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First Edition

For everyone who ever helped someone

without keeping score.

And for the ones who taught them how.

A Note to the Reader

This book is a work of fiction presented as a business parable. While it explores themes of professional ambition, personal isolation, and the emotional toll of transactional living, it contains no graphic content, violence, or explicit material.

The characters and situations depicted are fictional, though the principles they illustrate are drawn from real-world observations about relationships, trust, and generosity.

If this book changes the way you hold a golf club, a phone call, or a grudge, the author considers that a successful outcome.

“The currency of real networking is not greed but generosity.

”

— Keith Ferrazzi

“Your network is your net worth.”

— Porter Gale
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The Lot vs. The Ledger

Miles Crawford sold his first car when he was twenty-two years old. A gray Nissan Altima with forty-one thousand miles on it. The woman who bought it had come in looking for a Camry, but the lot didn’t have one in her price range, and Miles talked her into the Altima in under thirty minutes. His manager rang the bell on the sales floor and everybody clapped, and Miles felt something click into place inside his chest like a deadbolt sliding home.

That was six years ago. He’d sold over four hundred cars since then. He was twenty-eight now, the top producer at Maddox Motors three out of the last four quarters, and he made enough money to live alone in a one-bedroom apartment twelve minutes from the dealership. He wore fitted slacks and quarter-zip pullovers and kept his lineup sharp. He could read a customer’s body language from across the lot before they even closed their car door. The ones who touched the hood first were emotional buyers. The ones who walked straight to the sticker were analytical. The ones who brought somebody with them were scared.

Miles wasn’t scared of any of them.

He was good at his job the way a surgeon is good at cutting—precise and completely detached from the person on the table. He didn’t hate his customers. He just didn’t think about them after they drove off the lot. They were transactions. Handshakes that turned into signatures that turned into commission checks that turned into rent and groceries and the driving range on Tuesday and Thursday evenings.

The range was the only place Miles didn’t perform. He wasn’t good at golf—not yet, anyway—but he liked the mechanics of it. The repetition. The way a small adjustment in your grip could change the entire trajectory of the ball. He liked that nobody was watching. At the dealership, everything was a show. At the range, he could swing ugly and nobody cared.

It was a Thursday in late September when he first noticed the old man.

•  •  •
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Bay fourteen. Same bay every time, Miles would later realize, though he hadn’t been paying attention before. The man was sixty-something, maybe older, with silver-gray hair cropped close and a posture that made him look like he’d been somebody. Not tall, but upright. The kind of upright that wasn’t physical—it was behavioral. He wore a plain navy polo and khakis that had been ironed, and he hit balls with a seven-iron at a pace that suggested he wasn’t trying to get anywhere.

Miles was two bays over, working through a large bucket with the aggressive energy of a man who believed that power was the point of a golf swing. He’d been hooking left all evening, and the harder he swung the worse it got.

“You’re gripping it like you’re trying to choke it,” the old man said.

Miles looked over. The man hadn’t turned his head. He was still looking downrange, lining up his next shot.

“Excuse me?” Miles said.

“Your grip.” The man swung. The ball rose in a clean arc, landed softly, and stopped. “You’re strangling the club. The tighter you hold it, the less control you have. It’s counterintuitive, but it’s true.”

Miles looked down at his hands. His knuckles were white. He loosened his fingers slightly, teed another ball, and swung. The ball still hooked, but less.

“A little more,” the man said. “You want to hold it like you’re holding a bird. Firm enough that it doesn’t fly away. Gentle enough that you don’t kill it.”

Miles tried again. This time the ball went straight. Not far, but straight.

“There it is,” the man said, and went back to his own bucket.

Miles nodded. He wasn’t used to taking advice from strangers, but there was something about the way the man offered it—without looking for credit, without waiting for a thank you—that made it easy to accept.

They hit in silence for a while. The September air was starting to cool, and the range lights had come on, casting everything in that amber half-glow that made the grass look like a painting. Miles finished his bucket first and stood there for a moment, watching the old man work through his last few balls. Each one landed in roughly the same spot, within a ten-yard circle, as if he’d drawn a target out there and was filling it in.

“You play a lot?” Miles asked.

“Every week for thirty years,” the man said. “Never got much better. But I never came for the golf.”

“What’d you come for?”

The man smiled and didn’t answer right away. He hit his last ball—another clean arc, another soft landing—and set the club against the divider.

“The range is one of the only places left where strangers still talk to each other,” he said. “You don’t get that at the grocery store anymore. You don’t get it in an elevator. But you put two men next to each other with a bucket of balls and nothing but grass in front of them, and eventually somebody says something.” He looked at Miles for the first time. “Like I just did about your grip.”

Miles laughed. “Fair enough. I’m Miles.”

“Vernon,” the man said. They shook hands. Vernon’s grip was exactly what Miles expected—firm, brief, and warm. “What do you do, Miles?”

“I sell cars. Maddox Motors, over on Clement.”

“Maddox,” Vernon said, nodding. “I know it. You any good?”

“Top of the board three out of the last four quarters,” Miles said. He didn’t mean for it to sound like a résumé, but it did. It always did. He’d been saying that line so long it had become a reflex.

“Three out of four,” Vernon repeated. “That’s a strong record. Let me ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“Your last sale today. Walk me through it.”

Miles didn’t have to think hard. It was still fresh. A young couple, late twenties, came in looking at a used Honda CR-V. They were nervous—first big purchase together. Miles had picked up on the guy’s anxiety immediately: the fidgeting, the way he kept checking his phone for rate comparisons. So Miles disarmed him. Talked to the girlfriend first, made her feel included, which relaxed the guy. Then he anchored the price high, let them negotiate down to the number he’d planned all along, and closed with the extended warranty pitch. Signed by four-thirty. Easy.

“Sounds like a clean close,” Vernon said.

“Textbook,” Miles said.

Vernon picked up his club again and tapped it lightly against the mat, not swinging, just thinking.

“Let me ask you one more thing,” he said. “And take your time with it.”

“All right.”

“That couple. When they drove off the lot—did they leave wanting to come back? Or did they just want to leave?”

Miles opened his mouth to answer, and nothing came out.

It wasn’t that the question was hard. It was that he’d never considered it. Not once, in over four hundred cars, had he ever thought about what happened in the customer’s mind after the paperwork was signed. The sale was the finish line. Everything after that was someone else’s department.

Vernon watched him, not unkindly.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Vernon said. He slid his iron into a worn leather bag that looked older than Miles. “But I’ll tell you something that took me about forty years to learn, so I’ll save you some time.”

He zipped the bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“Most people think the sale is the thing. The close. The signature. The transaction.” He said the word transaction the way someone might say infection—clinical, slightly distasteful. “But the transaction is just the receipt. It’s the proof that something already happened. The real thing—the thing that actually determines whether that couple comes back, whether they send their cousin, whether they mention your name at a cookout three years from now—that’s not on any receipt. That’s on a different document entirely.”

“What document?” Miles asked.

“The ledger,” Vernon said. “Everyone keeps one. They don’t write it down, but it’s in there.” He tapped his temple. “Every interaction you’ve ever had with another human being is either a deposit or a withdrawal. Most people only make withdrawals. They take the close, take the sale, take the favor—and they think they’re winning because the register’s ringing. But the ledger knows the truth. And the ledger always comes due.”

Miles stood there with his driver in his hand, feeling oddly exposed. Like someone had opened a drawer he didn’t know he had and pointed at what was inside.

“So what’s a deposit?” he asked.

Vernon was already walking toward the parking lot. He turned, just slightly, and said over his shoulder:

“What I just did about your grip.”

And then he was gone.

•  •  •
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Miles drove home that night with the radio off, which was unusual for him. He was a music-on, windows-down, phone-buzzing kind of driver—always moving, always connected, always performing even when no one was watching. But tonight the silence felt necessary, like his mind needed the room.

Did they leave wanting to come back, or did they just want to leave?

He ran the question through every sale he could remember. The ones that went smooth. The ones that went sideways. The ones where the customer tried to walk and Miles pulled them back with a discount or a guilt trip or a ticking-clock story about another buyer who was supposedly coming in tomorrow. He’d always measured his success by the number on the board. Units moved. Gross profit. Commission earned. Those were the only numbers that mattered.

But Vernon was talking about a different number. A number that didn’t show up on any board. A number that lived in the space between people—in the aftertaste of a handshake, in the feeling a person carried with them when they walked away from you.

Miles had never counted that number. He didn’t even know it existed until an hour ago.

He pulled into his apartment complex and sat in the car for a moment. The engine ticked as it cooled. Through the windshield, he could see the light from his neighbor’s television flickering against their curtains. Somewhere a dog barked twice and stopped.

He thought about the couple from today. The Honda CR-V. The guy’s nervous hands. The girlfriend’s polite smile. He had read them perfectly—he knew that. He had maneuvered the conversation exactly where it needed to go. He had closed.

But for the first time, closing didn’t feel like enough.

Because Vernon was right about one thing, even if Miles wasn’t ready to admit all of it yet: he had no idea what that couple said about him after they left. He had no idea if his name would ever come out of their mouths again. He had taken the sale, and the sale was over, and there was nothing connecting him to those people anymore.

The transaction was complete. But the ledger—whatever that meant—was empty.

Miles sat with that feeling for a long time.

Then he went inside and wondered if Vernon would be at bay fourteen on Tuesday.

•  •  •
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Reflection Questions


• Think about your last significant interaction—professional or personal. Was it a deposit or a withdrawal?

• Who in your life would you describe as ‘good people’? What did they do to earn that? Did they ever ask for it?

• If your customers, colleagues, or friends were keeping a ledger on you, what would the balance look like today?


The Deposit Challenge


Before you go to sleep tonight, think of one person you interacted with today purely as a transaction. Tomorrow, find a way to make a deposit with that person—with no agenda attached.
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