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Description

Journal 1985: The Life of a Salesman Who Dreams of Writing Again is one of many yearly journals written by San Francisco author Joseph Sutton.  In this 7000-word journal, Sutton writes about the highs and lows of being a wholesale salesman of costume jewelry.  He writes about his wife, their four-year-old son, and the constant battles he has with his teenage stepson.  Sutton dreams of getting back to being the writer of fiction that was far from lucrative for him but supporting his family as a salesman takes precedence over everything else.
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Thursday, February 7, 1985

Four years ago, to the day, my one and only son Raymond was born.  He’s quite a character.  He’s very articulate, energetic, and boisterous.  He’s my son and I love him with all my heart.

What the hell am I doing selling costume jewelry to stores when I should be writing novels and short stories?  The simple answer is:  I haven’t made much money as a writer, but as a salesman I’ve been able to support my family.

I phone customers and make appointments.  I rush to appointments that are sometimes broken.  If broken, I make sure to hold in my anger, for that person could eventually be a good customer.  I drive here, I drive there, I lug suitcases, I make big sales, I make small sales.  I sometimes give in to a good customer who asks for a five- or ten-percent discount.

In my travels around the Bay Area, I see a lot of people who live in parks and sleep on sidewalks.  It saddens me to see such a sight.
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April

Sunday, April 14, 1985

Am I a writer or not?  I don’t know anymore.  If I write every day, I’m a writer.  If I write sporadically, I’m not a writer.  I guess I’m not a writer at this point in my life.  I’m a salesman of costume jewelry is what I am.

My asthma is gone.  I’m a healthy human being again due to my chiropractor, Skip Diamond, who helped cure my asthma by adjusting my back and advising me to eat more fruit and vegetables and by cutting out dairy products and red meat from my diet.

Sales work is all right compared to teaching.  Teaching was very stressful for me last year at McAteer High.  I didn’t have my own classroom, which made me rush from one classroom to another four times every day.  That was the main culprit that led to my coming down with asthma.  Or maybe the culprit was breathing recycled air from the building's ventilation system.  Or maybe it was breathing invisible asbestos particles floating in the air from the worn ceilings in two of the five classrooms I taught in.  I do a lot of driving as a salesman.  Driving 100 miles every day is not the greatest thing in the world to do, but it’s getting me outside and breathing fresh air instead of teaching at a school that had no windows in the classrooms.

Tomorrow I will get up early and leave for Monterey and Carmel.  I’ll sleep the night somewhere in that area and then hit Santa Cruz on my way back.  It’ll be the first time I’ll pay for a room since becoming a salesman eight months ago.

Raymond is now four years and two months.  He had a great day at the beach yesterday, playing in the water and running away from the incoming waves.  He told me about 10 times that he liked it very much.  He’s getting to be a fast runner from what I can see.  He’s taking his nap right now before we go out to dinner with Joan’s father, William Bransten.  The poor man can’t walk anymore because of Parkinson’s.  He’s almost 80 years old but still has a solid handshake.  He keeps hanging in there even though it’s very hard for him to communicate or do anything without someone’s help.

Sol, my 14-year-old stepson, is getting a little more thoughtful around the house.  He still talks on the phone too much, combs his hair a lot, buys more clothes than he needs, and stays at his friends’ houses on the weekends.  He’s on the lacrosse team and is doing well.  I never see him do homework.
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Monday, April 15, 1985

I’m sitting at a desk in a quiet room.  I’m not going to say what desk or room, because that’s what this little story is all about.

It’s my first night on the road as a salesman.  I’m in Carmel Valley.  San Francisco is 2½ hours north of here.  Carmel is next door to Monterey, the town that John Steinbeck made famous in Cannery Row.

My story begins at 5:30 this morning, when I got out of bed to get ready for my first trip to the Monterey Peninsula.  I had an appointment in Monterey on Cannery Row to sell my line of low- to medium-priced costume jewelry.  I left our flat at 6:50 and hit a traffic jam around Santa Clara on Highway 101.  The jam cleared up as I entered San Jose, and then it was smooth sailing from there.  I arrived at Cannery Row at 9:15.

I was a little early for my appointment, so I started to look for women’s shops in the area.  I represent two lines of costume jewelry, a line of hair combs and barrettes, a line of women’s hats, and a line of sweatshirts and sweatpants.  The first store I walked into I talked to a man, but he wasn’t the owner or buyer.  I gave him my spiel about the different lines I carried.  As I was about to hand him my card, the owner of the store called.  I talked to the owner who seemed extremely interested in sweats.  He said he’d be at the store between 2 and 3 p.m.  I told him I’d call him around that time.

I entered the store where I had my appointment.  The woman behind the counter said the owner wasn’t in but would be in for sure at 2:30 p.m.

“Well,” I thought, “at least he’ll be in the store.  If he wasn’t going to be in at all, it would have been thoughtful of him to call the office in San Francisco to leave a message for me.  Luckily, a couple of weeks ago I was going to drive down and called to make sure he was in, but he said he’d have to break the appointment.  He couldn’t break it for a second time, could he?  That’s why I drove all the way down here to keep the appointment, to keep my word.  Well, at least he’ll be in later today.”

A salesman has to make most of his time.  He can’t waste it or else he won’t make a living for him and his family.  I walked into a few stores on Cannery Row and all I got was, “Not interested.”

“Goddamn,” I said to myself, “I’ve got to get some business going,” I said calmly to myself and not as if I were uptight for wasting a day driving all the way down to Monterey.  “I have to make something of my first day and night on the road.  To Carmel, then.”

It was a short drive to Ocean Avenue in Carmel.  I did as I was taught when hitting an area for the first time:  I drove around the business district to see how big it was.  I was astonished to find that it was enormous for the size town that Carmel was.  There were many women’s shops that carried hats and jewelry.  “This should be a good place for business,” I thought.

I found a parking place and started out by going to those stores that were on my company’s old account’s list.  “Hello,” I greeted the owner of the first store I entered, “I’m Joe Sutton.  You must be Arianne.”  “Yes, yes,” she said.  “I don’t see any of the hats you ordered in January,” I said.  “Oh,” she said, “I asked for them to be shipped today, April 15th.”

I found about a dozen other stores who used to do business with my JPR jewelry line, but none of them were interested.  “Hey,” I told myself, “I ain’t gettin’ any biz going.  I gotta stay in the area tonight and pay $25-$30 for a room, plus pay for gas and meals.  I’m gonna end up losing money instead of making money.”

I drove to another part of Carmel, the Crossroads Mall, and couldn’t sell a couple of stores my sweats line.  Then I walked into this other store, Isadora’s, and the woman said she was interested, but that she was already working with a saleswoman.  “Call me back later,” she said.

Well, to make a long story short, I went to The Barnyard where there were a bunch of shops.  No dice there.  I went back to Isadora’s.  Nothing.

It was 2:30 p.m. and I decided to phone the store I originally had an appointment with.  The owner was in.  “Maybe this day won’t be a total loss,” I thought.  But the man said, “My wife’s very sick today.  I need her here if we’re going to buy jewelry.  I’m so sorry this happened.”  I didn’t say a word and just hung up.

I called the store I walked into earlier in the morning, but the owner wasn’t in.

I had one number left on JPR’s old account’s list.  It was 13 miles out of Carmel in an area called Carmel Valley.  The woman I talked to said she’d be interested in looking at my line of jewelry.  It was going to be my last stop before I called it a day to find a room for the night.

It was a spa or a place that helped people lose weight that I drove to.  I walked into the Boutique.  This woman Phyllis was busy talking on the phone.  I looked around and read up on the spa.  It was an expensive place for people to relax and get back on the track both physically and spiritually.

I showed Phyllis my two lines of jewelry and my line of sweats.  She bought $100 worth of jewelry.  Since I make 10% of every sale, that meant I would earn only $10 for my day’s work.

While showing Phyllis my different lines, I found out she, like me, was from Los Angeles.  Both of us went to Bancroft Junior High and Fairfax High School, but at different times.  We surely had something in common, plus we were born into the Jewish religion and lived in the same area of L.A. of the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s.  We were like brother and sister.

“You know what?” said Phyllis.  “We have an extra room, Joe.  Stay here.  Eat here.  No charge.”

So here I am, after one of the most depressing and grueling days I’ve had in the eight months I’ve been a salesman.  Yes, here I am, sitting at a desk in a quiet room, sipping wine after being served a wonderful dinner of chicken, salad, vegetables, and champagne in the spa’s dining room.  I’m out in the country where there are sounds of crickets instead of cars.  To me, it’s like being in Shangri-La.
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