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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.
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