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For Simon, who has always encouraged and empowered me to be the very best version of myself




Prologue

The cameras were ready, and so was I. But that didn’t mean my heart wasn’t pounding. Even my lucky shoes weren’t calming me down. The shiny red-soled high heels I had finally bought myself after years of longing for them but being too stingy to fork out. Finally I was a Dragon, about to film my first ever series of Dragons’ Den. I had made it far enough in business to become an investor, and now this was my opportunity to do it on the national stage, on one of the country’s most beloved TV shows. A show I had watched since I was a kid. The dreams of future entrepreneurs were now in my hands. This was my chance to inspire the next generation of business leaders and have a whole lot of fun doing it. Take a deep breath, Sara. This is it.

When I was setting out in business, my battered old copy of Duncan Bannatyne’s memoir, Anyone Can Do It, held pride of place on my shelf. That I might get the chance to write one of my own seemed almost a dream too far back then. Almost. And now I was sitting on the same panel that had brought him to the public’s attention and about to start work on my own book.

‘Am I really here?’ I wondered as I waited to see the first entrepreneur. It seemed unbelievable that I was ticking off such a huge life-goal already. It felt like only yesterday that I was behind the till at my parents’ wallpaper and paint shop, helping out on a Saturday and dreaming of having a business of my own. But I was. And now, I want to show you how I got there – and beyond.

When I give talks and seminars, when I’m interviewed or even just out and about chatting, most people assume that there was some secret, some ‘in’, some leg-up in industry only they don’t know about yet. Yes, I was lucky enough to have a supportive family who believed in me and my dreams, but what people don’t seem to believe is that, beyond that, there is no magical secret behind my success.

For the whole of this journey, I have never thought of myself as anything but totally ‘normal’. I haven’t had any opportunities that were out of the ordinary. I went to an ordinary school, I grew up in an ordinary village and I had an ordinary childhood. When I first started being asked to talk about my ‘path to success’, I worried that it would be boring for people. Shouldn’t I jazz it up a bit? Add some peril? Or a rich auntie along the way? Then I realized that wasn’t the point. The point was that if I could do it, so can you.

People started to tell me that they felt empowered, knowing that I hadn’t had anything but an ordinary start. It made them see that some of the roadblocks we think are in our way might not be real but only imagined. That we can be our own worst enemies if we don’t believe that the opportunities often lie not just ahead of – or even behind – us, but within us.

I was ambitious from a young age. I don’t remember ever seeing the point of doing something if I didn’t give it absolutely my all. And I had parents who encouraged me from day one to be super-ambitious. They taught me that I could achieve anything if I put my mind to it. But what happened next was that I did put my mind to it.

Every chance I had, I worked really hard to take the little opportunities I saw and turn them into bigger ones in order to achieve my life goals. I spoke out when I wanted to try something. I never hesitated to learn more. And I asked for help when I needed it. But beyond that, my success is relatively simple: it comes from a lifetime of having big ambitions and setting my mind to achieving them.

I would love to say that there were some special secrets to my success. I could make a mint promising to tell them to you! But the reality is more inspiring and, hopefully, once you have read my story, you’ll agree. Because what it boils down to is that if I can do it, so can you.




CHAPTER 1

Business in the Blood

Perhaps it is not so surprising that I grew up to be a businesswoman. We might not have had two pennies to rub together when I was a kid, but my dad really was king of the entrepreneurs. He bought a derelict old building on the high street of Coundon, a mining village in County Durham. Our whole life was then based there over the years – it became the headquarters for his many ventures, from double glazing to a bike shop, a dolls’ furniture workshop, a transport company – even some mushroom growing – and much else along the way. And it was also our childhood home. My mam and dad still live there today.

Businesswise, my dad’s mainstay was a property and transport courier company. He also set my mam and nana up with a wallpaper and paint shop. Well, I say ‘shop’, but they started out on the market, selling slight seconds and production overruns of wallpaper and all sorts, and gradually got more respectable as the years went by.

These family businesses weren’t always massively successful, but they were always ours, and that meant that the whole family could make decisions about their careers and run the businesses in a way which also fitted in with the family. Working hours were compatible with school runs and summer holidays, and the businesses were the bedrock of family life: they evolved around us and we evolved around them. Most importantly, this meant that I was given a clear demonstration of the correlation between hard work and how we lived from the time I was a small child.

Having said that, when I was young, I’m not so sure any of the family thought I’d go into business. My dad is a traditional guy and was even more so when I was growing up, and I think that, having daughters, he hoped we would marry well as much as he hoped we’d have good jobs. If anything, we might help out in the shop with my mam and nana.

From the moment my mam was pregnant, Dad was saving for his babies – only he said it was to pay for private school for any boys or weddings for the girls. That was his mentality back then. So I think it took him by surprise when I started to take some interest in the wallpaper and paint shop – and how it worked as a business, not just as a Saturday job – when I was a young teenager, and started chipping in with ideas. But at that stage I wanted to be a teacher. I thought I was curious rather than ambitious, and helping out at the family business felt like helping out, not like learning a skill.

It was only when my GCSEs came round that I thought I would try Business Studies as a way to formalize what I was learning working in the shop. It felt like a no-brainer to me, as Business Studies just seemed like common sense, barely an actual subject. It was real life, not ‘school stuff’, wasn’t it? In Maths and History you had to remember a ton of facts, but what we learned in Business Studies always seemed obvious to me. I used to ace the exams, which didn’t feel like exams – I remember I even got 100 per cent in one of them.

I was taking such an interest in the family firm, and really finding a passion for it, so the next logical step seemed to be go to university and learn the theory behind business. It was around this time that I changed tack from wanting to train as a teacher to dreaming that I might return from university and take over the business, really knowing my stuff.

Business was in the blood. But the fact that I ended up studying the subject at York University and, from there, setting up my first business is also down to a few things that are decidedly less entrepreneurial, a little more romantic and, when it comes down to it, more a case of turning disadvantage into advantage.

When I was at school, I was a bit of a loner. I was I guess what you would call the geeky one – the opposite of all the girls in the cool crowd. I was more of a people-pleaser. I loved being the teacher’s pet and thrived on praise. I also hated doing anything wrong – I just wanted to live by the rules!

I was in with the geeky crowd, the ones who studied really hard. I prided myself not on wearing cool make-up or trendy outfits but on reaching the top set in Maths. I certainly wasn’t the cleverest kid in school; I wasn’t really the best at anything. But I was an enthusiast – I tried it all! Swimming classes, gymnastics, badminton club. But I was clearly not great at anything, I just enjoyed trying it all out and doing my best. Despite my boundless enthusiasm and my mediocre results, it was sport that ended up being what brought me and my husband together.

While sport wasn’t my thing, my dad was big into cricket, loved being able to support the local team and even taught me to be the scorer. This was how I met Simon. He was nineteen and had his own car, which seemed very cool to me and my mates. We were still only fifteen and didn’t really know any guys who could drive. Before too long he offered to pick me up and give me a lift to the match. So I gave him my number and we did that for a bit, but after a while he called me when there was no match on and said, ‘I was just wondering if you fancied a ride out, because I’m free tomorrow.’

‘But there’s no match on,’ I said. ‘Why would we have a ride out if there’s no match on? I don’t get it.’

He mumbled a bit about how he just thought it might be fun, so I agreed and, before I knew it, we were off playing tennis. I had no clue why we were doing this, but I found out later that he had seen me playing tennis once with my mates and had assumed I was really into it. Ha! I’m rubbish at tennis, but I was very excited about what seemed to be a really sophisticated date.

I borrowed a racket off the lad who lived next door and took the bus down to Bishop Auckland. I’d got myself a new T-shirt with ‘Champion’ written on it, because that was what I thought was the ‘in’ brand at the time. Simon realized within five minutes that I was terrible at tennis, and that this was going to be a very awkward date. But you know what? It wasn’t. We ended up sitting at the side of the court chatting for ages, then went for a little walk. And he said, ‘Do you want to have a ride out tomorrow too?’

We went out to the beach the next day and saw each other at the match the following Saturday. Only this time, while I was in the score box, all the other lads kept shouting, ‘Eyes on the ball, Simon, not the score box!’

This was a lot to handle for me. I was not used to being an object of scrutiny and gossip, even on this small, local level. I felt like a laughing stock, and when Simon came over and asked if I’d like to do anything after the match all I could say was, ‘No. Just take me home, please.’

After that, he never did ask me out again. He just kept turning up in the wallpaper shop, appearing on a Saturday morning when I was at work, and next thing I knew, my gran was up in his face having a good look (my mam must have rung her!) to ‘check him out’: ‘Is this him, Susan?’ And to him: ‘I hope you’re looking after our girl.’

But he stuck it out, and I liked that. What I didn’t like was being the subject of gossip at school. If one of the popular girls at school even walked towards me in a corridor I would get the shakes, thinking, ‘Oh my god, she’s gonna talk to me, she’s gonna talk to me! What do I say?’

Eventually one of them came up to me and asked, ‘Is it true that you’ve got a boyfriend who’s twenty-five?’

‘No, he’s nineteen,’ I replied. But you know how rumours can escalate as they make their way around a secondary school. I was mortified.

Had I brought any random nineteen-year-old boy home, my dad would probably have got the shotgun out. But because my parents had already kind of got to know him through the cricket and my mam had been scoping him out at the shop, they loved him. So, in the end, it didn’t matter what the gossip around town was. My dad knew he was a good lad from a good family so, before I knew it, Simon had the lot of us twisted round his little finger.

Then there was the fact that my dad had been thirty-one when he got together with my mam, who was nineteen at the time, so he really was in no position to pile on the pressure. My grandparents hadn’t approved of him at all – he was newly divorced, he had a variety of businesses, from a sweet shop to driving around selling cigarettes door to door – or ice creams in the summer, or pie and peas in the winter. And on top of that, my mam had dropped out of university after only three months to be with him instead of pursuing her studies. Her Catholic family were far from impressed, so I guess that’s why my dad gave Simon an easier time of it. Especially when it came to my choices about university.

My goal when choosing where to do my degree was simply to find a course somewhere I could drive home from every weekend to see Simon – but also be just far enough away that it would justify the thousands of pounds my parents had saved and were now committed to spending to further my education. It was unspoken but assumed by then that when I came back from uni I would be taking over the family business, so I wanted to have a little bit of an adventure away from home. I wanted to spread my wings, and to have the university ‘experience’, but in such a way that I could have the home life I wanted with my boyfriend too.

When I got my GCSE results, I’d done okay. It was mostly Bs and Cs, but there were some As in there too. My A-level predicted results at the beginning of the year were two Bs and two Cs. But then I saw a course that really appealed at the University of York and realized that it would enable me to get the education I wanted without having to give up time with the man I loved. Perfect! However, there was a big but … I needed three As to get in. My commitment to schoolwork ramped up significantly, even by my own already nerdy standards. I had to get that place. And it was starting to look like I would. But just as my predicted grades switched from Bs and Cs to straight As, I encountered an unexpected bump in the road: I had been working so hard, with such significant results, that my school suddenly wanted me to apply for Oxbridge. I was accidentally filtered above where I wanted to be and sent down south for entrance exams.

My god, I was so terrified I might actually get offered a place. I knew I would feel obliged to take it: people from my school never got into Oxford or Cambridge. My family would have expected me to take it, the teachers at the school too – everyone. So I didn’t study for the exam and I didn’t try hard. It feels terrible saying this, as I am going to go on about hard work so much for the rest of this book, but I guess if you really don’t want something, it’s hard to put in the hours. I really did not want the opportunity, and I would have felt terrible taking it when I knew so many other people did. But I would have disappointed so many more people if I had not taken it! I dodged the bullet, though – pretty much the only time in my life that not working as hard as I should have done actually paid off.

Instead, I stayed fixated on studying at York. Yes, it was a city, but it wasn’t a big, scary city. And York was a small, campus-based uni – everybody knew everybody. I’m not a big-city girl and I’m not built for big-city life. The degree at York University was perfect: two years there, then a placement year and then a final year. And it was exactly the right sort of distance away from home for me.

This time I did put the hours in and, even though I had originally been predicted Bs and Cs for my A-levels, I did much better because it was the means to a life that I did want. The place was mine. And armed with the three As I had surprised everyone by getting, I had had first-hand experience of the relationship between some really hard work and some really great results.

I was so excited to arrive at my halls of residence that first day, because earlier in the year I’d been to visit a mate of mine who was studying at Newcastle University and she had the most wonderful room. The halls of residence were absolutely gorgeous, like Hogwarts. But my mam and dad pulled up outside my accommodation in York and it was full 1980s bleakness.

To make things worse, I was completely exhausted, as I had had the mad idea to take part in the Great North Run that morning. I hadn’t realized that the two things were going to be on the same day when I signed up to do it but, once I did realize, I was absolutely determined not to back out. My friend had persuaded me to join her doing it, telling me that it would be a great way to tone up before we started at university. ‘We’ll turn up to uni super-fit and stick thin!’ she promised me, before ducking out on most of the training and then walking most of the way round.

Old Goody Two Shoes here did all the training and then ended up latching on to some other girl on the day, just to have someone to run with. She kind of dragged me round, and I was so proud of myself as we approached the finish line. I really did run most of it – half a marathon! – which was something I had never imagined I would be able to do. I had a vision of myself having a quick shower and arriving at university all dynamic and impressive, with my medal around my neck.

I did have my medal clanking around my neck when I turned up, but the rest of the vision never quite came true. When we arrived mid-afternoon there was no one around, and I could feel the nervous excitement draining out of me by the second, leaving me feeling flat and alone. Everyone else had clearly arrived first thing, unpacked and then gone off to start having fun. It was stupid little things that started to upset me, like there not being any space in the fridge for my stuff, there only being the cupboard that was out of reach for my pound-shop frying pan and packets of noodles.

My mam must have been quite nervous about it all too. I could see she was struggling with the idea of leaving me. It was written all over her face as she walked back to the car and my dad started the engine. Just as they were heading off, someone came by and mentioned that everyone was in the student union bar and that I should join them, and my dad was absolutely desperate to get Mam away before she started crying and set me off.

The course itself was quite elite; there were only thirty of us on it. And I had come from a very working-class background. I went to a run-of-the-mill school where, at the time, it wasn’t common for students to go to the top universities. So, on the one hand, I didn’t really fit in, and I knew it. But on the other hand, there was very little expectation on me. I had a chance to do better than anyone might have imagined, so I took the bait and pushed myself really hard through that first and second year, determined to prove that I was just as worthy of my place there as any of the rest of them.

I very much enjoyed what I was learning. And because it was such a practical course the tutors were the sort of people who had been there and done that and been successful somewhere. They weren’t just teaching theory from a book, they had real-life experience, and I found this both fascinating and inspiring. Some of the modules we did involved going into a business and assessing their problems and making recommendations directly to their management team. It felt like I was learning a lot of stuff right from the off, and I was trying to apply it quite often to the family business.

When we were in lectures I could hold my own, but in the halls of residence it was me and a lot of kids who had had a private education, and I often felt as if I stuck out like a sore thumb among them. There was one good friend I made called Rosie, who was more like me than any of the other girls in our halls of residence. She was from a pit village in Yorkshire and she was in a very similar situation to me in that she was doing everything on the cheap.

I was determined to try and live on a shoestring while I was there. I set myself the target of getting by on £10 a week, so I would drive a bunch of us up to the supermarket so we could buy as much stuff as possible in bulk and then just sort of scrape by on what we had. I don’t know how I managed. I had bought my ‘university kit’ from the pound shop and got by with my one frying pan and my one saucepan. That was it. Every single meal I ate was either boiled or fried in one of those two pans, and then, instead of washing them up, I just used to rub around them with some kitchen roll so they looked clean. Disgusting! The cleaners would come round, and they were briefed to clean the kitchen but not our actual stuff, so they would wipe the surfaces around the pots and pans we had used then dump them all in a bucket on the floor. We used to call it the ‘scum box’. And my stuff ended up in that scum box pretty much every day. I can’t lie, there was an element of disarray to how I lived back then, but it was because that side of things was just not a priority to me – I was so absorbed by the course!

I had gone out and got a job working three nights a week at the local pub, so I didn’t need to live quite this way, but I was still worried about my student loans all the time, and it was the degree I wanted, just as much as living it up and having a good time, so I just kept my head down and got on with it really.

The one extracurricular thing I got into was the ladies’ cricket club. I knew how to play it from years of watching Simon, and I knew the rules and how to score, so I figured I would give it a go. As is so often my way, I was keen but pretty crap: I turned up to that damn women’s cricket training every single week for months. Then, at the end of the first year, they were nominating the committee to run the team. There was the captain, the vice-captain and then the president. The captain and the vice-captain obviously have to be really good at cricket, but the president just runs the club. The president the year before had long ago sussed that I clearly didn’t have an aptitude for the sport, but you couldn’t fault my enthusiasm and how committed I was to the club, so she had been mentoring me those last few months.

So I became the president of the cricket club in my second year, which is very unusual. Usually you kind of come through the ranks, and it’s people in the third or fourth year who get that position. But my dogged enthusiasm and strong knowledge of cricket – plus the fact that it was the role with the least razzle-dazzle to it – meant the role was mine. And I basically took on running that ladies’ club like a business. I set about writing a business plan and building a profit-and-loss and cashflow forecast, and quickly realized that to succeed we’d need money – so the first thing I did was to go out and get a sponsorship. The ladies’ club had never been sponsored by anyone in the past (to be honest, they weren’t performing at a level that could usually command any sponsorship), but the one thing I did have was the gift of the gab. I was able to talk my way into anything, so I struck a deal with a foreign kit company who gave us some cash and free kit in return for what I explained to them was very valuable advertising space.

I just totally bullshitted our way into those initial sponsors, because why not? What was the worst thing that would happen? The team would end up with no sponsor? They already had no sponsor! I promised the business that their name would be all over the kit and that we’d get them some great pictures, and I explained to them how well thought of they would become in the area because they had taken a chance on us. I really believed it – it was my first big sales pitch. And I was right.

Because with the sponsorship money we got, I paid for professional coaches for all the players, which meant the team got absolutely awesome within a pretty short amount of time. Next, I got seven of us on to a coaching course where we became qualified cricket coaches, and I coordinated us going into the local schools in the area to coach the kids. I wanted to make a bit of a positive difference, so we used to go and coach the kids so that they didn’t see cricket as only a man’s sport.

It was an unbelievable success: the team toured the country that year, playing in Stirling, at St Andrews – all over. We turned into a fantastic squad and became the club that people wanted to be in. I felt so proud that, even though I was just as crappy at cricket as I’d always been, I’d made that happen. Because I ran it like a business.

I was beginning to see that everything could be a business if you approached it with that sort of mentality, and I’m still like that today. Even if I’m just getting my nails done, I’ll be asking the girl doing it, ‘And are you renting a room here?’ or ‘Do you have to pay a commission on your sales?’ and before long I’m giving her advice on how she can build a business. Half the time the girl couldn’t care less – she just wants to paint people’s nails nice colours in peace! But I’m always trying to work out how to take your business to the next level. I’m sure I drive some people round the bend, but I just can’t help myself, in almost any situation, checking out the business angle.

I used to think it was the way I was wired, but now I wonder if it’s more nurture than nature. Even if he didn’t expect me to make anything of it in the early days, my dad brought me up to see life as one big entrepreneurial opportunity. He was the one explaining basic business terms to me at home over the breakfast cereal.

‘Now, your turnover is how many sales you make, and that one’s always the biggest number, pet. That’s the one that people get excited about, the nice, big, shiny number. But you’ve got to remember your direct costs! That’s what it costs to make your sales – how much does it cost you to make it or ship it? And that’s what your gross profit is – your turnover minus your direct costs …’

For a lot of people, who didn’t have a family business right there, who weren’t going with their dad to buy the stock and who had never had that buzz of persuading someone to buy the wallpaper they knew would make the family business a bigger profit than the roll next to it, these terms might have been baffling or overwhelming. But I had an example, and one that I could touch and engage with for each of these lessons.

I knew that ‘profit’ was the word to get really excited about, that that was your turnover minus your direct costs and your indirect costs, the ones like wages or marketing which might fluctuate, and then your taxes. I learned those things alongside learning to ride my bike or use cutlery. He might not even have realized he was doing it, but my dad had given me the space to learn about business from the ground up. He just wanted me to be the very best version of me; he didn’t care if it came with an Oxbridge polish if the experience was solid. And with him, it was.

I think this might have been something my fellow students had not banked on. But their fancy education and their sense of self made me more determined to do well at university, to get the very best from it. I decided to show everyone what I was worth: by the end of my second year, I was the highest-achieving student on the course, number one out of all thirty of us. And that gave me the incentive to work all the harder and do all the better.

I had seen now that if I had something to aim for and I put in the work, it really was possible to be the best. I had worked out what I needed to do to get to the top. Most of the time, the answer was just ‘work as hard as you can’, but a lot of it was that solid business grounding I had had at home. When I look back to try and pinpoint an early formative moment in my business life, it was my experience of that first year and the boost I felt when I realized that I could do it, silver spoon or no silver spoon.




CHAPTER 2

You’ve Got to be Shitting Me, Pet

I had known it was coming a while, and I knew what a lot of my fellow students were going to do, but I still didn’t have the highest of hopes for my placement year at university. Most of my coursemates were London-bound to do ‘proper’ placements in junior management roles, but there was no way a country bumpkin like me was going to be heading down to the capital for a whole year, so I set about finding a business nearby that I could try and get some experience in.

In the end it was Simon’s mum who found somewhere for me. Simon’s parents had a painter and decorator, a little old man called Derek. And I don’t say that lightly, he really was a little old man. He should have retired years ago, but he was a friend of the family and still did bits for my future in-laws, Val and John. And his son Adrian was married to a lady called Glenda who had set up her own business, which was actually doing quite well. Or at least that was how it seemed.

Adrian, by all accounts, was a very, very successful person who worked in IT and was earning a big salary. Glenda was also very successful in the business, and in fact that is how they met. But she was an artist on the side, and crafting in the mid-2000s was going through a massive boom. It was before the
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