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For my husband, George,

To the public I may be known just as “Carolyn,” but my true happiness comes from being “Mrs. Kepcher.”

For my little angels, Connor and Cassidy,

Being your mother is far and away the most wonderfully rewarding position I have ever held.







Foreword

by Donald Trump



 

In the opening scene of The Apprentice ’s first episode, I introduced a young woman seated to my left in the boardroom to the eighteen candidates and to the millions of viewers watching from home.

“This is Carolyn Kepcher, the COO of one of my companies. Carolyn is a killer,” I added, with a twinkle in my eye. “There are many men buried in her wake.”

I was smiling when I said that. But I can’t claim to have been entirely kidding. In the ten years that I have known Carolyn as a valued and respected employee of The Trump Organization, she has succeeded at any number of tasks at which the male managers who preceded her failed. What conclusion am I to draw from that fact? As a man, I find it mildly embarrassing. But as her longtime employer and mentor, I find her success gratifying.

Most people think of me as a builder of buildings. But I am also a builder of people. While I take great pride in the buildings we construct and manage, I also take great pride in the people and the organization I’ve built up over the years. That is the point of The Apprentice : to show how we build people, by assigning them tasks and putting them through tests which, difficult as they are, are valuable learning experiences.

When I chose Carolyn Kepcher to be my co-judge on The Apprentice, I did so with total confidence. As a senior manager in my organization, she has been performing the same service for ten years with distinction. She has learned to tell me precisely what I need to know, when I need to know it. She has been my eyes and ears on the scene.

I picked Carolyn, in part, for her role as co-judge, because I knew as one of the show’s producers we valued a woman’s perspective as a judge in an environment in which half of the candidates are women. But I would have picked her in any event because I value her opinions and insights and counsel so highly. After ten years of watching Carolyn in action—and like me, Carolyn likes action—I know her to be an exceptional judge of people. That is the one trait I prize above all else in all of my managers, and which has been the hardest lesson to teach or to learn.

A decade ago, I drove up to Westchester to take a look at a golf club. I liked the location because it was close to Manhattan. I had heard that the club had run into trouble with the town with regard to zoning issues, and with the bank holding the mortgage with regard to financial issues. The owner and the bank had been fighting like cats and dogs. In that conflict, I spotted an opportunity for resolution by acquiring the property.

During my first visit to the club, Carolyn Kepcher—at the time the director of sales and marketing of the Briar Hall Country Club—conducted me on a tour of the facility. From the moment I met her, I was impressed by her maturity, poise, and self-confidence. When several months later I met with representatives of the bank to discuss what it might take to persuade me to purchase the property, I was impressed that the bank and the management company had asked Carolyn— then twenty-five—to handle the bulk of the presentation.

The first time I met Carolyn, I saw potential in her. The first time I saw the golf course now known as Trump National, I saw potential in the course, potential that Carolyn Kepcher has helped me capture in the succeeding years. I am proud to report that ten years later, both Carolyn and the golf course have exceeded all expectations.

Take my advice: take Carolyn’s advice; learn how to realize your own potential. I can assure you that Carolyn’s insights and knowledge of business and life are wide and deep. I know that because I know she couldn’t have learned what she knows at a better place, or—if I may say so myself—have been taught by a better teacher.
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ONE

A Foot in the Door

 

To: Carolyn Kepcher [E-mail]

My friends have just been watching The Apprentice and when it ended I made a comment, saying that you seemed to be a real smart lady and I said I was sure that you were very aggressive in the business world, and that I’m sure that you worked for many top com panies. My friend responded that he thought you were probably related or connected personally to Trump and that’s how you got the job. How did you get the job? Please explain.



 

My personal agenda, going into the meeting, had just one item on it: Impress Donald Trump.

I had about thirteen minutes of face time at my first meeting with him in which to accomplish that task, make my pitch, and get out. After that, I knew the chips were going to fall where they may. Looking back, I don’t recall that going to work for The Trump Organization was a serious consideration at that point; the prospect seemed too remote to contemplate. Still, in light of my brush with celebrity since my TV debut on The Apprentice, the irony hasn’t been lost on me that I owe my current high public profile to the fact that ten years ago, in my mid-twenties, I was lucky enough to land a job strikingly similar to the one nearly 215,000 young Americans competed for in the spring of 2003, during the casting call for the first season of The Apprentice.

Since The Apprentice I have become “Carolyn,” as in “Don’t Cross Carolyn!” To my husband’s distress, public opinion has seen fit to chop off my last name for simplicity’s sake. Often these days I’m stopped in the street or in hotel lobbies by people who profess to know me, which in a sense, I guess they do. I have earned a reputation (justified) as a straight shooter and a tell-it-like-it-is kind of woman. That’s not an act, by the way, that’s who I am. But I have also earned a fearsome reputation as a starchy hanging judge, as Donald Trump’s “Ice Queen,” or another personal favorite, “Donald Trump’s stern task-master.”

Some people have even charged me with being tougher on the female contestants than on the men. In a later chapter, I intend to plead not guilty to that charge—with an explanation. But my main reason for writing this book has nothing to do with softening, straightening, or correcting my image. I’m more than happy with my reputation as a businesswoman and a professional, and even happier that we at The Trump Organization have been given an opportunity to show millions of viewers that we are not just about constructing and managing glamorous commercial buildings and exclusive residential developments, spas, and golf courses. Like every true visionary I’ve ever met, Donald Trump is both a talented teacher and a talented student, as I think is obvious from his conduct and character on the show. Under his tutelage, I have learned to sharpen my skills as a negotiator and a deal maker, although the negotiating and deal making I do as executive vice president and senior manager of two of The Trump Organization’s premier golf properties is, I admit, on a much smaller scale and lesser plane than Mr. Trump’s.

I’m writing this book mainly because a number of fans— mostly but not all of them women, mostly but by no means all of them young women, and mostly but by no means all of them women in business—have inundated me with mail in recent months, asking me a variety of questions about how I got to my present position, what I think of the evolving role of women in business, how to negotiate some of the simplest yet toughest aspects of getting ahead and succeeding in professional life. We’ll discuss writing a winning résumé, making a successful presentation in a job interview, dealing with bosses, good and bad, employees, good and bad, and colleagues, good and bad. We’ll talk about how to dress for success, how to manage a meeting, how to ask for a raise or a promotion, how to manage work and family, and how to play with the big boys (and rarely, if ever, lose).

Rather than answer all my questioners individually— although I’ve tried—I’m writing this book to convey in print some of the messages I’ve sought to communicate by both my words and my behavior on the show. My personal values, if you will, can be summed up in one sentence: Whatever you do, always remain a lady.

And for the guys, I think the same rule (with one word switched) applies nearly as well: Whatever you do, always remain a gentleman.

I also believe in leading by example. This is why rather than merely laying out a long list of rules of conduct, I’ve included lessons and experiences from my own career as a way of showing you, as opposed to telling you, how best to handle oneself when confronted with the wide variety of problems, challenges, and opportunities that typically present themselves in the workplace. I believe the best way to understand career success is to look carefully at the people who’ve achieved it.

Being the tell-it-like-it-is type, I plan to tell it like it is. I’m not planning to hand out savvy advice on how to make money (for that, see Donald Trump’s Trump: How to Get Rich). Forget about getting insights here on where to invest, or how to become a millionaire in five seconds, five minutes, or five years. I’m thirty-five and have been working steadily since I was twelve, with a little time out, of course, to finish high school, college, and one year of graduate school. I’ve been on the job ever since and have risen to a senior executive position in an organization dominated by men in an industry—the golf industry—likewise dominated by men.

I’m often surprised to find very bright and well-educated people who don’t have the faintest idea of how to get ahead or move to the next level of their careers. We will be training our sights on sharpening skills such as sizing up a situation, spotting opportunities for advancement, and anticipating your next move. This book is for all of you looking to push onward and forward and upward in your careers.

In preparation for The Apprentice’s second season, Donald Trump, George Ross, and I went down to 40 Wall Street—a Trump Organization property—to sit in on some of the casting and screening discussions. Now please bear in mind that 215,000 people applied to become contestants for the first season, and more than one million applied for the second.

On the day we went to Wall Street, it was snowing and cold. An estimated two thousand people had been standing in line since three or four in the morning, dolled up in their best business attire. I saw young women in high heels with their toes showing, half frostbitten. Once they made it into the lobby, they had to wait in another long line, before—if they got lucky—they joined the few to be plunked down at a big round table where Donald, George, and I were sitting. Once they joined us, in groups of ten, a topic would be thrown out and they would be given, at the most, ten minutes in which to respond—to show us their stuff.

I knew it was possible that the contestants facing me, confronted with stepping up to the plate and making their pitch to be cast, had flown in from some distant city or small town. Maybe they had hired a babysitter, skipped a day of work, risked losing their jobs, risked freezing to death, in the cold, all for the sake of grasping this golden ring, gaining this great opportunity, one moment of face time in which to impress us.




CAROLYN 101:

Opportunities tend to be one-time shots; if you don’t take them that instant, you lose them forever.




I was shocked at how many of those contestants, who had put so much of themselves on the line to get that far, and who probably had impressive work experience and résumés, totally blew that opportunity. It’s not that I wanted them to make fools of themselves, to jump up and down on the table screaming, “I’m over here! Come and get me!” But come on, at least demonstrate some smarts, show us some pizzazz, open your mouth, make sure we remember you when we leave this table. Granted, it can be tough for ten people to have a real conversation in ten minutes. But I can remember one young person (I can’t even recall if it was a man or a woman) reaching over the table so that he or she deliberately blocked a rival from saying anything. And you know what? The woman being blocked out of the game didn’t do a damn thing about it. Which one was worse? The rude one who shoved the rival aside, or the passive one who refused to defend herself? I’d have to say I wouldn’t have hired either of them to paint my house.

Curious about this phenomenon, I asked this young woman point-blank, “What do you have to say about what just happened here?” This was at least, you’d have to admit, a germane topic of conversation. You know what? She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t say anything. She was just so embarrassed to be put on the spot, she choked under the pressure.

This book is for her.

To the Manor Born

“A whale-ship was my Yale College and my Harvard,” wrote Herman Melville in Moby-Dick. In my case, managing a restaurant in Manhattan at age twenty-two was my Yale. Selling golf memberships and outings at the Briar Hall Country Club was my Harvard. Working with Donald Trump over the past eight years has been my Wharton. Shooting The Apprentice— and coping with the attendant hoopla and aftermath, from answering fan mail to putting in countless TV appearances—has been, let me tell you, an education in itself.

Before I fill you in on the details of my first business meeting with Donald Trump—my first great opportunity sized up and seized—I need to take you back to a few days before Christmas 1994. It was a cold, clear day in December when I steered my battered old Chevy up the long gravel driveway of the Briar Hall Country Club in Briarcliff Manor, New York. This, for those of you who don’t know the area, is one of the most affluent communities in Westchester County.

I drove up beneath the bare branches of magnificent old trees to a sprawling clubhouse, which at one time must have been rather grand. But after many years of neglect and the addition of various wings and extensions, the place looked not merely as if it had seen better days but like one of those haunted mansions in a Victorian Gothic novel. Just as in one of those old horror movies, after I knocked at the heavy old door and stood there for a few minutes, stamping my feet in the cold, I gave the door a little shove. It immediately yielded with a squeak of iron hinges that would have gladdened the heart of Boris Karloff.

The interior was a decorator’s nightmare. The front hall was more reminiscent of a disco in Queens circa Saturday Night Fever than of nineteenth-century Transylvania. The walls were covered with dark, smoky mirrors. The floor was covered with a thick gold shag carpet, from which a powerful odor of mildew rose like cheap perfume. After calling down the hall to announce my presence, I was greeted by a very friendly woman with bleached blond hair and thick makeup. “Carolyn,” she said, once I’d held out my hand and introduced myself, “we’ve been expecting you!”

She led me through a lounge filled with broken-down furniture toward the door of a large, windowless office tucked beneath the eaves of a grand staircase leading to the second floor. The upstairs appeared dark and abandoned. John Murray, a handsome man whom I would have put in his early forties, rose from behind a big old desk, shook my hand, and waved me into a rickety seat.

Despite the strangeness of the surroundings, Mr. Murray conducted himself like the senior executive of a major hotel management company that he was—with impeccable manners, professionalism, and a gratifyingly cut-to-the-chase tone. The Briar Hall Country Club had recently gone belly-up, he explained, and been reluctantly repossessed by the bank that held the mortgage. Were I to be hired as his sales and marketing director, I would be working for the Beck Summit corporation, based in Boca Raton, Florida, not for the bank, or even for the Briar Hall Country Club. Any new owner worth his salt, he explained, could be expected to want to start all over, at which point we would most likely be out of our jobs. It was for that reason that I viewed this opportunity mainly as a way of getting my foot in the door at Beck Summit—which manages premium resort properties all over the country—as opposed to at the Briar Hall Country Club, which might not be long for this world.

For all you nongolfers out there, it’s probably critical to mention at this point that golf courses are delicate creatures. They need to be cared for by capable hands or their most valuable assets—turf, greens, fairway grass—can go straight down the tubes, taking the property value with them. My mission, should I choose to accept it, would be to help John Murray and the Beck Summit management corporation arrest the club’s rapidly accelerating slide so that Beck Summit could sell it for a reasonable price. My job, more specifically, would be to recruit new members while keeping the old ones happy. And to see to it that the club made money on its golf outings— a phrase, although I could loosely guess what it meant, which drew from me at that point a blank stare.

John Murray took me on a quick tour, noting that, a few days before, the place had been flooded by a burst pipe. Sheets of water had caused huge chunks of the ornate plasterwork in the grand ballroom to collapse in a sticky heap on the floor. Both the ballroom and the main kitchen attached to it had been cordoned off as a safety precaution. We were just going to have to make do, Murray brightly observed.

Needless to say, the place was a disaster area. I really don’t think John Murray would have held it against me if I’d flung up my arms, fled from the building screaming, jumped into my car, driven full speed ahead out the driveway, and never looked back. But I didn’t do that, and I’ll tell you why. My visceral reaction to Briar Hall was a purely personal one: I thought it was full of potential.

You definitely needed imagination to envision the Briar Hall Country Club refurbished and gleaming for sale, but that fact was a critical part of recognizing that getting in on the ground floor—okay, maybe more like the subbasement—of such a situation was a prime example of an opportunity that other people might see as just a threat.




CAROLYN 101:

Seeing things not for what they are but for what they might be creates opportunities.




“We’re looking for somebody smart and committed to put together golf outings, manage tournaments, and sell memberships,” John Murray said, bringing me back from my reverie of jigsaws and hacksaws into the here and now, where I saw no reason not to admit that I had never sold a golf or country club membership in my life. That I knew nothing whatsoever about golf outings, much less about golf.

To which Mr. Murray gamely replied, in a response I will always appreciate, that he was less concerned about my lack of experience than he was impressed by my apparent enthusiasm for the place and its upside potential. To John Murray, it didn’t matter that my experience in the golf industry was next to zilch, or that I had never played a round of golf in my life. What mattered more to him—because I made it matter—was that, at the age of twenty-two, I already had close to a decade of restaurant and country club experience under my belt. I also had a B.S. in marketing (with a minor in psychology) from Mercy College and had completed a semester of graduate-level courses in restaurant management before attaining the position I had recently left as manager of the Zephyr Grill in the prestigious Beekman Tower Hotel in midtown Manhattan.

While in college I had spent several profitable, pleasant years working part-time as a waitress in a small restaurant in town. I decided to share with John Murray my pet theory of how (and why) waitressing can be, if properly approached, a terrific training ground for a career in sales. Every time you approach a new table, you are greeting an entirely new set of customers, to whom you are obliged to sell yourself, close the deal, and move on. These people are, for an hour or two, your most important clients. Waitressing teaches presentation skills, it teaches you how to connect with people, it teaches you how to anticipate a client’s desires and how to cope with chaos and fast pace and constant change, all of which inevitably and directly affects your compensation.

I told John Murray all that because he seemed genuinely in terested—which was a good sign, because in a job interview you are, after all, selling the most important product there is: yourself. I then segued into my first corporate job, as the assistant manager at the Zephyr Grill, a few blocks from the United Nations. And I didn’t mind sharing, in the spirit of putting my best foot forward, that when the manager’s wife, who worked at the UN, had been transferred overseas less than six months after I arrived I had been promoted to manager. You could say I had been in the right place at the right time. But if I hadn’t been qualified for the job, I never would have been hired, and if I hadn’t done a great job, I certainly wouldn’t have been kept on.

And so I convinced John Murray, with great enthusiasm and total sincerity (because, fortunately, it was all true), that managing the Zephyr had been a tremendous first opportunity for a woman just out of college. And I told him (because I saw no reason to be shy about it) that it had paid pretty well too, with excellent benefits, a salary that for a twenty-two-year-old was nothing to sneeze at in those days. Of course, by saying all that, I conveyed a not very subtle message that if he wanted to hire me, he was going to have to ante up.




CAROLYN 101:

Never be afraid to state your true worth.




So when, as I had been expecting, he asked me why I had left the Zephyr, I didn’t try to hand him a load of bull. I straightforwardly admitted that I had grown bored, and that a desire for action and a change had brought me to the Briar Hall Country Club that day—that and Beck Summit’s ad in The New York Times. The fact of the matter, as I explained, was that while the Zephyr did get busy—even crazy—during lunch hour, for the rest of the day, and especially during week-day evenings, the pace could be too slow for my taste.

John Murray informed me that he was a graduate of the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York, one of the premier food industry training grounds in the country, if not the world. And I informed him about my extensive experience with catering and party and event planning, making sure he understood that even if I didn’t grasp the finer points of golf outings, I had a pretty clear picture that managing a golf outing, not unlike managing a restaurant, entails a feeling for food, organizational and logistical detail, and strong interpersonal skills.

I must have given a good interview, because before the week was out, he offered me the job. I reported for work on a Monday morning just before Christmas, wearing a business suit. This was a decision I quickly had cause to regret, given the prevalence of dirt, damp, live stains, and gushing leaks, to name just a few reasons to make a beeline for a dry cleaner. Furthermore, all the windows had to be kept closed because the heating system was on the blink more often than not.

My little office, directly across the hall from John’s, was a work in progress, except that the progress had terminated sometime during the Truman administration. Its one major benefit was that it boasted a window, opening onto an area covered by a tarp which I could only assume was a pool. My office was minimally furnished, and its bright blue plastic phone, the push-button kind, had a cord so short that I had to get down on my hands and knees to answer it. Fortunately, that didn’t happen too much, because, this being the dead season, it rarely rang.

After quickly situating myself, I popped into John’s office, plopped myself down on his rickety chair, and said, “Okay, talk to me about golf.”




CAROLYN 101:

You’re the one in charge of your learning curve.




John outlined the basic rules and procedures (and exotic lingo) of the golf course. I will admit that, when hearing a prospective member talk about reserving a “tee time” that week, I came away convinced the term was a highfalutin reference to tea!

A Brief Encounter

It was late in the day, late in the summer, about halfway through our first season when John Murray stepped into my office. “We’ve got a prospective buyer showing up soon,” he said.

I must have looked a little downcast. This was the tail end of another long day at Briar Hall Country Club, and I had been hoping to get home in time for dinner for once in a blue moon. Because we had escorted our fair share of prospective buyers around the course and club already, I knew that John expected me to be present.

“You’re never going to believe who it is,” he said, grinning like the Cheshire cat. My thoughts immediately ran to some major figure in the world of golf, someone whose name I probably had never heard, which would only make me feel more like a novice in the industry. But John, like a little kid, couldn’t wait for me to guess. “It’s Donald Trump,” he burst out.

I laughed in his face. “No!” Then, “Really?”

“He’s going to be here any minute now.”

This made total sense, once I thought about it. One of the few things I knew about Donald Trump was that he was an avid golfer who also owned an estate not far from Briarcliff Manor. So John Murray and I set to work preparing for this visit—and by that I mean we sent someone out to buy a disposable camera. We didn’t want to miss the opportunity to have our pictures taken with Donald Trump.

Opportunity Knocks

You can imagine what sorts of images ran through my mind at the mention of Donald Trump, because they were the very same images that would have run through yours under similar circumstances. Like every reader of the gossip pages of our major metropolitan dailies, or subscriber to People or Us magazine, I knew the broad brushstrokes. Donald Trump had grown up in Queens. He was the son of the prominent residential real estate developer Frederick Trump. As an ambitious young man from the boroughs breaking into the cutthroat Manhattan real estate market in the mid-seventies, he had made a name for himself by persuading the Penn Central Railroad, then owner of the land beneath the rundown Commodore Hotel near Grand Central Terminal, to part with the land for precisely the amount of money—$12 million—that the railroad owed the city of New York for back taxes.

He had then persuaded the city of New York to condemn the property, accept a fixed rental and a share of the profits (if there were ever any profits realized) in lieu of taxes. After that he persuaded the Hyatt Hotel Corporation to go in with him on the deal, putting up half the conversion cost while the Bowery Savings Bank put up the rest. Converting the battered old Commodore Hotel into a shimmering Grand Hyatt put Donald Trump on the map. Despite the fact that he never put his name on the hotel, it became his signature deal—the first of many to burnish the Trump name.

I knew that he had married Ivana, divorced Ivana, and recently married Marla Maples. And I knew vaguely that, in the early nineties, he and The Trump Organization had suffered major business reversals. Now, in the mid-nineties, he was enjoying a comeback that, as were many of his glorious deeds, was celebrated in his second best-selling book, Trump: The Art of the Comeback. Finally, I knew, just like everyone else did, that Donald Trump was a flamboyant showman, a celebrated negotiator, and a handsome man with an eye for the ladies—a modern-day Great Gatsby.

When he pulled up to the club in his customary long, black limousine and stepped out, wearing not casual golf clothes but an impeccably tailored business suit, he seemed just so much larger than life, which is to say larger than the image I had in my mind from his pictures. His physical presence, coupled with a naturally expansive personality, seemed to fill the entire driveway.

I was immediately struck by the fact that, in contrast to some faceless CEO of a major conglomerate, the man who plastered his name on just about everything he touched had come on this scouting expedition alone. He had no entourage, no advance men, no yes-men, no no-men. Contrary to expectations, he wasn’t in the slightest bit bold or brassy. In fact, if I’d had to describe him to a friend, I would have defined his persona—a favorite Donald Trump term—as low-key, subdued, even self-effacing. Well, let’s not go too far—Donald Trump is rarely self-effacing. But he was, if I had been limited to one word, businesslike.




CAROLYN 101:

When it comes to assessing people, don’t always believe what you hear—form your own opinion.




I was immediately struck by the fact that, also contrary to expectation, he didn’t say a whole lot. When he did speak, it wasn’t just to hear himself but to ask a series of razor-sharp questions.

For starters, we gave him an abbreviated tour of the clubhouse, which had been modestly refurbished since my first horror-show visit. The ghastly golden shag rug was gone, as was the mildew stench, and the tumbledown place had been rubbed and shined to a fare-thee-well.

As we walked around, poking into all sorts of corners and out-of-the-way places, I can vividly recall Mr. Trump asking me—not John Murray—whether I thought it might be possible to salvage the old place. It was, in fact, the first thing he ever asked me.

Sensing that my response would set a tone for any future interactions, I took a moment to think about it. And as much as I felt intimidated in his presence, I spotted an opportunity. Like a rider approaching a difficult hurdle, I knew that not failing here required taking a deep breath and a risk that I might fail. “I’m not an architect,” I carefully replied, “or a structural engineer. But my guess is that any serious buyer would eventually have to pull the whole clubhouse down and start over.”

I noticed him listening very carefully. I could tell that he was taking notes in his mind, which is the only place Donald Trump ever takes notes. In case you’re wondering how I got up the guts to make this prediction, particularly since this was not my area of expertise, I should point out that my father, Ray Cassidy, spent his entire career as the building inspector for New Rochelle, New York, so I knew a little about construction, architecture, and structural design—at least enough to back such a bold statement.

Donald Trump didn’t seem fazed by this at all and followed up, sensibly, by asking both of us some more questions. These pertained mainly to the number of members, their annual dues, the state of the course, the demographics of the membership, and whether the members lived in New York City or were mainly from the immediate vicinity.

The fact that I had so many of these operational details at the tip of my tongue was thanks to the good graces of my new boss and mentor, John Murray. I certainly hadn’t accepted the position knowing a thing about preparing budgets, managing a pro shop, handling accounts receivable, doing membership sales, squeezing a reasonable profit out of golf outings, or any of the other areas John had encouraged me to master during my brief tenure. It’s amazing how fast and how well you can learn when you’ve got a mentor encouraging you who isn’t the slightest bit threatened by your increasing knowledge.




CAROLYN 101:

The key to mastering any new job is finding the right mentor.




Since I was—and still am—young and blond, I will answer the question that you are probably dying to ask: No, this notorious ladies’ man was not in the slightest bit flirtatious with me. Okay, I hear you say, maybe you’re just not his type. Maybe. But because I’ve given this matter some thought, I’d propose a different reason: I can honestly tell you, since I’ve gotten to know him pretty well over the years, that Donald Trump very effectively separates his business life from his personal life. Enough said.

As we took him out for a walk on the course, he vaguely alluded to the fact that he’d flown over it in his helicopter many a time. Well, why not? If you’ve got it, flaunt it. He continued to pepper John and me with more questions: about the potential of the operation, about the current condition of the golf course, about what I thought it would take to get it up to Trump standards, about our current employees. He asked about nearly everything one might have asked if looking to purchase the property. And I was willing to bet that every question he didn’t get around to asking during that session he would bring up during future sessions.




CAROLYN 101:

Don’t mistake asking questions for ignorance; asking questions often shows that you know what you’re doing.




Like every successful real estate developer throughout history, Donald Trump loves nothing more than checking out a new piece of property. It was a sensation to watch him in action, knowing that the real action was taking place in his mind. He takes such a sheer, tactile pleasure in studying the lay of the land that you can see the glow in his eyes. Like any passionate collector of just about any object of lasting value, he applies a connoisseur’s eye to long-term potential. I knew that he saw every one of the assets in his portfolio—from 40 Wall Street and the Empire State Building to Mar-a-Lago, Marjorie Merriweather Post’s gracious former estate in Palm Beach, which he has turned into one of the finest private clubs in the world—as a trophy property. The wide open question, of course, was whether he saw his field of dreams in this diamond in the rough.

He spent an hour or so with the two of us before climbing back into his big black car and heading off down the driveway, whether to his home in Westchester or to Trump Tower, I didn’t know and he didn’t say. That was one of the more gripping hours of my life. It was exciting, stimulating, utterly engaging. In the presence of Donald Trump at work felt like where I belonged.

Getting to Know You

That brief encounter in the late summer of 1995 marked the beginning of a relationship which continued in much the same vein over the following few months. Maybe once or twice a week, Donald Trump would call the golf club to ask very good questions to which he needed very good answers. He made no secret of the fact that he was seriously considering preparing a bid on the property, but he needed to know a lot more to ascertain how much it was worth to him.

If they were about matters of zoning or other larger, mainly land-use issues, he would call John Murray. But if the area was operations, he made a point of placing these calls directly to me. I was impressed that Donald Trump, this busy man, had taken the time to differentiate our areas of expertise. But this was, as I later learned, an intrinsic part of the Trump management philosophy, which is that, rather than keep track of facts and figures, he likes to keep track of the people who keep track of the facts and figures. I was that person, he knew, on this property. I became his resource, his sounding board. I was the walking encyclopedia on the Briar Hall golf course, its good and its bad points. Donald Trump has approvingly quoted his father on the subject: “Know everything you can about what you are doing.” I have to say that the son has adapted that adage to his own use: “Know the point people who know everything about what you are doing.”

During every one of those typically on-the-fly phone calls, as often as not placed from a car, a helicopter, a jet, or the office, rarely if ever from home (perhaps I should say homes), I prided myself on having the facts and figures at my fingertips. And if for some reason I didn’t, I would frankly let Mr. Trump know that I didn’t know, but I’d do my best to find out and get back to him in a hurry. We didn’t make chitchat. Idle conversation just isn’t his style. He was always unfailingly polite and, at the same time, gruff and casual. I found that I enjoyed our brief conversations immensely. From the moment we met, Donald Trump and I saw eye to eye on a lot of things. We recognized each other for what we were: incessant nitpickers and detail types. He says as much in his book Trump: How to Get Rich, when he describes us both as “perfectionists.”

That was the way it began, and that is the way it still is. If, as happens often these days, contestants on The Apprentice or people I meet in daily life or even on the street ask me what Donald Trump wants, I’ll turn it around and tell them what he doesn’t want:


	He doesn’t want you to waste even a split second of his time.

	He doesn’t want you to hand him a line.

	He doesn’t want you to assume anything about him, because if you do, it’s probably wrong.



With each one of our conversations, I was aware that we were building a professional relationship of trust. And for Donald Trump, trust is a currency worth infinitely more than mere money.

During this interim period, shortly after the conclusion of our first season, John Murray was offered and accepted an attractive position with another company. He was thrilled, and we who had become his friends as well as his colleagues were thrilled for him. But his absence left a gaping hole in the ranks.

I was repeatedly and privately reassured by the Beck Summit president and CEO, who would call occasionally to check in with me, that he and his organization were doing their best to locate a new general manager. In the meantime, I should sit tight and keep up my good work as director of sales and marketing. Given the fact that I was preparing the budgets, taking the nightly tally at the pro shop, mastering the logistics of golf operations, handling membership sales and marketing, and even overseeing some of the golf operations, I could certainly have built an excellent case for being promoted to assistant manager. But general manager? Not yet.

The Pitch

It was my good luck, coupled with my acquired expertise, that made me the natural choice to present Donald Trump with the particulars on the property. Yes, there was an element of luck involved, but the thing about luck is that it comes around only every once in a while, and when it strikes—as it did for those lucky prospective contestants who were selected to meet me, Donald Trump, and George Ross during the casting call—everything depends on what you are able to do with it. I knew this could be my big break. I felt excited, intimidated, but most of all determined to succeed.

I needed, I knew, to size up this situation accurately. If I did a really good job pitching the place, I could imagine one of two outcomes, both positive:


	I would be promoted by Beck Summit to a more senior management or executive position at one of their other properties.

	I would be retained by the new owners in my present position.



You won’t be surprised to find out that I vastly preferred Option 2. To be asked to stay on at Briar Hall, even without a promotion, would be to work for Donald Trump and The Trump Organization. The pitch I was making was to secure the future not just of the Briar Hall Country Club but also of myself.

If that meeting had taken place today, I would have put together a PowerPoint presentation. But we went with a plain, printed presentation deck, copies of which I passed out to all the participants. I didn’t even bother with an easel, or charts and graphs, because knowing what I knew about Donald Trump, I had a strong feeling that he would want me to cut to the chase.




CAROLYN 101:

The key to a good presentation is to keep from getting caught up in the bells and whistles and cut to the chase.




I spent nearly all the next week (which was all the time I had) doing my homework. The core of my presentation was a discussion of three pro formas. These are long-range scenarios that a prospective buyer might use in preparing a bid on the property. I knew that covering all the bases would be critical, so I made a point of marshaling my facts—from the average number of members who belonged to private golf and country clubs in Westchester to their average annual dues and the average number of rounds that might be played in a given season—under three different forms of operation: public, semiprivate, and private. I made a special point of doing the math. If, for example, a public course in the county might expect to host sixty thousand rounds in a season, I would take the average price paid by the public players for those rounds and come up with a revenue figure for the season. Determined not to be caught tongue-tied by Donald Trump or Allen Weisselberg, The Trump Organization’s sharp-eyed chief financial officer, I took the average fee rate and broke it down by month and by season, because as every golf manager knows, you’re not going to get as many players in April or May as you will in July or August. I also made sure to keep close track of the methods I used to derive these figures, so that if somebody (for example, Donald Trump) asked me, I’d be able to say where I got them.

Is there a lesson to be learned from all this?




CAROLYN 101:

Details are for backup, not for delving into.


Demonstrating an ability to summarize those facts and figures into actionable scenarios is what’s important.




If I was going to succeed at this task, I was going to have to get inside Donald Trump’s head and figure out what he wanted out of the property. I knew that for Mr. Trump to buy this property, he would have to be convinced he could make money on it. My area of expertise had become operations; the three scenarios I presented were all operationally focused. It’s important to keep in mind that while Mr. Trump was then constructing his first golf course—the future Trump International—near his Mar-a-Lago estate in Palm Beach, he was not yet the major figure in the golf industry that he was destined to become. He was still in the early stage of his own learning curve regarding how to make money by owning a golf property.

Selling Myself

When the morning of the meeting came, we gathered in the lobby of Trump Tower. We were all a little nervous, even the more experienced gentlemen, who despite their wealth of experience were kind of intimidated to be meeting with Donald Trump. The lavish decor of the offices of The Trump Organization is all, of course, part of the show.

If you want to do business with Donald Trump on his home turf, you step up to a set of elevators off to the side of the tall, rose-colored marble atrium of Trump Tower. An elevator man whisks you up to the executive offices and into a reception area that commands a sweeping view of Central Park and the Manhattan skyline, making the room seem three times its actual size.

I can distinctly recall being disappointed that it wasn’t a clearer day. In fact, it was raining, and the sky over the park was a dull gray. Still, as our little group of mildly anxious middle-aged men and one somewhat more nervous young woman cooled our heels, I derived a certain degree of comfort from the fact that I was not going into that lion’s lair alone. I felt a little nostalgic that John Murray couldn’t be there, but I also felt supported by my colleagues at Beck Summit.
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