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Your Time Is Now

You were curious, right?

That’s why you picked up this book.

Somewhere deep down you believe that you have a voice that needs to be heard, that you have what it takes to not only succeed but also excel in life. Maybe you feel this way because it was what your parents or teachers told you. Or maybe you believe it despite what people have been telling you all along. All you know is that you are ready. Ready to make your voice heard and ready to reach the goals that you see in front of you.

What I want you to know is that you are the only person who can change the course of your life. You can be whatever you want to be and you can do whatever you want to do. But you will need to learn how to use the voice inside you to sell your way to the life that you want.

To excel in life will take commitment, hard work, and dedication. You will need to create a road map that keeps you focused on what you want to achieve. There will be rejection and failure along the way—and you may worry those failures will define you. Trust that you will grow stronger with each failure. In time you will understand why you needed to go through those moments in order to be prepared for even more challenging life experiences. And most importantly, you will pass your knowledge along to others who are just starting on their journey or need a little motivation so that you will bring along a network of people who are inspired by you and hold you accountable for the goals that you are setting. And you will do this for them.

I know this because I am you. Twenty years ago I would have walked into a bookstore and picked up this book because deep down I always knew that I wanted to live an extraordinary life. I always believed that I had what it took to succeed, but I didn’t yet know what that meant or how I would get there. As you will read in this book, it took me many years working tirelessly, learning lessons the hard way, utilizing the network that I was always growing, taking risks, and trying again. I took every opportunity that presented itself and found a way to maximize it. There are no shortcuts in life, but my hope is that you will read this book and achieve your goals in the shortest time possible for you. And then set new, higher goals and keep reaching.

I am writing this book to tell you anything in life is possible if you see roadblocks as hurdles instead of barriers. There is nothing you cannot do if you put your mind to it and commit to following through. If I can find time to write a book on deadline while juggling the schedules of three children, spending time with my husband, and managing a full-time career and a night job as a charity auctioneer, you can achieve your dreams too.

Nobody picks up a book titled The Most Powerful Woman in the Room Is You unless that is who she wants to be. I want this book to change your life. I want it to inspire you, motivate you, and push you to be the best you can be—and to raise up other people along with you while you do it.

The Most Powerful Woman in the Room is me.

But most importantly, the Most Powerful Woman in the Room is you too.
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uses the strike method

“Lydia, you are on in two minutes,” says the stagehand dressed head to toe in black, sporting a headset while standing right next to me.

I take a deep breath and look down at my pile of notes, twisting the top of my gavel over and over in my right hand. Adrenaline starts to course through my veins as I stare out from the darkness of backstage at the faces of 1,000 audience members staring up at a perfectly edited video explaining the mission of the charity.

“Lydia, you are on in thirty seconds.”

He hands me the microphone. I close my eyes and my mind becomes laser-focused on the perfect opening line. So much is at stake in the first five seconds of an auction. If I don’t come up with something dynamic enough to hold the attention of the audience, within seconds the noise from 1,000 guests will completely overpower the room, and I might as well join someone at the table for a drink because no one will be listening to me.

“Lydia, stand by for the Voice of God announcement,” he said, referring to the man who announces the next speaker from behind the stage curtain. “Go in 5, 4 . . .”

I walk quickly from the wings onto the stage, adjusting my eyes to the bright lighting and surveying the crowd. I have chosen my dress carefully: a power red that is eye-catching enough to attract attention but also shows that I mean business. My long brown hair is curled to show that I put in the effort, but having three small children running around at home means that I rarely have time for Drybar before going onstage in the evening.

“3, 2, 1 . . .”

“Please welcome Lydia Fenet, managing director and lead benefit auctioneer for Christie’s Auction House!”

I stride purposefully toward the podium, take a couple of seconds to spread my notes across it, pausing just long enough to make the crowd look up to figure out why I am not talking.

CRACK, CRACK, CRACK. I slam down my gavel so forcefully that half the audience jumps in their seats.

I call it “the Strike.”

The Strike has become my signature move. I never start an auction without it. A few times I have forgotten my gavel and had to improvise—an empty saltshaker, a jar of Kiehl’s face cream from the goody bag at my chair, a tube of Laura Mercier lipstick. Other times the organization doesn’t have a podium and I have had to use other things—the rail of a staircase, the top of a piano, a wooden block I found backstage. A frequent auction bidder once told me I should patent the gavel strike; there is little doubt who is leading the auction when bidders hear the repeated cracks of my gavel against the podium. Whatever it takes. I always start with the Strike. And once the gavel hits the podium, I never back down.

Years before I became an auctioneer, I had unknowingly used my earliest version of the Strike to gain an internship at Christie’s. My sophomore year in college, I applied for a European Studies program that allowed me to spend a semester of my junior year at Oxford University followed by a month traveling through France, Spain, and Italy studying art. Prior to that semester, my exposure to art was probably similar to what most people are exposed to in their lives: a picture of van Gogh’s The Starry Night in a textbook, a poster of Monet’s Water Lilies purchased from a college bookstore, and, in my case, a lot of vacations spent being dragged around to museums by my parents while my siblings and I lobbied them to ditch the art in lieu of an ice-cream stand out front.

What I didn’t realize when we were traipsing through the museums with my parents was that each painting had a story—in most cases, many stories—that elevated it from flat art on the wall to a dynamic, exciting masterpiece. When I was older and studying at Oxford, as we walked through the museums with our professor, she brought each piece to life by telling the story of the painter who created it, or how it was considered risqué at the time because of its subject matter, how the painting had fallen into the hands of one patron or another, and how it ultimately had ended up in that museum. I spent the semester enthralled as we visited museum after museum and studied masterpieces while balancing notebooks and pencils, trying to jot down every last comment. After finishing the semester and trying out every pasta bar in Italy, I immediately declared a second major in art history and spent the next year and a half cramming art history classes into my schedule.

It was toward the end of my time abroad that I stumbled upon an article in a magazine about women who worked in auction houses. Up until this time it had never occurred to me that there was a vibrant, energetic business element to the art world. I assumed that a person would just walk into an art gallery and buy whatever they wanted off the wall. Actually, I don’t even think that I had ever given it a thought. Art, to me, was something that hung on the wall of a museum, not the wall of your house. The article focused on the glamour of a job in the auction world—the high stakes that specialists faced when they were tracking down a piece of art that had previously been considered lost or stolen, the amazing events that top clients around the world flew to New York and London to attend in advance of the big auctions, the international travel, the interfacing with the most powerful people in the world, the opportunity to see museum-quality art every day as part of your job. I was completely enthralled. The thought of working in a place where a rediscovered Leonardo da Vinci might be hanging on the wall one week and a Degas might be hanging on that same wall the following week seemed like a dream. After I did some basic research, it was clear that the two top auction houses in the world were Christie’s and Sotheby’s, so I sat down to write out a road map that would help me achieve my goal of securing an internship at one of them.

I spent the next couple of months researching the auction world and telling anyone who would listen that I was looking for an internship in that field. To me, telling anyone and everyone about my goals in life is the same thing as free marketing. You never know who might be able to help you along the way, so never be afraid to put it out there. Also, it serves another purpose: it holds you accountable. People will check in with you to see if you have made progress along the way. This doesn’t mean that you should talk about something endlessly and leave it up to fate, but it never hurts to have additional networks engaged whenever possible. After telling everyone in the world about my interest in the auction world, I had a stroke of luck. Over Christmas that year, in what I like to think of as divine intervention, my father met a stylish young woman at a cocktail party who worked for Christie’s. She was everything that the article said a woman who worked at Christie’s would be—chic, well spoken, beautifully dressed; I like to believe that she was wearing an Hermès scarf, though I am sure I added that detail in to make for a better story. Over a glass of wine, she kindly handed over the golden ticket: the contact information for Mary Libby, the matriarch of Christie’s who has run the internship program for over thirty years.

Now, if you are part of Generation Y or Z, a millennial, or whatever we have named the next generation, you might have a hard time understanding this part of the story. But, truth be told, there was a time when there was no caller ID (jaws off the floor, people). That’s right. People had no idea who was calling them, so they had to pick up EVERY SINGLE TIME. Poor Mary Libby had no idea on that day when she picked up the phone and kindly (but firmly) explained that the internship program was full . . . that I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Enter the Strike.

I began Grade A, Category 5 phone stalking. Every morning I would sit in my room and devise a script for what I wanted to say to Ms. Libby. I would write out my argument and counterarguments on a single piece of paper in all caps and place the piece of paper in front of me. I would take a couple of deep breaths so that my voice wasn’t shaking and dial Ms. Libby’s number at Christie’s. When she answered the phone, I would always start the call exactly the same way: “Ms. Libby, this is Lydia Fenet calling again, and I am certain that today is the day that we are going to find a way for me to intern at Christie’s this summer.” The first couple of days that I called, Ms. Libby would laugh and say something kind like, “Oh dear, unfortunately we still haven’t been able to come up with a solution yet. I am afraid nothing has opened up.”

After a few more days of getting nowhere, I amended my strategy. Instead of trying to have the same conversation over and over again, which inevitably ended up with Ms. Libby saying, “I’m afraid the answer is still no,” I took a new approach. I wrote up a list of questions about why the internship program was capped at thirty people. My thought was that if I could find a flaw in the thirty-person cap for the intern program, I might have a chance at being the exception to the rule.

The next morning when I called, I greeted Ms. Libby as usual, and before she could give the obligatory “nothing yet,” I quickly asked her why the program had to be capped at thirty people, especially given the fact that the internship was unpaid. I noted that it seemed like the departments in the company would always be happy to have an eager intern who was choosing to work for free. Ms. Libby revealed that the issue was that the interns took field trips to a number of museums every week, and there were a couple of trips that couldn’t accommodate more than thirty people; therefore, they capped the program at thirty. And that was exactly what I needed to hear.

“What if,” I asked, “I could do a modified internship where I didn’t attend the museum trips where they could only fit thirty people? It would be better for the departments because I would be there all week without any afternoons off. And if, for example, one of your interns stayed out too late the night before [so irresponsible!] and called in sick, I could fill in their spot at the museum trip.”

Ms. Libby didn’t say yes. But for the first time she didn’t say no.

An hour after I hung up, she called me back and told me that I couldn’t attend every lecture or event because of space restraints, but I could do a modified internship and work in the business development department, where I could learn the auction vocabulary from the bottom up.

I could have been mopping the floors for all I cared. I wasn’t going to squander the one chance that I had to fulfill my dream of working in the auction world. I moved to New York that summer and dressed exactly as the aforementioned article suggested. I donned my black suit and a scarf borrowed from my mom, and I marched into the front door of Christie’s on Park Avenue ready to take over the company. It sounded incredibly glamorous to be working in the business development department, and I rode the elevator up to the top floor, ready to see my corner office overlooking Park Avenue.

In reality, I had a tiny little desk facing a wall next to which a pile of papers four feet tall was stacked with a note that said, “Please shred.” And thus the story of my summer turned out to be less about Hermès scarves and more about shredding piles of paper and faxing, filing, and filling out reports about potential clients for my boss. Still, I loved being at Christie’s—the energy around sale times, the world-class masterpieces hung over every available inch of every room, the resounding crack of the gavel hitting the podium at the end of the sale. I was determined to do everything asked of me and more. I showed up every day with a smile on my face, a scarf around my neck, and paper cuts all over my fingers. At the end of the summer, they offered me a job.

I was only a junior at the time, and heartbroken that I couldn’t accept their offer because I had to go back to college to finish up my senior year. I knew I wanted to return to Christie’s, so I stayed in touch with Ms. Libby and my internship supervisor that entire year. I set up another internship when I finished college—this time in the special events department, whose team I had always admired from afar during my internship of faxing and paper shredding. I started my internship in September 1999 with a three-month expectation. By December, I had interviewed for and secured a full-time job at Christie’s.

Even at the earliest stage in my career, it was clear to me that preparation, focus, and hard work were important to achieving success in any aspect of my life. But what I understand after almost two decades of working at Christie’s is that these three things are crucial if you want to be successful. It doesn’t matter if you are a high school teacher who is regularly speaking to a group of students, a CEO of a tech start-up trying to raise seed funding, or an artist who is negotiating a commission; you need to find your version of the Strike to help you crush your sale. Now, for the average person, walking into a meeting and slamming down a wooden gavel isn’t likely to win you anything but a confused look and possibly an invitation to exit the building. As an auctioneer, I get the immediate sense of empowerment from the Strike that I need in order to own a stage in a crowded room of guests who have had more than one cocktail. The gavel strike shows that I am the person in charge—that there is only one person who will be speaking for the next half an hour, and that person is me.

Your “Strike Method” needs to be something that feels authentic to you—something that you can use every time you walk into a room so that you feel confident and comfortable from the minute you engage with the people in front of you. I have spoken with professional athletes, world-renowned actors, and influential motivational speakers, and every single one of them describes an action or a motivating thought that helps them quiet their brain, center their thinking, and move forward from a place of strength. My gavel strike is something I do every time. I don’t need to think about anything when I slam down the gavel because it is routine and eases my nerves immediately. After all, I have done it more than a thousand times at the point of writing this. Your Strike Method should give you a moment to gather your thoughts and provide those few seconds of clarity you need in order to launch into your pitch. For me, it is a gavel strike. For some, it will be an action like clasping their hands together or pressing their hands firmly on either side of a table. For others, it will be a single sentence that moves the conversation from pleasantries to serious business. Whatever it is, your Strike Method needs to make you feel like you are about to own whatever room you are in and you won’t be leaving until everyone there knows it.

While the Strike is important for the moment that you begin your pitch, preparation for what happens immediately after the Strike is equally important. Have you ever been in a meeting when the person who is presenting is so nervous that their voice shakes when they begin to talk? Nine times out of ten it is because, in addition to the anxiety people feel about speaking in public, the person who is pitching hasn’t thought about what they are going to say after they begin talking. Not only is it nerve-racking for the speaker, but it is also distracting for the people who are listening to the speaker. Instead of focusing on what that person is saying, everyone in the room is feeling uncomfortable because the person presenting feels uncomfortable.

The next time you are in a situation where you are in charge of selling, pitching, or speaking, make sure you have thought through your Strike and opening line so you come into the moment like a woman who knows what she wants and is going to tell you how she is going to get it. Find whatever motion or sentence will help focus your thinking and pull all your ideas together. Once you have figured out what that is, you can channel it into the moment to give you the confidence to present yourself in an authentic way. This will also help if the person or people in front of you are doing something distracting or unnerving; their performance will not unsettle you or catch you off guard. You will be able to deliver your Strike from a point of strength and let the momentum that you have created in that moment carry you forward into a well-thought-out presentation, speech, or discussion.

I find that if I start my auctions or meetings with this moment—a gavel strike in an auction room or a thoughtful, composed sentence in a boardroom—then the rest of my selling techniques (creating a human connection, positivity, humor, good old-fashioned persuasion, and a touch of charm) will guarantee the end result that I am looking for in a sale.

•  •  •

As I sat in my childhood bedroom dialing the number of the most prestigious auction house in the world at the age of nineteen, I had no idea that my first time using the Strike would set in motion the wheels that would lead me to a twenty-year career at Christie’s. But since that call, I have relied on it time and again to make sure I am focused and ready anytime I want to feel in control of a situation in life or in business. So remember to use the Strike every time you go after something that you want. Because the more you practice, the easier it will be, and when it becomes second nature to you, you will be able to command a meeting, a pitch, a room, or maybe even Madison Square Garden from the minute you start selling. And that will make you the most powerful woman in any room.



TWO OTHER POWERFUL WOMEN ON . . .

their strike method

HOLLY DUNLAP



CEO, Stylindex and Makono

Last week I was fundraising, pitching to an audience of 425 potential investors at the Royal Institution. Before all pitches—even one-on-one meetings with potential investors—I think about Malawi.

If I want to accomplish my goals with my charity, Makono, in Malawi, I will need to make a boatload of cash. That thought motivates me to get into sales mode, pep up my energy, and “do it for the kids!”

On the other side of the coin, thinking about Malawi before the meetings also makes me calm, because I know that worrying about flopping a meeting is a first-world problem, and I’m just lucky to be alive, fundraising for those who don’t have the privileges I was born into. Reminding myself that raising money for a good cause can make a big difference but knowing that it’s actually not everything is what allows me to relax and do my best.

MEGHAN O’LEARY



US Olympic Rower and World Championship Silver Medalist

Six boats perfectly lined up across the water separated by only a few meters, locked into the starting gate and waiting—there is nothing quite like the beginning of a race in rowing. The tension in the air is palpable, and all I can hear is the water lapping against the side of the boat. In my particular event (the women’s double sculls), races are usually just over six and a half minutes long, leaving little to no time for error or indecision. You have to be precise from stroke one. First to sixth place is often separated by less than a second.

When the referee calls the two-minute warning, I take a couple of deep breaths to shake out any tension, relax my body, and put the blinders on. I close my eyes for just a few seconds to visualize the key points in the race and remind myself of the hard work I’ve put in to bring me here. With each breath out, I put away all other distractions. Finally, just before the call-over for the start, I slap my hands against my legs and place my hand on my boat partner’s back in front of me to signal to her that “we’re ready, we trust each other, let’s do this.” This is my Strike Method.

The key to a successful race is to be fully present and in tune with just that one thing ahead of you, which in that moment for me is the first stroke and then the next and then the one after that. In that moment it can’t matter if I had a bad warm-up or took the best strokes I have ever taken; it is only about what kind of performance I can put down from meter 0 to 2,000 when the starting horn goes off.
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sells as herself

For some people, selling is second nature. You know, the girl who convinces you to buy a pair of fabulous earrings when you aren’t even sure you can pay rent. The woman who convinces you that you must own this cashmere sweater even though you live in South Florida and had never heard of cashmere before that moment. The woman who convinces you that your life is not complete without . . . fill in the blank.

Every one of us has encountered a natural-born salesperson at some point. The words tumble from their lips with such ease and grace that you believe everything they say. Even if you aren’t born to sell, the good news is that you can still learn how to do it effectively. And with practice, you can excel in the same way as someone who comes by it naturally.

If you have ever seen an auction portrayed in a TV show or a movie, the characters might change, the drama surrounding the auction might change, but one thing is constant. The auctioneer is almost always a silver-haired British man with a posh British accent wearing a perfectly tailored tuxedo. The elegant man holds court over the auction by driving up the bidding with great skill until the very last auction lot of the sale. Inevitably, the dramatic scene ends with two bidders duking it out by bidding up to a truly astronomical sum, at which point the auctioneer gives a long pause before hammering down his gavel with a firm “SOLD!”

And when I first started at Christie’s, this was the case almost 90 percent of the time.

I entered Christie’s fresh out of college in 1999 at the age of twenty-one. I knew nothing about selling and even less about the world of auctioneering. It wasn’t long into my first year at Christie’s that I realized it was very much an old boys’ club where art was sold based on long-standing relationships. Contracts were signed with a handshake, business was done over lunch, and it was often an old family friend of a senior executive who would dictate whether we won the business.

The lead auctioneer for Christie’s at that time was an elegant, silver-haired British man who was known throughout the art and auction world for his ability to get an extra bid out of a bidder with an arch of his eyebrow. During our major evening sales, he stood at the rostrum selling museum-quality pieces of art—Picassos, Monets, Renoirs—to private clients. Bidding regularly hit millions of dollars for a single work of art—in the major evening sales, bidding would fly past $1 million and up to $50 million for a single piece.

I remember watching in awe as he took bids effortlessly during one auction. The first bid came from a man seated in the front row, the second from a lady in the back of the room, the third from a young woman nervously phone bidding with a top client who was calling from his home in Monaco (that was me). Watching him was like watching the conductor at a symphony or a football coach directing his team from the sidelines—I didn’t know what it took to do his job, but his ease and command of the situation made it look effortless. I stood at the phone bank bidding on behalf of our client, never tiring of the auctioneer’s performance. Never in a million years did I think that I would have the chance to stand behind a podium and slam down a gavel. Well, that’s not entirely true. I have always dreamed big.

When I tell people that I am an auctioneer for Christie’s, the first question they ask is, “Do you talk fast?” My reply? “I do talk A LOT, and quickly, but I am not selling livestock, so there is no need for the fast-talking cattle-auction style you see on TV.” They are usually a little disappointed, but they still seem impressed that I am an auctioneer. The second question is inevitably, “What is the most expensive thing you have ever sold at auction?” This one always gives me pause. You know that silver-haired British gentleman I was just describing? The one elegantly bouncing bids off top clients in the saleroom selling Picassos and Monets?

That’s not me.

I am a benefit auctioneer. Sometimes I sell art, but mostly I sell priceless experiences, one-of-a-kind moments with celebrities or vacations that people dream about their entire lives. Priceless but not like a Picasso. Priceless like the opportunity to have dinner with George Clooney. Or a singing lesson with Lady Gaga.

In my first year at Christie’s, I worked in the special events department, which was responsible for fielding all requests for benefit auctions. Nonprofits from around the world would reach out to request the expertise of a Christie’s benefit auctioneer to raise critical funds at their gala, and the events department would in turn reach out to the trained auctioneers and, based on level of skill and experience, pair them with the right benefit auction. As a courtesy to our top clients and a marketing tool for the company, Christie’s trained benefit auctioneers for charity auctions around the world. Benefit auctioneers were sent out to the most prestigious galas dressed in black tie or a cocktail dress to take the stage to encourage guests to give additional money to the charity.

When I first started at Christie’s, there wasn’t a huge difference between art auctioneers and benefit auctioneers. Most art auctioneers simply took benefit auctions the way they took art auctions. Benefit auctioneers would choose to take auctions if they were available or if a top client had asked them to do it for his or her nonprofit. As far as I could tell in my early days at Christie’s, the most glaring difference between art auctions and benefit auctions was the audience you faced in each auction setting.

During art auctions, clients are invited into the elegant salerooms of Christie’s in New York, London, and Hong Kong. They walk into well-lit rooms with rows of perfectly spaced chairs facing the rostrum, where the Christie’s auctioneer stands during the auction. Once the auction begins, clients bid against other clients in the room, bid online, or call in to the phone banks that line the edges of the saleroom. At each of the phone banks, impeccably trained Christie’s employees relay real-time auction information to their clients and raise their hand with a polite “sir,” “ma’am,” or “bidding” to signal that their client on the line is bidding. Clients in the room spend their down time quietly flipping through their catalogue and making sure not to wave across the room to a person they know or make any type of sudden movement that might be mistaken for a bid. When their lot comes up on the auction block, they raise their paddle until they are either successful or they are outbid, at which point they give a slight shake of the head or look back down at their catalogue. When Christie’s is in high season, there can be as many as eight sales over the course of the week taking place in the morning and then again in the afternoon, day after day, week after week. It is an elegant, lovely way to spend a day.

On the opposite end of the spectrum is benefit auctioneering. Flip through the pages of Vogue, Vanity Fair, or Town & Country, or the party pictures of any magazine, and you will find fabulous pictures of celebrities or socialites attending a gala in New York City that raises money for a nonprofit. Captains of industry, billionaires, and celebrities in black tie and red-carpet-worthy gowns disembark from their chauffeured cars to walk through a barrage of photographers looking for the perfect picture that will be all over the internet only a few minutes later. Seconds after walking in the door, guests are offered a glass of champagne or a specialty cocktail—the first of many drinks over the course of the evening. After roughly an hour of heavy libations, waiters close the bars and encourage begrudging guests to move into an adjoining space for dinner. As guests transition to their tables for the second half of the evening, they are aware that the next couple of hours will be spent listening to honorees give long-winded speeches that they promised would be only two minutes and eating a heavy meal complete with a few glasses of wine. By the time the benefit auctioneer walks onstage toward the end of the evening, it’s a miracle if there are five people in the room who have any intention of paying attention to the auction. And that is if they don’t see the beginning of the auction as their moment to duck out to relieve the babysitter or get a solid night’s sleep. If auctioneers can keep the crowd’s attention for long enough to explain the lots, they are lucky.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that a gala event for a benefit auction was a stark difference from the focused energy of the Christie’s auction room. It seemed like people were bidding only if they had enough time to look up in the middle of a conversation with their dinner partner. Even at the age of twenty-one, I could clearly see that art auctioneering and benefit auctioneering were two entirely different types of auctioneering, and that the elegant arch of an eyebrow that worked so well to increase bidding in the saleroom at Christie’s wouldn’t have the same results in a crowded room with guests on their third glass of wine.

As my role in special events increased in scope, I began working with the events manager in charge of placing auctioneers with charities. If the event was high profile, a small team from Christie’s would accompany the auctioneers to take care of the spotting (identifying people waving their hands to bid), registering bidders (taking down their contact information so the organization could follow up for payment), or serving as a bid clerk (the person standing next to the auctioneer onstage to assist with identifying buyers).

It was in the capacity as a bid clerk that I first saw the crowd through the eyes of an auctioneer. My role was to stand onstage in a crowded, bustling ballroom and help the auctioneer spot bidders he might not see in the chaotic mass of rowdy, overserved people in front of us. Time and time again I found myself wanting to be the auctioneer—not the person standing next to him feeding him jokes and writing down the paddle numbers of the winning bidders. At the time, all the benefit auctioneers whom I accompanied were men, masters at the Christie’s rostrum selling Picassos and Monets with regulated increments and engaged guests. Many of them felt completely uncomfortable selling to a group of unruly, chatty, slightly buzzed guests, which was so different from the structured, sober, systematic selling at an art auction. On numerous occasions, I stood backstage waiting with the auctioneers as they paced back and forth nervously, confiding in me their discomfort with this style of auctioneering. With the truth serum that nerves seem to trigger coursing through their veins, a few of the auctioneers would tell me how much they hated taking the benefit auctions. Since I wasn’t the one who had to perform during these auctions, it was easy for me to see what worked and what didn’t work when trying to engage the audience. My mother used to say that “patience is a virtue,” which I always thought was ludicrous when I was a child. Is there anything worse than waiting for something that you really want? But in this case, patience was exactly what I needed because it gave me time to prepare for the moment when I did have the chance to try out.

Over my first few years serving as bid clerk, I would always try to help our more uncomfortable auctioneers gain a little control over the crowd by whispering jokes to them or suggesting new ways to talk about a particular lot to the audience. There was one auctioneer who would constantly ask me to slip him written notes with jokes during the auctions. Unfortunately, with his thick Swiss accent and not-quite-there comedic timing, it never really worked as well as I hoped for him. I watched as my colleagues sold exciting trips to foreign countries and priceless experiences with celebrities in the same careful, measured way that they sold million-dollar pieces of art. I could see the difference between the auctioneers who fed off the boisterous energy of a gala audience and those who couldn’t wait to get off the benefit auction stage and return to the podium at Christie’s, where guests didn’t fire questions at them in the middle of a sale. Both types of auctioneers possessed incredibly impressive skills, but I was drawn to the uncharted chaos of the benefit auction landscape. The lack of structure in a charity auction setting allowed for selling techniques that would be frowned upon in the saleroom at Christie’s. Because in the saleroom at Christie’s, there is never a moment when the auctioneer realizes that the thousand people in the room had no idea that an auction was taking place when they arrived at the event that evening. On more than one occasion, as I stood next to one of our auctioneers, watching as his face flushed red because he couldn’t even hear himself over the noise from the crowd talking over him, I wanted to grab the microphone and try my hand at commanding the audience.

Three years into my career at Christie’s, I finally got my chance.

Over the course of a busy gala season when a number of our charity auctioneers had agreed to take the auctions, a few had to cancel at the last minute because of travel issues, illness, or immediate business that took priority over a charity auction. This left more than one of our top clients in a precarious position. Nonprofits rely heavily on the amount raised during their auctions to fill gaps in their operating budgets, fund programs, or even pay salaries. Imagine how it feels when you are counting on the expertise of a trained auctioneer to get every penny out of the crowd, only to be left with someone’s uncle who volunteers to fill in at the last minute. As you might imagine, a professional auctioneer has a specific skill set that drives the bidding and delivers impressive results. Someone’s uncle? Best-case scenario is he does stand-up comedy on the side and can hold the attention of a crowd. Worst-case, they end up with one-third of their expected budget.

The powers that be at Christie’s made an executive decision to open up the annual tryouts to the entire company. Up until that point, the only people who could try out to be charity auctioneers were officers in the company—meaning assistant vice presidents and above. The bulk of the charity auctioneers had been with Christie’s for at least ten years by then. Many of them were already tired because of demanding travel schedules and family commitments followed by late nights spent at auctions. In stark contrast, I was a young single woman who had been at the company for three years and had never even had someone suggest that I take a business trip. Add to the fact that I had moved to the city with very few friends and my social calendar wasn’t exactly packed. I had nothing but time on my hands, and the prospect of filling that time onstage at black-tie galas across the country seemed like a pretty fabulous opportunity. I didn’t fit the typical auctioneer profile by any stretch of the imagination. But it was the moment I had been waiting for, and I went into the saleroom prepared to do anything to pass the tryouts.

I tried out with a class of twenty people—four women and sixteen men. It was a little like the show Survivor—every day people were voted off and you came back to a class with
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