifteen). With two tiny children at home, I wanted an alternative to the fifty-hour working weeks and the long daily commute, so in 1999 I left the
  company.

  Holly and I kept in touch. I was always anxious to know that she was doing okay, particularly when times got tough for her, but we did essentially go our
  separate ways. I was now preoccupied with raising my children and yet not letting go of my career ambitions. For a while, I patched things together with consultancy and freelance work, writing for
  magazines about style and shopping – which gave me an insight into trends and what people were looking for – and a book about weddings. I also joined a dotcom start-up, giving me a head
  start in the e-commerce arena. But as I approached my late thirties, I started to see how expensive life was. Making money was something I had to do – it was time to take
  control.

  With my friend Nicki Marsh, I set up a small business styling private and corporate events and from there took a course in floristry. I started making huge, gorgeous door wreaths one
  Christmas, selling them at shopping fairs – not knowing that Holly was having the same idea at the same time! – and learned two things. Firstly, that making money through flowers was
  hard, flowers being perishable, expensive, fluctuating massively in price and a nightmare to store, not to mention the routine 3am starts. And secondly, that selling through shopping fairs is a
  tough way to earn a living – and I only did it for a few months. But I had found a gap in the market. There was a need for things for the home that were funky, original and artisan. Despite
  the challenges of doing this with flowers, I was up for it. I wanted – needed – a big challenge.

  Then, in one week in 2005, my destiny changed. Just as I had decided to take the leap and move up a gear with the floristry, I finally got an agent to take on the novel, realised it
  was now or never with a third baby and I opened an email from Holly asking if I might be interested in going into business with her . . .
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  TOGETHER AT LAST

  The timing was perfect. We needed each other, we needed the challenge and, best of all, the world needed us. The days when looking good was all about wearing the biggest designer label you could
  afford were dying out. We both knew that people were increasingly seeking out things for their home that were original and authentic. And we knew that people were out there making these things,
  brilliantly. The problem was that they didn’t know how to find each other. Until we came along.

  Within a day or so we had met up and begun work, starting off in each other’s houses at our kitchen tables. From the beginning we worked long hours, propelled by an unshakeable belief that
  we had something that could succeed. We knew there was a gap in the market, thanks to the fairs and our insight into consumer trends. And we knew that online was the way to go. At first, we were
  simply going to provide a directory of makers and sellers but it wasn’t long before we realised that a transactional site, while more technically complex and challenging, was the future for
  us and our potential customers: one shopping basket, lots of people selling, which is the essence of our notonthehighstreet.com brand.

  We also came to realise that the dynamic of the two of us was what was going to make this business work. Between us we could create a company that had in its leadership vision, creativity,
  presence and confidence, together with a rigorous eye for detail and structure. We wrote many business plans, bringing together our ambitious financial forecasts,
  negotiating skills and careful research, all accurately and meticulously presented. This ultimately meant that if we did something impulsive or inventive, there was structure, form and protocol
  there too. What we absolutely shared were our extremely high standards. From the off we had an unbudging refusal to be anything but completely slick and professional.

  Despite this, we were careful and deliberate about the way in which we approached our business partnership (we already knew we were good friends and colleagues). We both filled out a long and
  detailed questionnaire, which we then swapped and read, clarifying exactly how we both felt about our visions for the company, the time we could give it and our attitudes. We’d recommend
  anyone else planning to go into a partnership to do the same.

  Later that year, in 2005, we went out to persuade our first partners (those small businesses we work with) to join. We were fairly certain that we would be tapping into a rich vein but it was
  only when Holly spent the day calling potential partners to see if it really would sell that we realised we were on to something big. Every single one of them said yes.

  Before we could build on this, we had to raise funds. We were not the kind of people to have money lying around, nor were our families. We begged, borrowed and raided our small savings. Frank
  even gave us the compensation money he had spent six years fighting for from the Metropolitan Police, for damage to his hearing. We squeezed everything so much that our mortgage payments could
  barely be made – any more and our houses would have been at risk.

  That should have scared the hell out of us and yet, somehow, we weren’t frightened. We believed so utterly and completely in what we were doing that we felt only
  excitement. Perhaps that’s just us, or perhaps it was down to the strength of the idea, but we always knew it would come right in the end.

  Still, not everyone was jumping on board our ship. There were partners who said no, there were banks that wouldn’t give us loans, there were investors who felt they couldn’t back us.
  Back then, it seemed highly improbable that consumers would pay for goods that historically they needed to touch and feel first. It was only a few years ago but even the internet behemoths such as
  Amazon and eBay were not nearly the size they are now. Only Natalie Massenet’s Net-A-Porter could provide proof that people were prepared to buy luxury goods online.

  We ploughed on. Anyone who said no to us had their name written on a piece of paper and posted into the ‘You’ll Be Sorry’ box. We became insanely propelled to succeed by these
  rejections. So perhaps we should thank them. (Or maybe not.)

  Less than a year after we had agreed to work together, in January 2006, we moved into our first offices. The unglamorous, breeze-block walls of Aaron House in Richmond. The first day had just
  us, Carrie and Louise Cullen (a friend of Carrie’s – keen, sharp and best of all, available). Two weeks later, crazily and masochistically, we put up a microsite online and named a date
  for launch: 3 April 2006. Just over two months away.

  What started as a fun idea came to torment and terrorise us as the clock counted down the days and we found ourselves time-bound to a promise made to the press and our sellers. Sellers who had,
  moreover, handed over their cash in the form of a signing-up fee, with the promise that they’d be making it back in sales through us. But as we got nearer and nearer
  the date, we realised that the agency we had hired to build our site wasn’t going to be able to do it. They batted away our concerns and we were only too quick to repress what we knew in our
  heart of hearts: it wasn’t going to happen on time.

  All the while, we had been building our team, mainly from friends and family, many of whom stayed with us for years. We roped in several more when we needed the extra help – there were
  days when we’d have sixteen people sitting on the floor with laptops. We’d look at them, count them, multiply that number by the hourly wage we’d have to pay them and tried not to
  be sick.

  The day after April Fools’ Day we realised the joke was on us. We were doomed. The site wasn’t going to be transactional on launch day – the next day. We were launching a
  brand-new, all-singing-and-dancing, revolutionary shopping website on which no one would be able to buy a single thing.

  So we spun it. We called it a preview and asked everyone who visited to come back later. We also invited them to register on the site in a competition to win money to spend with us another day.
  To our incredulity, it worked. Sixteen thousand people visited and most of them, it seemed, entered the competition. Our email inbox scrolled over and over for hours, looking as if it had gone out
  of control like some scene from a movie.

  In the end we relaunched the site twice and it was transactional a week later. We rebuilt our site in secret, thanks to the wizardry of our yet-to-be technical director
  Joe Simms (a university friend of Louise’s, he popped in to help us resize some images one day and stayed with us for five years), then fired the agency. The pressure of those early days
  – the building, the near crash, the rescue, the final launch – was almost geological in its intensity. We grew up, fast. And we still had a lot to learn.

  Two things kept us going: the belief that we were doing something so right and the responsibility to the people we had signed up. We call the sellers on our site partners because we
  work with them, not for them, and they work with us, not for us. We provide them with a beautiful storefront, technical support, marketing, business support and hundreds of thousands of potential
  consumers. We get a kick out of knowing that we are helping real people with real skills. We’re enabling them to grow their businesses as well as providing consumers with amazing products,
  responsibly produced. But that brings a huge responsibility: livelihoods depend on us not just surviving but getting it right, and growing.

  Alongside that, our business model demands that it be big. Our income comes from commissions on sales, but after costs only a slither of commission is left, so we need lots of sales to make
  enough revenue. But to make lots of sales means we need more partners and each time we gain a partner we also gain new costs in order to include and support them. Money to market them, acquire more
  customers and develop ever more features on the website. In other words, as we grew bigger and more successful our costs went soaring up – further than we could predict. Further than we could
  afford.

  But it took us a while to realise this. A few months in we were beginning to feel that we had nailed it. More and more customers were coming to the site and buying.
  Partners were signing up. We got masses of positive press in newspapers and magazines. There was a buzz and we were making honey. It was at that exact moment, just as we were coasting on a wave of
  blissful complacency that things were going our way, that we came within weeks of losing everything we had put into the business, and a lot more besides.

  For the first six months we hadn’t paid ourselves a penny but we worked fifteen-hour days as well as every weekend. We were ecstatic to be running our own business but we were also
  permanently exhausted, hadn’t seen our friends for months and barely saw our families. We’d pulled in favours from everyone we knew and our nearest and dearest were watching to see how
  we fared. We wanted and needed this to work.

  But the cash flow was sporadic. Not only did we have to put money upfront to accommodate the growth but expensive things would go wrong at a moment’s notice. There were one or two times
  when we’d lock ourselves in the meeting room for a good cry, hoping the team wouldn’t notice our red-rimmed eyes when we came out. Without additional funding, we were going to implode
  and it wouldn’t be pretty.

  Even in these dire straits, we turned business away – £1 million worth to be precise, in the first year alone – companies who applied to sell with us but who were not in the 10
  per cent we knew would succeed and deliver on the style and promise of our notonthehighstreet.com brand.

  The bottom line, however, was disappearing from view. Around the summer of 2006, having launched the previous April, alarm bells started to ring. We didn’t so much not hear them as feel
  confident they would stop. Suddenly, in October, we hit a wall. It became apparent that if we didn’t find a life-saving injection of cash, our business dream was
  going to die a gruesome death and quite possibly our hard-earned professional reputations with it.

  When we finally looked at the figures we came to the startling realisation that we had just enough money to keep the business going until Christmas, at which point we would have to shut it down.
  That was the sting in the tail – we knew sales would thrive over the festive period (and they did) but it wouldn’t be enough.

  We had nowhere to turn. Our families could loan us no more: Robert had spent the last of his savings on us; Sophie’s parents had given all they could. The banks wouldn’t help unless
  we gave them our houses as security. (No way.)

  We went metaphorically scrabbling down the back of the sofa again. We called anyone we knew who had more than a few quid to their name to see if they’d be willing to invest. We asked
  everyone we knew to ask everyone they knew if they knew anyone who might be willing to invest. We hoped and prayed that if we threw enough mud at the wall, some of it might stick. We needed a
  miracle.

  We got one.

  After a dispiriting day when the gods truly seemed to be against us – an investor who was going to back us went bust themselves – our long-time friend and consultant PR director
  Julie Turner was chatting to a well-connected entrepreneur in church, asking them if they might know anyone who would be interested in investing in us. Yes, they said, they might.

  That person turned out to be Tom Teichman of SPARK Ventures, the man who wrote the first cheque for the founders of lastminute.com. Always looking for the next idea, he
  gave us a meeting. We presented as if our lives depended on it – well, they probably did. Afterwards, Tom and his team thanked us, said goodbye and left the room – they had another
  meeting to get to. Feeling lonely and pathetic, we packed away our samples with as much dignity and haste as bulky customised doorstops and witty T-shirts will allow. Robert gave us each a little
  smile, trying and failing to rouse our hopes. We made for the door.

  In the corridor was Tom. He beckoned us back into the room. ‘I’ve just had a chat with the team,’ he said. ‘We’re going to do it. We think you’ve got that
  spark. We’ll talk tomorrow.’

  We’d done it. We still had more heart-stopping moments to come. Our attempts to raise money had shaped up our business hugely – we’d always tried to be as professional as
  possible – but seeking funds from a venture capitalist meant everything had to be as shiny as a corporal’s shoes, from our legal requirements to a monthly reporting system and the
  overall business model. And now that they had said yes, we had to go through due diligence and contract negotiations – we were giving them equity and a place on the board in return for their
  investment – fastidiously producing market reports, references and financial projections for weeks and weeks. In the nick of time, SPARK came through, delivering our first chunk of funds on
  Valentine’s Day 2007. It was the start of a romantic affair that ended only in 2013 when the time was right for them to reap the very substantial rewards of their original investment to help
  other new businesses.
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  SHAPING UP OUR BUSINESS

  Since then we have gone out several times for a new round of investment and each time it’s still fairly full on – if the money doesn’t come in then we might not grow and scale
  in the way we need to – but each time that investment has made the difference it was designed to do. From the original 100 partners we had signed up on launch day, we now have 5,000. In 2013,
  seven of our partners hit a point where they had turned over a million pounds in a year. Last year, our average annual growth rate since the business launched reached 151 per cent to the end of
  2013. Since our launch to the middle of 2014, we have injected £200 million into the UK economy with our platform for small businesses. Our customers are growing too, with a marketing
  database of 2 million people; we are predicted to be in the top 100 most visited sites in Britain, sitting above British Airways and Sainsbury’s.
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