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Dedicated to our parents, Millie and Al.
Still in love and dancing in heaven.
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Foreword

First let me say this, Alfred Renna makes me laugh. I first got to know Alfred well when I hired him as a sales manager. Then I sent him to Columbia University to learn about computer systems when I knew he would be the perfect person to help bring my growing real estate company into the twenty-first-century. I drove him crazy turning down photo after photo that he suggested for our very first website home page. It had to be perfect. It would become the first recognized real estate website in Manhattan and probably the whole country. “And don’t use my photo,” was my only instruction.

One day he came into my office with a poster-size board and asked that I have an open mind before turning it around. There I was, looking gorgeous, I might add. I couldn’t help blurting out, “I love it, let’s use it!” Alfred was ecstatic he could finally launch our site, as this was the last piece he needed. He walked out of my office laughing. “Hey,” I called after him. “Come back here. What are you laughing at?”

“Don’t be mad at me,” he said as he turned around, his face turning red. “I had the photo manipulated a little, these aren’t your legs.” No wonder I looked like a model.

A few years later, Alfred’s sister and brother-in-law, Joanne Douglas and her husband Jonathan Douglas joined the company. I was always happy to see them when passing by their desks on my way to the office, especially Jonathan because he was so handsome and he reminded me of my first boyfriend. I liked them as much as I had become so fond of Alfred. There is something about the Rennas that just makes you want to hang out around the kitchen table with the whole family.

When I sold my company, the hardest part was leaving so many wonderful people behind. So, when I heard that Joanne and Alfred had written a book, a fun book, about life, love, and real estate, I couldn’t wait to read it. Negotiating New York is really fun, and as they say in publishing it’s “a great read”. It is enjoyable and insightful from amazing real estate sagas to pitch perfect portrayals of wonderful New York centric characters. Reading about the Rennas, from their parents, Millie and Al, to their sisters, cousins, and friends, reminds me so much of my own life, also overflowing with wonderful family and friends.

From tears to laughter, I felt like I was right there with the Renna clan, racing about New York City, meeting crazy buyers and eccentric sellers, stopping at their favorite cafés and restaurants, and learning their tips on making lots of money, some of which I’m sure they learned from me! Most especially, I love the wonderful stories, and how much they stick together, like how they squabble, then take a breath, and head off to dinner together! I love it.

Negotiating New York is also about how healing laughter can be. You will see how the family grieved from the passing of Jonathan, after a tough battle, to the deaths of their parents, and how being able to laugh healed them.

This is a wonderful, life-affirming story about four siblings living and working in the big city, but they might as well be from a small Midwestern town, or as we say in Manhattan, from the other side of the river. We were all from the other side of the river, with the Manhattan skyline beckoning to us to come and work hard and make it big.

As the pride I feel with my Shark Tank entrepreneurs, I am proud of Alfred and Joanne. It is wonderful to see how those who have worked for me have grown; Alfred maturing into an amazing and popular manager, working with hundreds of agents, and Joanne growing The Douglas Team into one of the most successful in the city, and I am so proud of the success I see for them with Negotiating New York: Life, Love, and the Pursuit of Real Estate.

—Barbara Corcoran,

star of the 2015 and 2014 Emmy Award winning show, Shark Tank, 
and author of New York Times bestseller Shark Tales
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Introduction: Open House!

Donna was wringing her hands about the offer she had made on the fabulous ’50s beach bungalow. It was her first real estate purchase, and it was a house in the Hamptons. While it was not right on the beach, it was right by the beach. We all had to keep it a big secret. In real estate, you don’t talk about what you’re about to buy until the day you close, because word gets around and suddenly another buyer wants it and just might try to snatch it out from under you. Donna, not only the last born of our family, was also the last to own her own piece of the pie, and this first purchase was the luxury of a weekend house.

“I’m the only one who doesn’t have my own house,” she would often remind us, her voice going up an octave. Alfred had perfected her high-pitch complaint when he’d imitate her.

So the pending purchase was momentous. She was excited, we all were excited, and we all went to inspect the house before she agreed to the final offer.

“It was an apocalypse,” Alfred recalled later. “We converged on that house like a SWAT team. It was the whole family.”

My three siblings and I (Donna, Alfred, and Rosemary) are also known collectively as the Rennas, though we have been called various other names. One in particular has a certain ring to it: the Rennavators, which sounds like a singing group, which we’re not. We don’t even sing that well except for Donna, and the rest of us are best at making a joyful noise, as the old proverb says. What we so love, love, love is real estate: the architecture of houses old and new, big and small. But the best parts for us are the bidding, buying, selling…and then doing it all over again. Oh, that’s on the weekends, ’cause we all have jobs. It just happens three of us—Alfred, Donna, and I—work full-time in the real estate business in Manhattan, and Rosemary sort of works part-time in real estate, sometimes showing properties for us, sometimes traveling to manage her own investment properties, and, the rest of the time, indulging in her favorite work-related activity: decorating and staging. For that, she will help any one of us with her fine talents. All combined—throw in a few apartments, a teensy partnership in what is referred to as a fund that specializes in buying and managing apartment buildings, pieces of land here and there, various rental properties, weekend houses, Rosemary’s Italian palazzo in Ortigia, a small island off the coast of Sicily—all combined we have quite the diversified portfolio that we are always looking to expand. Most of our real estate investment endeavors have been quite profitable and fun, whether our own homes, properties for rental income, or those to flip for profit. Ortigia was the Under the Tuscan Sun renovation nightmare that was Rosemary’s full-time job for three years. We all love the thrill and torment of it all. We’ve got one kid between the four of us, Rosemary’s son, Rico. He’s got the bug too and has been calculating square footage since he was four. That about sums up why it seems like all we talk about is architecture, design, and real estate.

Our family circle morphed over recent years due to deaths, breakups, and new beginnings. We have cousins and various other ancillary family—lots of honorary brothers and sisters, and significant others and their families. Everyone loves to say they are one of us, “us” being the four siblings. Why? Who knows? We argue, we yell, we debate, we eat. Rosemary and Alfred were feuding for months over an apartment each had lived in at different times, debating which furnishings belonged to whom and who spent more money on renovating the kitchen. For the most part, the rest of us ignored them, but it was disconcerting at the time, because they hardly spoke to each other. But did they stop being in each other’s company? No, they continued on in their obnoxious little feud. I think they were trying to out last one another. One weekend when I was at Alfred’s house in Southampton, New York, I heard him call her on speakerphone, and they sure were curt, offering as few words as possible, and sounding as uninterested as possible, so as not to appear to be communicating with each other.

“Rosemary.”

“What?”

“I’m making dinner.”

“When?”

“Tonight. Seven.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Oy,” was all I could say—the shortened version of oy vey ist mir, the perfect Yiddish expression of exasperation. The day we went for the big preview of what would become Donna’s weekend abode, I called Rosemary, who was in Ortigia, on FaceTime, and caught her in the middle of yelling in Italian to her third Sicilian contractor. (Thankfully, she and Alfred were back to more normal sibling spats.)

The three of us who were in the States arrived within moments of one another. That fortuitous day, counting Rosemary over the phone and the assistant, we were nine people, which meant there were five brokers as well as the four of us. We also had our real estate attorney, who happens to be our cousin Michael, another Renna. Then there was our in-house architect, whose name was also Michael, and who was Donna’s boyfriend at the time. To differentiate, we referred to our cousin Michael as Cousin Michael, and Donna’s Michael as Michael Amore because “amore” was Donna’s pet name for him since she had been intensely studying Italian. Our builder is my amore who goes by Paul, but his first name is really James. Then there was our engineer, Paul’s brother, Terry, who moved to the area shortly after Paul did.

Our cars were parked all over the narrow dirt road that had a sign at the entrance that said private road: no trespassing. The 850-square-foot casita with cottage detailing was sitting on a rise with towering pine trees. What it lacked in size, it made up in charm. I knew from the moment I stepped foot on the front lawn that Donna would buy this house. I even knew exactly at what price. It’s a gift, you might say: real estate foreknowledge. That day, it manifested like a tingle that came up from the earth itself, prickling through me till it hit my brain. It was days before Donna felt it too and finally accepted the owner’s lowest and best counteroffer. She had been a bit annoyed that my premonition had not been about $5,000 less.

“It feels like the Poconos,” Alfred said immediately.

“Turn me around!” Rosemary’s voice came out of my iPhone, asking me to turn the phone around so she could see. I had to agree; it looked like the Poconos, the well-known mountain resort area about two hours north of the city.

“But we are only two or three sips of wine from sand and water,” I reminded everyone, and yet we were entranced and hadn’t even made it to the front door. The listing broker’s assistant looked like a deer in headlights as we all rustled past him and filed into the house.

Viewing Donna’s potential house was such a great high; it was a perfect fixer-upper at a great price and had a tiny cottage out back that could eventually be a pool house. After scattering throughout the property to carefully inspect it, and all pronouncing and nodding our approvals—despite the rotting siding, creepy crawl space, and need for more guest space for our extended family—we all really wanted to keep up our house hunting high. The cottage was a tease and left us yearning for another real estate fix, but since house hunting is hard work, we were also getting hungry, so Paul and I jumped in the Jeep to head to Sag Harbor for sushi. Given the narrowness of the private road and all the cars, we had to drive to the end to turn around. That’s when I saw the sign that always makes my heart beat faster.

“Open house!” I screeched. “Turn here. It’s on the water!” Paul made the fast, sharp right, barely missing a big tree. I still had Rosemary on FaceTime.

“I want to see it too!” I heard as I disconnected her and pressed speed dial for Alfred’s cell.

“Alfred, there’s an open house right up the road!” Adrenaline pumping, I heard Alfred call out to everyone else.

“Get in the car!” followed by a moment of silence as I imagined they were all thinking, Did something happen? Then he shouted again, “OPEN HOUSE!”

In the next moment, there was a cloud of dust billowing up the road. Alfred’s car swerved into the driveway and hadn’t even come to a stop before the doors flew open and the members of our house touring group piled out. We converged again like a well-trained battalion marching across the wrap-around porch where we startled the listing broker.

“Hi, I’m Joanne R. Douglas. I’m a broker in the city.”

By law, if you are a real estate broker in a real estate sort of scenario, you must identify yourself as such, with your full name as it appears on your license to sell. Then I attempted to introduce each member of our entourage as they stampeded through the house.

“The guy who just slammed the fuse box closed and is heading to the basement is our engineer, Terry…” but before I could get through the rest, the call to end the tour and head out sounded.

“This place is a teardown for sure.” Cousin Michael announced, as he looked up at a gaping crack in the living room ceiling.

“Teardown!” Alfred yelled from the kitchen followed by the sounds of cabinet doors slamming closed. Like a shared signal, the conclusion moved on down the line.

“Terry Glenn, it’s a teardown,” Paul called down to his brother in the basement.

“Yup,” we heard come back up. “It’s a teardown all right.”

Alfred, also the diplomat, said to the broker, “After viewing the house, we have concluded that it has a great bay view, and we love it, but it’s a teardown.” Now, we don’t mind teardowns. Paul and I tore down to build our own house. We just weren’t in the mood, and that week we craved something more like…a fixer-upper.

We were all gone just as fast as we had come, off to another neighborhood.
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Beginnings

My husband, Jonathan Douglas, and I were the first married sales team in New York City by the time we joined the Corcoran Group in the fall of 2000, where we were aptly christened “The Douglas Team.” Before that, we were with a smaller firm where we were finding our footing and attempting to grow. It was Jonathan who always had amazing foresight on the market and who, early on, suggested we hire our friend Lenny as an assistant. We were among the very first brokers in the business to make that addition to our two-person workforce. Certain we needed more good people to keep growing, Jonathan then insisted we hire someone to drive for us. I was concerned with our growing monthly expenses but gave in when he suggested we hire Ed, whom we had already met driving his own sedan for a car service that we used from time to time. Jonathan gave him a call, and Ed became a part of The Douglas Team, driving us and our customers all around town in our Blazer.

With the help of Lenny and Ed, our business took off. At Corcoran, we were able to increase that success with a wonderful marketing department that helped us create beautiful materials to promote our brand as well as the properties we represented. The thin, multicolor stripe band that was created for our team’s marketing materials was later adopted by the new Corcoran Group as a part of their branding, so we moved on to something fresh and new for us.

As real estate agents and brokers, even though you are under the umbrella of a large company, you are an independent contractor; you might say you are a small company within a larger company. You get a commission from the sales you make, which is divided with the company you are affiliated with.

We loved the Corcoran Group back when Barbara Corcoran still owned it. Our desks were near her office, and she always made us feel very special. It’s a gift she has with people. Soon after joining the Corcoran Group, we were invited to speak and teach with her at real estate seminars. She and Jonathan had a special bond, in part because they were both from large families. Also, Barbara said he looked like her first boyfriend! But Jonathan could read people and had a knack for predicting market trends, and Barbara recognized these traits in him and trusted his intuition when he shared industry insights with her. That intuition enabled me, the front person of our team, to negotiate with strength.

As we entered our sixth year with Corcoran, we were provided with more desks as our team grew, and they were now paying Lenny’s salary. Our friend and team member Barbara Levey had joined from our last company. Jonathan knew my sister Donna would also be a perfect fit, as she was accustomed to precise work, speed, and extreme customer service. She had started her Wall Street career on a trading desk and loved the rapid pace. From there, she had joined a nationally known brokerage firm, where she spent eleven years building her portfolio of high-net-worth clientele. She was the highest producer in the New York office. However, aside from SEC rules, the rules of that firm infuriated her. One very frustrating rule was that everyone in the office received the same commissions and bonuses, regardless of if they brought in one dollar of investment or $50 million. Donna’s income did not increase with her ever-expanding pool of investors, most of whom trusted her implicitly. She was ready to change careers, and we were hoping she would bring her contact list.

Donna’s arrival meant there were three of us four Renna siblings under the same corporate roof, since Alfred was Corcoran’s senior managing director then. Our team grew, as did our success. Jonathan and I had nothing when we got married, and now we were investing in our growing real estate portfolio. By 1995, we’d purchased property in the Hudson Valley of upstate New York—we had restored an original 1850s farmhouse, which we then sold to our friends Scott and Dave. On the remaining thirty-four acres, we built an 8,000-square-foot, sprawling, barnlike house. It sat on a ridge and overlooked mountains and a creek with waterfalls. We fell asleep to the music of those falls whenever we spent time there. The house was beautiful, the layout designed by Jonathan and the details by me. It had a soaring stone fireplace, huge windows, and a 1,200-square-foot screened-in stone-and-cedar porch. Jonathan had a double-height painting studio built for me. It was heaven, and we felt very blessed.

To go along with our image of being among Corcoran’s and New York’s top-producing brokers, again with Jonathan’s enthusiasm, we upgraded our clothing to designer suits and our Blazer to an Audi A8 L. It was exciting to have reached that level of success.

Then, Jonathan was told he had metastatic melanoma and three months to live, and life changed. We refused to accept the death sentence and instead agreed to believe he would be cured. We held this belief till his last breath. It was confusing to know he was sick, yet, when I looked at him, he appeared perfectly healthy. Oddly enough, it was his handsome and strong appearance that caught the attention of the second oncologist we consulted. This doctor immediately called a friend who was the head of a research team and described Jonathan in glowing terms: “I have a perfect candidate for you. He’s big, strong, and handsome.” He was accepted for a clinical trial that ultimately extended his life by nearly five years.

It was during this time that Alfred was offered a very lucrative position at our competitor, Douglas Elliman. As much as I wanted him to stay, I knew leaving was the best thing he could do for his career. Jonathan and I had even met with Douglas Elliman’s chairman, Howard Lorber, and we both took to him immediately. This was rare for him, and Jonathan spoke of Howard often. He was excited for us to follow Alfred and also move to Douglas Elliman. But shortly after meeting with Howard, Jonathan no longer had the strength to come to the office, and I did not have the strength to make the move without him. It was sad to watch most of the brokers who sat with us on the eighteenth floor leave Corcoran to follow Alfred, who by this time had become one of the most popular managers in the city.

So Donna, Barbara, Lenny, and I moved back to the eleventh floor, where we had started at Corcoran, this time taking over Barbara Corcoran’s old office. It was a lovely space that got great sunlight and had beautiful views of Central Park, and for brokers to find us, we only needed to say, “Barbara’s old office.” We would spend the next eight years in that office before we finally followed Alfred and our friends to Douglas Elliman.

Jonathan continued to decline. By 2008, he lived on a hospital bed in the middle of our living room, where we spent the last year and half of our lives together. Each night, I would set up an air mattress, so I could be close when he’d need me. Each morning, after helping him bathe, I would make tea with honey and raisin-walnut toast with jam. Sitting together to sip and talk and pray was a part of the rhythm and ritual of our days. One morning the phone rang, and it was Paul.

Paul’s wife, Annemarie, was fighting metastatic breast cancer. A friend of a friend thought that all four of us should talk and have our own spiritual support group. We talked about strength and encouraged one another not to give up. Jonathan and I never talked about the possibility he might die and neither did Paul and Annemarie. After we hung up from that initial call, Jonathan said, “He’s a really good man.” Six months later, Annemarie died. Eleven days later, Jonathan died. Jonathan’s battle had been long and difficult, though not without its extraordinary intimacy and miracles. Annemarie was gone as quickly as a flower blooms, fading from the day she was diagnosed.

Alfred had been with me when I was waiting for the undertaker to come for my husband’s body and trying to decide how to handle his remains. I was dreading the process of the next few days which I knew I did not have the energy for. Jonathan had had a long battle and I desperately needed time to heal from physical exhaustion and especially from the loss of the beautiful man who was the love of my life for twenty-eight years and my partner in all things real estate.

“Joanne, you have been in this struggle for six years,” Alfred said. “You took care of Jonathan around the clock for the past eighteen months while he was on that bed. It’s time to go Italy.”

Even though I had grown up in a Catholic environment of wakes and funerals, I much preferred the way my Jewish friends buried their dead. Following the funeral, everyone would come to your home to pay their respects. Instead of a body and piles of flowers, there’d be your friends and family and piles of food. So it was then that I decided to have a Shiva, and then go to Italy.

The entire real estate industry showed up, hundreds coming through my home, including the owners of each of the companies Jonathan and I had been with: Diane Ramirez of Halstead; Barbara Corcoran with Scott Durkin, who had been Barbara’s chief operating officer, and whom everyone thought would one day fill Barbara’s shoes; Pam Liebman, the woman who did become CEO and president of Corcoran when Barbara sold her company; and Howard Lorber, the man who would eventually make my move to Douglas Elliman as easy as possible.

Ten days after the Shiva, Alfred, Donna, and I were in Florence. I realize now that this is how the Renna family copes: we go somewhere; we keep on living, eating, and, if we can, laughing. It doesn’t mean we are not also grieving.

A few days into our trip, as we three sat at a café in the sun of a beautiful mountaintop town, I watched an aged couple, linked arm in arm, stroll past us. I turned back to my family, my heart heavy knowing I would not share the beauty of that time of life with Jonathan. I thought of my parents, Millie and Al, who were still alive and very much in love. Then Alfred raised his wineglass and said, “L’chaim,” the Hebrew word meaning “to life.” We clinked glasses and chimed together, “L’chaim” and christened our healing voyage the “L’chaim Tour.”

Since our parents were getting on in years, at least one of us stayed behind when we traveled. This time Rosemary and our nephew, Rico, manned the home front while the rest of us cried, ate, drank, shopped, and, most especially, laughed our way through the grief.

We ended our European travels in Copenhagen, where we were so inspired by the simplicity of Nordic design that I came back with an extra suitcase filled with thick sheepskin and lots of rough wool and linen, items that a few years later became a popular design esthetic that has its roots in midcentury modern.

Two days after our return to New York, I jumped on a plane to visit friends in California. After that, Rosemary, Rico, and I drove down to Richmond, Virginia, to spend New Year’s Eve with friends. When I stopped traveling, I crashed. Then Paul called. Two days later, he called a second time. Five minutes later, he called again to ask if he could call me the next evening and read to me as he had read to Annemarie. We spoke for thirty-nine nights in a row, falling in love and grieving together. It was intense and very crazy. I’d sleep for two hours and then head to the office in a fog. Thankfully, Donna and Lenny took over everyday business. On the fortieth day, Paul arrived in New York City for what would be the only blind date either of us had ever been on. Before then, we didn’t even know what each other looked like. A few family dinners and Paul was embraced by every Renna. It didn’t hurt that he can build anything and has a booming Texas laugh.


2

[image: ]

Power Brokers Conquer the Mountain

The internet changed the model of most every business, and for us, it was amazing. Corcoran’s award-winning website was the most important tool for the individual salesperson to grow into a power broker. Their stunning web presence was a spotlight on the company’s branding; cutting-edge technology became crucial to drawing the best agents.

In 2000, Jonathan and I had made the difficult decision to move to Corcoran. At the time, I had been working at Halstead with its owners Clark Halstead and Diane Ramirez. We had loved our time with Halstead and had grown quite close to Clark and Diane. I cried while I tried to tell Diane we were leaving. Less than a year later, on September 11, 2001, New York City suffered one of the most devastating attacks on US soil. Surprisingly, three months later, we entered the hottest real estate market the city had seen in fifteen years. With her business growing exponentially, Barbara was concerned that her ship had become too large to handle independently, and she decided to sell. She made the stunning announcement at the annual meeting at the famous Ziegfeld Theater in Manhattan. Before she broke the news, Barbara talked about the tragedy of those two jetliners that were used as weapons against our city and its iconic Twin Towers.

I take a bit of liberty with the exact words Barbara used, but the power of her message still resonates with me today: Four of our brokers lost family members, and we have mourned with them and for all the lives that were lost. As horrible as that moment was, the country and world saw New Yorkers as a united people who came together with tremendous strength and unity not seen at any other time in history. Ironically, this show of character will also prove to be the most important marketing event for the city, because it will make everyone in the world want to be here, and this company will grow faster than I can handle. Just imagine Corcoran like a huge ship that now needs a bigger rudder, to be able to turn with the greater tides. This company now needs an owner with lots of money and the ability to help it grow.

The magic that Barbara had brought to the company slowly faded after the Corcoran Group was sold and folded into a mega conglomerate. Even the web design changed, and it seemed to reflect the heavy corporate umbrella under which it operated. Still, we would enjoy extraordinarily successful years, along with the rest of the real estate industry, under the leadership of the new CEO. All Barbara predicted came to pass.

In 2003, Howard Lorber and Dottie Herman bought Prudential Douglas Elliman, one of the oldest brokerage firms in the city. Over the years they shed the Prudential affiliation that didn’t resonate in New York City as it did in the suburbs, rebuilt offices, and sought to hire the best managers in the industry. The brokers followed.

By 2014, there were more new real estate companies than ever. The competition to attract and retain talent was fierce. Howard and Dottie embarked on a quest to build the most attractive and powerful company possible, expanding into markets across the country and globe, rebranding the image of Douglas Elliman, and rebuilding their website to be reflective of beauty, light, and space. I couldn’t help but think, isn’t that what we want in our homes?

Brokers began a migration, seeking the most innovative company to be affiliated with, a company whose brand was how they saw themselves, and a company whose owners and sales managers acted as business coaches. Howard said that the broker was his customer, and so he and his managers—like Alfred—worked with people like me and my team to build sales and a dynamic business within a business.

“Unfortunately, some larger companies have lost this very vital service to their brokers,” Alfred reminded me after he had moved to Douglas Elliman, while I was still at Corcoran. “In these larger companies, the managers are corporately controlled, which means they spend most of their time juggling the latest cost-cutting, managing forms and paper and sitting in meetings to brainstorm on cheap inspirational ideas to boost sales and keep people from leaving.” Then he pointed out, “Finding a big pink cookie on your desk on Valentine’s Day just doesn’t cut it when there’s no dough under the frosting.”

“Alfred, it’s a different business model,” I countered. We were always defending our companies. It’s good karma and good business to support the company you work for or with, and if the managers are keeping you motivated with fun events and birthday cupcakes, most of time, people remain delighted. However, there does come a time when we might have to analyze whether we are attaining our goals and if we have outgrown the company we are with. Job changing is big though. It can feel like having to climb Mount Everest.

“What I’m saying,” Alfred persisted, “is that there are brokers who rely on a manager for real business advice, and of the many who do call me, there are some who don’t even work at my company. It’s why I attract talent.” No matter what we sell, we all need to look at where and how to grow our own businesses, and having a manager who has the power and means to motivate and elevate our processes will add to our bottom line.

Of course, there are as many ways to build and grow a successful business as there are businesses. Take a look at the numbers of real estate salespersons and brokers for Manhattan. As of late November 2013, the borough was home to about 27,000 licensed salespersons and brokers, or 5.5 percent more than the 25,600 who were licensed at the same the prior year, according to New York State Department of State data provided to The Real Deal.1 What is causing the growth? TV shows that have little to do with the reality of building a business have made real estate look like a get-rich-quick fix. Have reality real estate stars gotten rich? Yes. It is fantastic. But look behind the scenes, and you will find that these brokers work hard and smart. They learn to think creatively and entrepreneurially, are willing to take risks, and don’t get discouraged. They believe that no always means maybe and that maybe is a yes.

Roughly 10 percent of real estate agents rise to the top of the mountain, and it isn’t because they were all born photogenic. There is no getting away from the cameras, however, so it’s worth checking online for tips on how to look fabulous in a photo, because we all can. But there’s more to it than that. Some brokers have formed into mega teams to build a stronger platform or brand within their affiliated company.

At the other end of the spectrum are the lone wolves who focus on one segment of the business, such as my friend Stephano. He is one of the top individual brokers in the business, focusing solely on his core group of Brazilian buyers who want to invest in new luxury condominiums. There is also a two-man Israeli team who created a website that analyzes the market for any address you input, and in two minutes, brokers can send the info to their clients as full-blown colorful presentations with accurate numbers, charts, graphs, and all sorts of pertinent and helpful information. Others throw cocktail parties or host various events to allow their buyers and sellers to meet and to keep themselves upmost in people’s minds for referrals. Newsletters, webcasts, email blasts, conventional advertising, web advertising, movie theater advertising, and social media beckon with what is for sale. Home magazines and television shows explode with the whole of real estate. All kinds of homes and a full array of ancillary industries, from design to those selling every conceivable related product, are before us in a vast display of choices. It is all a wonderful example of how ingenuity, entrepreneurship, and hard work can lead to the promise of prosperity and a life well lived.
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The Euphoria and Anguish of Sales

I took a gulp of cold water, held my hand up, and said loudly, “How many of you would like to earn five million dollars this year?” It was early in the morning, following a late martini dinner, a midnight conference call with a potential seller, and a sleepless night. I was the very last speaker of a month of intensive, full-day teachings at Corcoran’s downtown learning center for new real estate agents. Every hand, even those propping up weary heads, shot up. “Okay! I’m going to tell you a story,” I told the class.

Before Barbara sold our company, she’d asked me to join her to teach the secrets of real estate sales. We taught at colleges, seminars, and at Corcoran’s training center. On that morning, I taught “The Euphoria and the Anguish of Sales,” and boy, did I have a doozy of a story to tell.

“First, I want you all to know that I did not sleep even one wink last night because the crazy heir of a potential $50 million listing demanded a conference call at midnight!” I heard lots of murmuring:

“Oh Em Gee!”

“Fifty million?”

“Jeez.”

And so I continued. “The wicked scheme of the heir was to have my team and a broker team from a different company with whom we had been competing for the listing have a debate.” I let that idea settle in for moment.

For weeks, the heir would say he was about to sign the listing agreement but then demand we all meet, yet again, at 9:00 am sharp at his late father’s Manhattan penthouse, where all the floors were covered in antique limestone. He was never on time. There were days this guy would actually call while a whole team of us—including our advertising director and PR department—was already standing out in front of the famous Central Park West building to say he needed to change the meeting to 3:00 pm. And so we all had to move our schedules around and reconvene. During these meetings, he wanted to review how much money would actually be spent on promotion.

What the heir didn’t know I knew was that he had recently lost all his family’s money in his own ill-managed art investment fund. So he was a little bit desperate to sell the property. He had his brooding twin brother attend the numerous meetings who stared morosely at some particular spot on the Aubusson rug that was soon to go to Sotheby’s auction house to help pay for the estate taxes looming ahead. I could just imagine him sticking pins in a broker doll and hexing us with warts.

Selling real estate is an amazing lifestyle. It is entrepreneurial, exciting, and challenging. It can feel psychotic, egotistical, underhanded, selfish, and thrilling, all of which creates our love-hate relationship with the business. The end of the crazy scenario with the twin heirs was that we did not get the listing, which I hated. The art investor heir had determined the asking price, adding another $10 million to what we had advised, which I loved because I figured it wouldn’t sell, the listing agreement would expire, and perhaps we’d get it at a realistic asking price. I was right; it didn’t sell. The price was reduced by $5 million and became a tri-exclusive listing with three different agencies. Another nine months passed, and with so many broker names on the listing—including all the partners and assistants—no one knew whom to contact for an appointment, and the second listing agreement expired. The very next day, the downstairs neighbor decided to combine apartments to create a duplex and made an all-cash offer directly to the twins. When it closed and the contract price was posted, it was for less than half of our original valuation.

Ultimately, there was another important lesson I could have shared with the twins had they been willing to listen. Unlike other parts of the country and probably the whole world, many New York City buildings have summer work rules. These rules exist primarily in prewar buildings, are as ancient as the buildings themselves, and are not even possible to abide by, given the additional board requirements that hundred-year-old plumbing and electric be upgraded if one is renovating. The rules say that one may renovate only during the summer when, presumably, all of your neighbors are far away in Nantucket or Kennebunkport. Now, back in those prewar days when the buildings’ first fathers wrote the rules, “renovating” meant you might have been having new wallpaper put up, a gold-plated faucet installed in your powder room, or new valances hung over your windows. I’ve seen bylaws that still say any requests for apartment changes must be sent by telegram.

The summer time frame is impossible to stay within—no one is just hanging wallpaper or adding a few new kitchen cabinets anymore—and many buildings have instituted a daily fee that gradually increases when you pass the allocated amount of days. Contractors add many thousands of dollars to their costs in order to follow and break the rules at the same time—along with needing a healthy budget for parking tickets, since there is virtually no legal parking for their trucks in residential zones.

There are some clever contractors who might hire a truck man, one who sits in the truck all day, driving it around the block every time the police show up. One contractor, in an attempt to get around the summer and midweek work rules—work must not begin before 9:00 am and workers must be out of the building by 4:00 pm—had his painting crew show up in tuxedos and carrying musical instrument cases one night to give the appearance of a quartet for an after-hours dinner party. Little did the doorman know that once the quartet entered the apartment, they stripped off their tuxes, donned coveralls, and opened their instrument cases, which contained paint, painting supplies, and a boom box to play minuets. When one of the nosy neighbors rushed down to the lobby to inquire about the men in black and the music, certain the new neighbor had not yet moved in, the doorman, who had been handed an envelope of cash, assured her that the new owner was hosting an intimate dinner party with a live performance to baptize the home. Mrs. Pettitree, thus impressed, nodded with certainty and told the doorman that she had participated at the recent board interview to approve her new neighbor and “how lovely for him to support the arts. I intend to call upon him for my favorite little charity, Lincoln Center.”
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