The man pulls into the parking lot and maneuvers his car into the space allocated for visitors.
He glances at the clock shining from the dashboard of the car. Seven twenty-five, he thinks to
himself. He looks down at his watch to verify the time. Thirty-five minutes early for my eight o’clock
appointment. Twenty-five minutes before I will enter the building, ten minutes early in order to be successful
with my sales call.
The man looks in the rearview mirror of the car. His first image is the non-descript building
he will soon be entering. His mind starts to wander. Just like the rest of them. Nothing special. People
don’t want to build interesting structures anymore. Moving his gaze ever so slightly from the building,
the man uses the rearview mirror to peer into his own eyes. Not bad. I got a reasonable sleep last
night. For an old guy anyway. I’ve seen worse.
The man looks at the clock and again verifies the time with his watch. Seven twenty-eight. Twentytwo minutes until I enter the building and meet the receptionist. The man thinks about his very first
lesson from the Old Man, a man who was his captain in the army and then his boss from his
very first job so many years ago. Lesson number one – one of three – build relationships. The first and
most important part of the sales call. And this starts with meeting the receptionist. The man looks back
into the rearview mirror and peers into his own eyes. Maybe I do look a little tired.
The man shifts his eyes down to the passenger seat. He stares at the briefcase sitting in the
seat. A classic hard-sided black leather briefcase. Back in the day, I would have an apprentice sitting
in that seat. Some high-potential guy they would want me to teach. So he could learn from the best. The man
focuses on the briefcase and visualizes the contents of the case. Four print-outs of the presentation,
a notepad, extra business cards, extra pens. Should be good to go. Handing out the presentations will be just
fine. The man thinks about what is not in the briefcase. They want me to project the presentation using
a laptop computer, but that is not the way to sell. The whole laptop thing is frustrating. Hell, the young people
are just using their cell phones now. No laptop at all, making the presentation work right from their phone.
How is that possible? I remember the days before laptops, before cell phones, before fancy presentation handouts,
before all of this. Back when we would meet and then go to a restaurant. Have a few drinks, have some laughs,
get to know each other, be interested in each other, care about each other. The sell was easy because we believed
in trust. We believed in, and respected, what we were selling and buying. Nobody believes in anything anymore.
Hell, I can’t even buy somebody lunch these days. Nope, a hamburger and beer are too close to a bribe. Good
Lord, how are we supposed to work under these conditions?

To Make a Sales Call | © 2018 Robert O. Martichenko

1

The man looks down at the clock in the car and verifies the time with his watch. Seven thirtytwo. Eighteen minutes until I go in. I hope I do well building relationships today.
The man recalls a conversation from long ago. “Son, ya gotta build relationships, and that starts with
making sure the receptionists like you. They can’t give you the deal, but they can help, and they sure can make
you lose it. You see, Son, they can’t say yes or no, but they can influence both. Receptionists will tell buyers
whether you are nice or not. It happens every time. It sure does, right after you leave. The receptionists will ask
the buyers how the calls went. Then the receptionists will offer their opinion of you. Their opinion is important.
It can make or break the sales call. Make sure you impress the receptionists, Son. Relationships. That’s rule
number one to making the sell.”
The man closes his eyes and thinks. Hell, I used to send the receptionists a gift after meeting them, maybe
a card and chocolates. That’s probably illegal these days. Maybe it’s even a form of harassment. Life is like a
box of chocolates. Ya never know what you’re gonna get. Maybe jail time.
The man looks back into the rearview mirror and into his own eyes. Am I looking old? I don’t
feel so bad, but I think I’m looking old. The man moves his eyes down and scans his body on a
surface level. Suit, shirt, and tie. A little wrinkled, a little stale looking. Not bad for an old guy. I see a lot
worse these days. People don’t care about themselves anymore. People don’t even wear a suit and tie anymore.
It’s all business casual. Talk about an oxymoron. Business casual. What does that even mean? Appearance
used to matter in sales. You had to be the whole package. I was fit and pretty strong once upon a time. I had
the body, the look, the smile, the clothes, the shoes, the charm, the whole deal.
Continuing to look down, the man scans his body again. Maybe I’m not paying as much attention to
these things anymore. I wonder why? When did I lose interest in this part of the job? Probably after the Vice
President fiasco. What a mess. Why did they make me Vice President of Sales anyway? Just because I was a
good salesperson didn’t mean I’d be a good Vice President. Hell, the Vice President job had no sales involved
in it anyway. All they wanted me to do was read reports and then tell people what the reports said and then
fire people when the report was not good. They lost their best salesperson and got their worst Vice President.
Then they lost me altogether. Or, better yet, they got rid of me altogether. Just a number. What a train wreck.
What made me think that’s what I wanted? What made them think that was a good idea? Sales and sales
administration are not the same thing. Do people not know that? The Old Man told me not to do it. He said
I was a salesman, not a Vice President. I should have listened. So now I’m here. Doing what I do best, I
guess. Selling. Hopefully well.
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The man looks down to the two different time pieces and calculates another four minutes has
passed. Seven thirty-six. Twenty-four minutes before the meeting. Fourteen minutes until I go in and greet the
receptionist. I hope I do well with my products today. He looks back into his eyes in the rearview
mirror. He no longer sees the mirror in his vision. Instead, he sees within himself. He thinks
about his wife. I would be dressed better if I listened to Mary. I would be in better shape if I listened to
Mary. I would have had a better sleep if I listened to Mary. I would be happier if I listened to Mary. She
always helps me. From the beginning all she has done is help me. The strong woman behind the not-so-strong
man. Hell, even when she was sick, she helped me. Even when I’m helping her, she’s helping me. She always
helps. Naomi is just like her. Always helping me. When she can. She’s a great daughter. I wish she lived closer.
But they had to move East. I understand that. Good jobs are hard to find. She’s a great mom too. Just like
Mary. Always helping my little Ethan. I love my little Ethan. Not so little now. I wish they lived closer. I
miss my Naomi; I miss my little Ethan. I just can’t believe how it all turned out. This was not the plan. This
is not what we lived for. This is not how it was all supposed to work out. We were supposed to retire early,
retire from sales, retire from the pressure, retire from the stress, retire from the need to put up with all of it. We
were supposed to sell our house, to make some money in the process and add it to our savings, our little nest egg,
to move closer to our Naomi and Ethan. To buy a modest house closer to our daughter and grandson. In the
East. A little house with a garden and a shed. A shed for my tools. Tools for the garden and tools for some
woodworking. Maybe a table saw. We would work in the garden with the tools. I would build woodworking
projects with my Ethan. Maybe a desk. Or a dresser. Maybe something for his mom. But then Mary got sick.
The treatment was brutal. Just brutal. Medical bills started rolling in. Benefits helped, but they were a far cry
from paying the tab. Then Mary got better. Thank God. That was the best news. We cried. We got back to
normal. We tried hard and we got back to normal. The new normal. Money was tight. Money is tight. She
told me I should retire anyway and move east. She told me we can simply buy a smaller house, with a smaller
shed for a smaller garden and smaller workshop. But I have not listened. A few more sales and we’ll be better.
Just another year – two at the most – and we’ll be better.
The man closes his eyes and drifts into the not-too-distant past. He overhears Mary taking a
phone call, then sees her coming into the living room, tears in her eyes. He hugs her. Then
he’s inside a doctor’s office, then a hospital, then a chemotherapy ward, then a cancer radiation
room, then a surgery unit, then back to the doctor’s office. The doctors were so amazing. Mary had
a great team looking after her. They were so smart. Smart, and they cared about their patients. Sympathy and
empathy were abundant while honesty, respect, and harsh realties drove open and clear conversation. They built
relationships. They also knew the problem. Cancer. And they knew their product. Saving lives. They saved my
Mary.
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The man looks down to check the time and confirms again with his watch. Seven thirty-seven.
Twenty-three minutes before the call, and thirteen minutes till I enter the building. I hope I do well uncovering
their problems today. The man reaches down to the passenger seat and releases the two latches
that open the briefcase. He pulls out one of the packets of papers and stares. The handouts. The
leave-behinds. I wonder how many of them just get thrown in the trash? Who made these presentations anyway?
Why do they force me to use these in order to sell? Why can’t I just go in and talk to the buyers? Talk to them.
Ask them about their kids, about their hobbies, about their job, about their problems. But no, instead I have
to present the slides. The slides. There is stuff that I don’t even understand on them. Apps and social media
and this and that. What the hell does that have to do with anything? With selling?
The man closes his eyes. He thinks about the Old Man, lessons taught, and lessons learned.
“Son, lesson number two. Uncover the problem and show them the features and benefits of how your product
will solve their problem. Step one: Relationships. Step two: Problems, features, benefits, products. You do that,
Son, and you are two-thirds of the way to success in sales.”
The man opens his eyes. But no. Now I have to go in and present the slides. And they take almost the
whole hour. Hell, after I leave, I barely know anything about the buyers. Nothing. No hobbies, no kids, no
favorite sports team. Nothing about their problems. But I’ll get through the slides come hell or high water.
Cause that’s the rules. And then they wanted to send a young whippersnapper with me on the sales call. I
thought it was to coach the young salesperson, and then I found out it was the young person who would be
coaching me. Teaching me how to talk about apps and such and how to advance the slides using a cell phone.
A smart phone. Smart, my ass. The only smart thing about the phone is that eventually it knows when to run
out of battery life. Of course, I politely denied the request for the assistance. I can present the slides with the
paper handouts. It seems to work just fine. So, they have left me alone for now. But they are coming. I know
they are. Hell, I bet they don’t even know what it means to build a relationship. Or how to uncover a problem.
They think everything is a damn app. How do you app-out how to build a relationship? How do you uncover
problems with one sentence in a damn tweet or whatever the hell other way you are posting crap for all the world
to see? How do you app-out being a good person? How do we care for each other and show that we care for each
other with a damn phone! Smart, my ass. Damn them and their phones.
The man looks down towards the center console of his car. He pictures the old flip-style cell
phone that he knows is stored there. He remembers arguing the need for the phone many
years ago. With his boss. With his daughter. He then looks up and stares out the windshield
of the car. He is looking east, and he peers at the mountains that are on the horizon. The Sierra
Nevada. Old mountains. Familiar mountains. He places the handouts back in the briefcase
without moving his gaze from the mountains. He snaps down the lid of the briefcase and
secures the two latches. I used to hike those mountains. And canoe the rivers that meander through them.
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The three of us would go. Mary and Naomi loved those trips. We treasured every minute. The drive out to the
foothills, the hiking, the lunch, the dinner over the fire, the camping, the rivers, the streams, the views, the
challenge, the togetherness, the feeling of health, the feeling of youth, the feeling that everything is good, the feeling
that life is just fine. And the dogs. They would run and jump and play and hike and enjoy every second. They
are gone now. I miss them. They were the best. Giving everything and taking nothing. Ruled by love. Love of
companionship and love of food. We willingly gave them both. They weren’t selling anything. They were all give
and no take. Mary says we can get another one. She says I should just retire now. Get a new dog. Maybe a
Labrador. Maybe a smaller dog that does not require as much exercise. But it’s not that easy. I can’t just stop.
We need to be prepared. We need a little more in reserve. One more good year and we will be okay. A few
successful sales calls, and I can call it quits.
The man closes his eyes and travels back to his youth. Growing up on the east coast. Heading
west after the war. “Come West young man,” the Old Man said. “To the Pacific Ocean. A new ocean.”
The man opens his eyes and looks through the windshield to the east. He sees himself hiking
in the mountains on the horizon. He pictures the contents of the trunk of his car. My hiking
boots are there. I know they are. Good old fashioned, leather-bound hiking boots. The best you can get, better
than any of the new fancy stuff. Ready for action. Yet I haven’t had them on for years. They just travel around
with me in the trunk of the car, from sales call to sales call, wondering when I will put them on again.

The man checks both the clock on his dashboard and his watch. Seven thirty-nine. Twenty-one
minutes before the sales call starts. Eleven minutes before I enter the building and greet the receptionist. Ten
minutes early. The Old Man always said to be ten minutes early. Not one minute earlier and not one minute
later. I wonder what he would think of the state of affairs in sales today. The state of all affairs today. It’s
probably a good thing he’s gone. Laptops and cell phones. Apps and social media. I wonder what he would
think. The Old Man knew a lot. The Old Man was a fighter. And a hell of a salesperson. I wonder what he
would say about our situation today.
The man closes his eyes and steers farther back in time. He is a lost teenager. He is making
mistakes, growing up. He joins the army; he’s in basic training; he meets his captain; he’s
fighting in the jungles of Vietnam; he sees and experiences events he cannot unlearn; he’s
home. The Old Man reaches out. He moves west; he’s starting his first job; he’s building his
career; he’s learning from the Old Man. Years pass. The Old Man is retired. He gets a phone
call from the Old Man; he goes to a hospital to visit his friend; he’s saying goodbye to his
friend; he’s at his friend’s funeral; he’s visiting the gravesite of his friend. The Old Man was a
real leader. One of the good guys. The real deal. He led from the front but never got too far ahead of his team.
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Humility and empathy were fundamental principles. He personally accepted all blame for failures, even when
the failures were not of his doing. He gifted all credit of successes, even when the successes were a direct outcome
of his personal contribution. He knew when to listen, and he knew when to advocate. His questions were more
powerful than any order he could give. He understood his own biases and his own shortcomings. He did not
claim knowledge or skills he did not possess. He never trivialized complicated problems by offering naïve lists
of simple solutions. He embraced all people and believed in the intrinsic value of all human beings. Good Lord,
I’m glad he’s not here now. I wonder what he would think?
The man thinks about the third and final lesson taught by the Old Man. “Son, the last lesson you
need to learn is – don’t ever deal in bullshine. Yip, that’s right, Son. Don’t ever be tempted into the addictive
world of spewing bullshine. And take notice of the three kinds of bullshine you need to avoid, Son. The first is
when you and your pals sit around, maybe with a beer or two, and throw out some good shine. You’ll know it’s
just bullshine and y’all are just having fun. That’s okay for a bit, but don’t let it get outta hand, Son. If ya do
it too much, y’all might forget when to turn it off. And if that happens, ya might bring some of that shine into
a sales call. And that ain’t good. Now, the second type of bullshine is a little more serious, Son. This is when
you’re throwing out the shine, and you know it’s shine, but you’re throwing it out in order to trick the next guy.
In order to be shifty. This is a bad situation, Son. You’re throwing the bullshine and being shifty all on
purpose. This ain’t no way to go, Son. And if you try that in a sales call, you ain’t gonna get nowhere. Yeah,
ya might make a sell or two, but y’all gonna end up on your ass in the parking lot before too long, Son. Ya
hear me? Now, Son, here’s the worst, though. Type three bullshine. This is the serious, serious stuff. This is
when you’re throwing out the shine, and believe me, it’s pure and stinky shine, but you actually believe the
bullshine you’re flinging. I mean, you’re not even trying to be shifty, you’re well past that pasture gate. I mean,
you’re actually believing that your shine is the truth. This is a bad, bad place to be, Son, cause ya don’t even
know you’re there. You know what I’m saying, Son? Ya don’t even know where you are, and you’re casting
the bullshine here and there, and you’re actually believing every word of it. You end up there, Son, well, let me
just say, it’s a long road back home. That’s if you ever do get turned around. Heed what I’m saying, Son.
Listen up and heed what I’m saying. Build relationships, find the problem, and then show ‘em the features and
benefits of your products. And for heaven’s sake, leave out the bullshine. It ain’t no fancier then that, Son.”

The man looks down, checks and verifies the time. Seven forty-one. Nineteen minutes before the sales
call starts. I hope I do well explaining the features and benefits of my products. The man once again stares
through the windshield, past the flat industrial landscape and out to the mountains on the
horizon to the east. I wish I was in the hills now. Maybe some weekend soon. Maybe we can all go. It
would be good to get away from it all.
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The man continues to stare out the windshield, seeing nothing between him and the
mountains. Hiking the mountains, hills, and valleys -- the essence of life. The craggy, desolate, lonely lands.
Sheer ascents to reach the peaks, the view, the goal of the hike. Knowing you are reaching the top because the
climb is getting harder, the path becoming steeper in grade, rising and falling, yet always progressing towards a
higher altitude. My boots do their work. My pack carries our essentials. We hike hard. The oxygen thins out;
breathing becomes difficult, but in a satisfying way. I look over to Mary and Naomi. They smile as they work
their way on the journey. They know I am in my element. I am content. We are content. All is good. I am
happy. We are happy. I sell myself to the trail. To the forest. To the rocks. We build a relationship. Man and
nature. I hike. I come across an obstacle in my path. The mountain opens up to me. It shows me its features,
its benefits. Nothing but truth. It shows me the way forward to complete the climb.
The man loses his focus on the mountains and becomes aware of his immediate surroundings.
He stares down to his right, to the briefcase sitting lifelessly on the passenger seat. He thinks
about its contents. He wonders about the technology he is supposed to use but does not
understand. He thinks about the flip phone stored inside the center console of the car. Phone
calls is all I can do. He thinks about why he has not accepted a newer phone from his company.
Or from his daughter. He closes his eyes tight and thinks about events in his life he regrets.
Events he wishes he had handled differently. Events he wishes he could do over. What was I
thinking! He thinks about his own insecurities and how they manifested themselves over his
life. He thinks about apologies he would like to make. He wonders if people think about these
events the way he does. He wonders if people know he wishes he had done better. He wonders
if people know he would like to say that he’s sorry. He wonders if people understand he was
always simply trying to do his best. Making the best decisions with the abilities he had at the
time. That even when he got it wrong, he was sincerely trying to do his best.
The man blinks his eyes and thinks about good decisions he made along his path.
Contributions he has made to his family, to his friends, to his community, to his country. He
wonders if the good and the bad decisions all level out. Cancel out. A zero-sum game in the
end. The man looks through the windshield to the mountains. How did time go so fast?

The man looks down and checks the time on the car clock. He looks at his watch. Seven fortyfive. Fifteen minutes before the sales call starts. It’s almost time to go. I hope the people are nice. I hope they
believe in me and what I am selling. He looks to the rearview mirror, confirming the building is still
there.
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The man closes his eyes and once again travels back to his youth. Leaving the East Coast to
go to the California Coast. To live between the ocean and the mountains. The extremes the
earth has to offer. Both beautiful, but for different reasons. The man thinks about his mother
and father and all the lessons that were passed down. Some learned, others not. The hug he
received when he went to war. The hug he received when he returned from war. The tears
streaming from their faces. His mother and his father. Their marriage. The strength of his
parents as a couple. The respect. The man remembers saying goodbye to both of them within
a year of each other. The man closes his eyes tighter. Cancer. How can this not be the problem we
need to fix? How could anything be more important? How do we as humanity prioritize what we believe are
the big problems to solve? Do we ever reap the benefits of hard-earned progress, of battles fought and won?
Where is the basic sense and truth in anything anymore? The man opens his eyes, looks through the
windshield, and thinks about his grandson.
Young people are so smart these days. It's hard for me to comprehend what their lives are like with so much
information at their fingertips. But how much of this information is true knowledge? Ethan is learning Spanish
as well as English. What an amazing gift. And Naomi is travelling with him when they can. Travel and
observing various cultures are so important to real education. Only through exposure and experience do we
recognize and understand the many biases we live with, the blind spots we all have that form our view of right
and wrong. If only everybody could see this. And what a salesperson Ethan is. He’s got the gift. Like when he
wanted a puppy. When he called to ask me how to convince his mom. “Build the relationship, expose the
problem, and then show the features and benefits,” I told him. “And leave out any bullshine.” He sure laughed
at that. Well, he went and got it done. With a presentation on his computer, no less. I let him get away with
that. Pictures of puppies all needing homes, and explanations of him getting exercise and learning to train the
puppy. I was so proud. Of course, he got his puppy. It was simply the right thing.
The man closes his eyes and travels again. Multiple places, too many to count, flash through
his mind in a fraction of a second. The places, times, and emotions are all unique events but
are all connected, independent and interdependent. They are many, and they are one.
The man opens his eyes. He looks to the mountains in the east.

The man looks down and does a time check and verification. Seven forty-nine. Eleven minutes
before the sales call starts. Time to go. Time to put all lessons learned into practice. Time to make the Old
Man proud.
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The man gets out of his car and sets his gaze on the mountains. He stands up tall and pushes
his shoulders back. He closes his car door and walks around the hood of the car, keeping his
head high and his eyes on the mountains. The man opens the passenger door and reaches in
for the briefcase perched on the passenger seat.
The man walks towards the west, across the parking lot to the front door of the building. The
walk produces emotion as adrenaline shoots through his body. He embraces the anxiety that
accompanies the need for performance. The man is confident. He is prepared. He is a younger
man. He is in his prime. He stops briefly in front of the entrance door and looks up to take in
the essence of the building. He looks over his shoulder to the mountains and blinks to snap
an image of the peaks in his mind. He turns again and faces the door. He works hard to stand
taller, to mirror the image of the peaks behind him. The man takes a deep breath. He fills his
lungs with fresh oxygen. He puts his hand on the handle of the entrance door. He smiles. He
is ready to succeed.
The man opens the door, briefcase in hand, and proudly walks into the lobby of the building.
The door closes behind him. The mountains to the east look on, knowing they are a part of
the day’s events.
The man stands alone in the building lobby. The room is empty. No chairs. No desks. No
telephones. No receptionist. The man looks around the small entrance area and takes in the
heart of the void. He is in a square room with two doors. One, to the east, is the door he just
entered. Another, to the west, is a door leading into the bowels of the building. He is alone in
this universe. The smile leaves his face, his shoulders drop, and his breathing becomes shallow.
The man orients himself to the unfamiliar environment and looks for clues to discover his
next step. The man is in a sea of white walls. He focuses. He notices a piece of paper
haphazardly taped to the locked glass door that leads to the offices beyond. The man walks
to the door and crouches to read the paper. The note outlines the procedures to contact people
behind the locked entrance door to the offices -- email.
The man looks around the room, and he closes his eyes. He wonders if he is in a dream and
will soon wake. Then he looks down and rereads the instructions attached to the locked door.
He thinks about the old flip phone that is stored in the console of the car. He looks at his
watch. He looks up at the door. He looks down at his watch.
The man looks over his shoulder, to the opposite door, to the east, and he looks to the
mountains in the background through the glass.
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The man presses his shoulders back to stand tall. He takes a deep breath, and he places his
briefcase on the ground beside his feet. He bends down, snaps the briefcase open, and
removes the four presentation documents that sit motionlessly inside the case. The man takes
the packets of paper and places them on the ground in front of the door. He gently pushes
them under the locked door. The presentations come to rest beyond his reach on the other
side of the door. The man snaps his briefcase shut, turns, and leaves the building, making his
way to his car.
The man opens the trunk of his car and stares at his hiking boots that sit alone in the open
trunk space. He picks the boots up and runs his hand over the leather and the laces of the
boots. He notices ancient mud caked in the soles of the boots. He looks east to the mountains.
The man places his briefcase on the floor of the trunk and snaps the latches to open the case.
He removes his jacket and tie and carefully places them in the briefcase. The man sits on the
open ledge of the trunk and removes his shoes. He places them in the briefcase alongside his
jacket and tie. He carefully unlaces his hiking boots and slowly puts them on, methodically
lacing up each boot using a technique used long ago but not forgotten. He stretches out his
legs and examines the look and feel of the boots. They feel really good. He snaps the briefcase
closed.
The man closes the trunk, and with briefcase in hand, he turns to look at the building behind
him. He thinks about Mary. He thinks about his daughter and grandson. He thinks about the
Old Man. The man walks to the entrance of the building and gently lays his briefcase against
the outer wall of the building beside the entrance door. The man returns to his car.
The man closes his eyes briefly. He opens his eyes and reaches for his cell phone from the
console of the car. He flips the phone open, finds the power button, and waits for the phone
to come to life. He manually dials the device, calling home. The man turns the power off,
closes his phone, and places the phone back into the console of the car. He looks at the watch
on his wrist. He then removes his watch and places the timepiece alongside the phone in the
console. He closes the lid to the console. He looks at the dashboard clock. It shines eight
o’clock.
The man presses his shoulders back and sits up as tall as he can. He opens his window and
takes in a fresh breath of air.
The man maneuvers his car out of the parking lot.
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The man looks to the east, to the mountains.
The man drives on.
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