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      For my mother and father


   

      AUTHOR'S NOTE


      Spent is a work of nonfiction. Certain names and identifying details have been changed.

      


   

      One


      BARNEYS, BERGDORF’S, BLOOMINGDALE’S
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      I used shopping to avoid myself. I used shopping to define myself. And at some point, I realized that I was no longer consuming;

         I was just being consumed. When I stood in the lingerie department of Barneys, flanked by rows of candy-colored Cosabella

         thongs and Ripcosa tank tops, and couldn’t remember how I got there, I knew I was in trouble.

      


      That was back at the turn of the millennium, when life couldn’t have been better, but when I knew that something was going

         terribly wrong. Why was I standing in Barneys in a stupor? Why was I buying twenty pairs of underwear?

      


      “Can I help you?” said the salesperson.


      “Yes, I want one in every color.”


      And then the walk home, the strange feeling of not wanting what I now had: twenty Cosabella thongs wrapped in whisper-thin

         tissue paper at the bottom of a black Barneys shopping bag.

      


      I returned to my apartment and threw the bag in the back of the closet, where other discarded purchases were already marooned.


      But, by all appearances, life was good. I was living in Manhattan and had a career as a freelance writer. I was engaged to

         a wealthy European businessman, and we had two homes, two cars, and an abundance of friends. My closet was full of beautiful

         things to wear, and there were all kinds of places to wear them.

      


      It was the late 1990s—the age of “irrational exuberance”—and everyone was irrational; everyone was exuberant; everyone was

         shopping. Why not me? What could be wrong with that? Shopping almost felt mandatory in Manhattan. Just outside my front door

         was a veritable candy land: Tiffany’s, Chanel, Louis Vuitton, Manolo Blahnik, Bulgari, Takashimaya, Bonwit Teller, Prada,

         Linda Dresner, Emporio Armani, Tod’s, Nike, Burberry’s—and my three favorite department stores: Barneys, Bergdorf’s, and Bloomingdale’s.

      


      Let me give the geography because junkies are always concerned with logistics: Bergdorf’s was the closest of my beloved retail

         fixes, about a six-minute walk from the luxury high-rise tower in which I lived. Barneys was next, about a ten-minute walk

         depending on the route I’d take. Bloomingdale’s could be reached in fifteen minutes at a good clip.

      


      Of the three, Barneys on Madison Avenue was the one I liked best. Barneys was modern, fresh, and white walled. Stepping into

         Barneys always felt a bit like boarding a spaceship. Sometimes I felt there was a distinct atmospheric change, a subtle barometric

         shift that seemed to occur in the small vestibule that led from the street to the store. Consequently, everything for sale

         at Barneys carried an aura of specialness, even otherworldliness. When I was strolling alone around Barneys, the world outside

         ceased to exist.

      


      I could spend hours anchored in the shoe department. The salesman knew me by name. I knew his too. John had been selling me

         shoes for years. We first met when he was working at the downtown Barneys on 17th Street. It goes back that far, perhaps to

         the late eighties. He was always friendly and seemed to enjoy his job, but what he really wanted to do was bake cookies. I

         confided that I wanted to become a writer.

      


      This is what happens when you spend a lot of time shopping: You get to know sales associates, and they get to know you. Sometimes

         you end up receiving handwritten notes in the mail, informing you of the arrival of a new collection or inviting you to a

         private sale. You get Christmas cards too.

      


      At Bergdorf’s I never knew anybody on the selling floor by name. I liked to float through the store and not speak. I felt

         intimidated there and slightly out of my league. Pretending to be born and bred Bergdorf’s was something of a private fantasy

         for me. It must have been a New York thing. I didn’t enjoy shopping at Bergdorf’s as much as at Barneys, but Bergdorf’s had

         an air of superiority. Even pushing my way through the heavy, gilded revolving door felt like an initiation rite. Getting

         my hair cut and colored on the light-filled top floor at the John Barrett Salon was the closest I ever came to feeling like

         the “real deal”: a Bergdorf blonde.

      


      At Bloomingdale’s I could indulge my most secret self. I had a history at Bloomingdale’s because that is where I had shopped

         with my mother and where I could always return to dive into the folds of my past. As I came to realize, my shopping habit

         had deep roots. The memory of shopping with my mother is a touchstone.

      


      I used shopping to avoid myself.


      At the end of the twentieth century, as the Y2K bug was threatening to sour the big party, as New York’s dot-com bubble was

         growing and Wall Street mavericks were riding roughshod through town, guns blazing, I was waking up from my big sleep, my

         stupor, my sidestepping grief.

      


      Who was I?


      I was a woman living in Manhattan. I was a creature with a cultivated appearance. Everything about me was carefully calibrated.

         Tips and cues were dictated by the pages of fashion magazines; I tried to follow them meticulously. My regimen included Pilates

         classes, yoga, and core fusion. The resulting body was taut and toned, rope muscled and fine. My skin also was polished and

         buffed like a brand-new automobile; it caught the light and glowed. This was the expensive appearance, the shopper’s appearance,

         because shopping was an essential part of the lifestyle. If you didn’t look the part, the sales associates wouldn’t take you

         seriously. It was the acceptable appearance, because on any given day, as the sun came slanting down New York’s grid of corridors,

         hundreds of women who looked just like me could be seen scampering to and fro clutching shopping bags.

      


      Looking back, I realize that I must have joined that team as a sleepwalker. At the time, I had no recollection of how I got

         there. I only know that I awoke one day to find my closet filled with the right kinds of suits—Prada, Armani, Calvin Klein,

         Jil Sander—and the right kinds of shoes with heart-stabbing heels, the type that made my legs look just right, like magic.

         (It’s all about illusion.) And in my bathroom cabinet, there were the right kinds of creams: the Laszlo Night Serum, the Crème

         de la Mer, the regenerating fluid, the Clinique soap, the vitamin C rejuvenating gel, the whitening toothpaste, and the amino

         acids with strange-sounding names.

      


      I awoke one day with the realization that the only way I could have acquired all these accoutrements of the cultivated appearance

         was by having shopped for them. Therefore, I must have been shopping for a very long time.

      


      So that is how, one glorious, sunny Tuesday afternoon, I found myself in Barneys and couldn’t remember how I got there. Where

         I should have been was home finishing a story about the fashion photographer Michael Thompson. I had interviewed Thompson

         at a downtown studio where he was photographing Halle Berry for Revlon. It was my prize interview, hard-won from the clutches

         of another writer. But now the story was overdue, and I… well, I was standing awestruck in the lingerie department.

      


      I was staring at the Cosabella panties.


      There must have been twenty colors or even more. There were so many delectable colors: Tang orange, bubble gum pink, grape,

         lemon, Astroturf green, lipstick red, fuchsia, lavender, blush, and café au lait. Some Ripcosa tank tops in white and black

         were dangling from a railing just above the panties, and I asked for three of those. “Two in black and one in white, please.”

      


      Thongs and tanks—an army of undies surrounded me. There were also brassieres and bustiers, camisoles and cotton pajama tops,

         satin lounging robes and silk tap pants. And it was all there to be bought. I was there to buy. That’s where I was when I

         should have been at home working.

      


      I watched as the salesperson carefully checked the label of each pair of panties, and I felt as if a helium balloon was being

         inflated inside my head. It took up the space where my brain was supposed to be. I could have floated to the ceiling and stayed

         there for an eternity, hovering above the lingerie department, because I felt a kind of high at the thought of purchasing

         all those panties.

      


      But as I walked home that day, I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore. I only knew that I was slipping. It was impossible to

         imagine how far the slide would be or how hard the landing. I definitely didn’t know where it would end. I only knew that

         I had started to experience something troubling and inexplicable.

      


      What was this shopping itch that had begun to appear with regularity? It was like an alien being that tapped into my psyche

         and told me to stop everything I was doing in order to shop. Even though shopping was a routine part of my life, this itch

         felt different. It demanded to be scratched. When the itch would return, the only thing to relieve it was a purchase. I had

         begun to shop like someone on autopilot, purchasing impulsively, mindlessly. These shopping episodes were followed by regret

         and sadness—sometimes so profound that I couldn’t breathe, as if something heavy had settled on my chest and couldn’t be moved.

      


      I had loved shopping since I was a young girl. What could be wrong with shopping? When I was in my teens, it hardly seemed

         possible that something as pleasurable, as innocuous—one of the most ordinary of pastimes—could wreak havoc with my life.

      


      When I got home that day, I opened my closet door and was confronted with the contents. There were my beautiful suits, my

         columns of cashmere sweaters, stacks of T-shirts and summer dresses. Everything was in its place. But at the back of the closet,

         there was a growing pile of unopened shopping bags. One bag contained a $500 denim jacket; another had three pairs of yoga

         pants. I threw in the glossy black bag from Barneys and shut the door.

      


      Shopping was my escape, my friend, my balm, my release, my pacifier, my pleasure, my secret, my pastime, my kill time, my

         fantasy, my reality, my recreation, my therapy, my drug, my stimulant, my lover, my memory, my link with the past, my trip

         to the future.

      


      Was it also my addiction?


   

      Two


      ONIOMANIA AND ME
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      Oniomania is the clinical name for the compulsive desire to shop. While it may seem like a recent phenomenon, the term was coined by

         German psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin in 1915. The word shopaholic dates back to 1984, having first appeared in an article in the Washington Post, defending Diana, Princess of Wales, who was rumored to have had an excessive shopping habit. The article vehemently dismissed

         such speculation as “absolute rubbish.” It wasn’t until 1991 that the term compulsive shopper came into use. And in 1995 extreme shopper showed up in print.

      


      When I first started reading about compulsive shopping in various books and magazines, I was surprised to learn that Mary

         Todd Lincoln was a shopping addict. It has been said that she purchased eighty-four pairs of gloves in less than a month.

      


      History, it turns out, is sprinkled with famous shopping personalities from Marie Antoinette to Imelda Marcos and William

         Randolph Hearst. Another first lady, Jacqueline Kennedy, was also known for such indulgences, particularly in French fashion.

         In a letter to French couturier Oleg Cassini, she expresses a wish for the designer to dress her but explains that she doesn’t

         want to become a modern Marie Antoinette or be “plagued by fashion stories of a sensational nature” or be seen to be “buying

         too much.” Kennedy may have had good reason to be coy. She was committed to wearing American-made fashion, but her love of

         French couture could have been perceived as a betrayal.

      


      Today, celebrities routinely discuss their excessive purchases with little concern about being judged. Victoria Beckham is

         said to be a self-confessed shopaholic who flaunts her collection of more than one hundred Hermès handbags. Actresses such

         as Sarah Jessica Parker, Kate Hudson, and Lindsay Lohan are noted for owning hundreds of pairs of jeans and shoes. And Serena

         Williams sounds distinctly modern when she recounts her battle with compulsive online shopping in a 2001 interview with CBC

         Sports. Williams admits to having shopped online for up to six hours a day. “Every day I was in my room, and I was online,”

         she told CBC. “I wasn’t able to stop, and I bought, bought, bought, bought, bought.”

      


      Still, the most intriguing compulsive shopper may have been Andy Warhol. “Buying is much more American than thinking,” he

         wrote. He embodied this philosophy, regularly enlisting friends to accompany him to sales, auctions, flea markets, and department

         stores. He even enjoyed hearing about other people’s shopping trips, often requesting details: where, what, when, and why.

      


      When he died in 1987, hundreds of shopping bags containing things that had never been used or worn were found in his apartment.

         And in 1989 Simon Doonan, creative director of Barneys, paid homage to Warhol the compulsive shopper by re-creating a portion

         of his posthumously discovered stash for the windows of the trendy department store. Doonan’s display featured, among other

         things, Barbie dolls, vintage pornographic magazines, cookie jars, and an avalanche of shopping bags. In 1997, almost a full

         decade later, Doonan was asked to reproduce the window display for The Warhol Look / Glamour, Style, Fashion exhibition at

         New York’s Whitney Museum of American Art.

      


      What could be so compelling about the detritus of Warhol’s shopaholic habits?


      To my mind, Warhol seemed to instinctively understand the importance of “stuff” in American culture. He had described department

         stores as museums and expressed his belief that the people who had the biggest fame were those who had their names on stores.

         “The people with very big stores named after them are the ones I’m really jealous of,” he wrote.

      


      Warhol’s art and shopping revolved around the fluid nature of identity and a desire for transcendence. My own relationship

         to shopping, with all its implications of going beyond one’s ordinary boundaries, may have represented a tangible link to

         that desire.
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      My first memorable shopping trip was to downtown Brooklyn’s Abraham & Straus department store to purchase bell-bottom trousers.

         I was seven years old. My grandmother, a consummate gift giver, was taking me on this shopping adventure along with my best

         friend Christine. The trip culminated in the purchase of two identical pairs of plaid wool bell-bottoms: one for me, one for

         Christine. On the bus ride home I remember clutching the bag in my tiny fist.

      


      If it’s true that all addicts store up their firsts—first sip, first snort, first bet—then maybe this shopping trip registers

         as a first for me. It was a moment so rich with meaning that decades later, at age thirty-eight, I would find myself standing

         in a downtown Manhattan clothing boutique, transfixed by a pair of bell-bottom trousers, in a plaid of autumnal shades, in

         wool, just like my first memorable pair. I would have to buy them.

      


      Our family of five lived in a small apartment in Fort Greene, Brooklyn. Space always seemed to be tight, and so was money.

         I wasn’t aware of being either rich or poor, but I knew that I had to share a bedroom with my brothers Francis and Stephan,

         and that this had something to do with the fact that we couldn’t afford a larger apartment. I would have preferred to have

         a bedroom of my own.

      


      My brothers were typical boys, and I, being the youngest, often ended up taking the brunt of their rambunctious behavior.

         They tried to suffocate me with pillows and make me their slave. Stephan, the eldest, forced me to feed him grapes and massage

         his feet. Francis, who was only a year older than me, was less demanding and more of an accomplice for me. Together we enjoyed

         some mischievous moments, but most of the time I was quiet and tried to keep to myself.

      


      My withdrawal wasn’t only to seek refuge from my brothers.


      In addition to getting my first memorable trousers at the age of seven, I was diagnosed with a condition known as amblyopia,

         or “lazy eye,” and given a prescription for glasses—and a black eye patch, like a pirate’s. From that point on, I became isolated

         and sought refuge in books and in my clothes.

      


      I cannot think back to that time without remembering the force with which the ocular accessories changed my feelings about

         myself. To my seven-year-old mind, they instantly rendered me homely, like a reverse fairy tale: the swan that turns into

         the ugly duckling. One day I was a pretty little girl, the next I was a freak, teased mercilessly at school and even at home.

         “Men never make passes at girls who wear glasses,” my father taunted, oblivious to the trauma those words stirred in me. Would

         no man want to marry me? What would I do? If I could not be a wife, what would I become?

      


      The person I wanted to become was my mother. My mother entranced me. She was tall, elegant, and always seemed to be dressed

         for a costume party. Her clothes were exquisite and sometimes exotic. There is a photograph of me—around age eight—gazing

         with admiration at my mother, who was dressed like a Russian princess. In the photo, she is wearing a white satin blouse with

         a Cossack neck, and her hands are clasped inside a fur muff. In another photo, she is dressed like a barmaid in a saloon,

         her long black hair piled high on her head, and her petticoat hiked to reveal a satin garter. I also remember her wearing

         an orange Betsey Johnson blouse with a moon-and-stars print. She wore that blouse with black satin palazzo pants. She would

         prance around the apartment in those pants, which seemed wide enough to sweep the floors. But the apartment was small and

         the pants were large, and they made her seem too big to fit in the confines of the space.

      


      In a spool of memories I keep of my mother, I see her warmth and love and patience. She was kind and sensitive to my needs

         but not always with me. She was physically present, but there was something about her that remained remote, impossible to

         reach. I felt I was forever bumping against this impossibility, as if it were an actual barrier, a wall of glass.

      


      Today, when I read accounts from therapists who explain that compulsive disorders (one of which is shopping addiction) may

         be linked to some lack in the earliest stages of development, perhaps even infancy, I wonder if this doesn’t concern my own

         history. Did my mother’s remoteness represent such a lack? The kind of lack that those same therapists say can lead to an

         emotional emptiness that can only be assuaged by shopping?

      


      I remember my mother constantly buying me clothing, but this can’t be entirely true. My father was a blue-collar worker, an

         installer for AT&T, and his paycheck didn’t allow for such extravagances. My mother was a homemaker.

      


      Yet, even in photographs, I see myself as a well-dressed child. But perhaps I have infused my wardrobe with extra meaning,

         thinking of it as an important link between my mother and me.

      


      Her taste in clothing was sophisticated and refined, and this didn’t always sit well with me. For my First Holy Communion,

         I wanted a frothy concoction, a dress with petticoats, ribbons, and lace. My mother insisted on a simple column dress in white

         crystal-pleated chiffon. Years later, I would look at that dress and appreciate its elegance, but at the time I felt like

         a loser. There I was, wearing a dress that fell to my knees in a tragic straight line, while all the other girls wore elaborate

         confections.

      


      For Easter, she bought me beautiful spring coats; one in champagne-colored silk faille with a paisley-print lining is etched

         in my mind.

      


      My mother had always picked out clothing for me, but when we finally moved from the apartment in Brooklyn to a house on Staten

         Island, I wanted to choose my own things. My tastes weren’t as refined as my mother’s. I insisted on a bright kelly green

         wrap coat that I wore with an equally garish green beret. For my friend Diane’s birthday party, I picked out a white angel-sleeved

         blouse, ruched at the bodice, and paired it with grape-colored crushed-velvet hot pants. At the party, I felt sassy enough

         to take off my glasses, gossip about boys, and sing aloud to Tony Orlando and Dawn’s “Knock Three Times.” And then, there

         were the Pocahontas-style knee-high suede boots that I spotted in the window of Thom McAn. I begged my mother to buy them

         for my birthday. She did. They were presented in a large, unwieldy box. I was ecstatic.

      


      Among this clutch of memorable shopping trips and their bounty, there was only one bad moment. The day our family was due

         to embark on a summer vacation, my mother realized that I needed a new swimsuit. She asked my father to take me to a children’s

         clothing store, a mom-and-pop place that I felt I’d definitely outgrown. I was eleven and starting to develop. I did not want

         to buy a bathing suit at the kiddie shop, nor did I want my father to oversee the purchase.

      


      As a child, I found my father aloof, authoritative, and inscrutable. As far back as I can remember, he wore tinted eyeglasses

         that seemed to exaggerate his air of mystery. I was always trying to look into my father’s eyes, to gauge what he was thinking

         or feeling, but the tinted lenses of his glasses always obscured that view. I still cannot describe the color of my father’s

         eyes.

      


      That day as I stood before the circular rack of colorful swimsuit choices, I was paralyzed. As usual, I couldn’t see my father’s

         eyes, but I felt his impatience and awkwardness like a shroud. Impulsively, I grabbed a suit off the carousel rack—a bland

         two-piece the color of an eggplant—and trudged into the dressing room. I changed and then stood there, frozen, until my father’s

         booming voice beckoned me. To have him size me up in that suit, assess my choice, and perhaps even question it was almost

         too much to take. I hated the suit but couldn’t bring myself to say so.

      


      Luckily, he must have felt my anxiety. “Does it fit?” he asked kindly.


      “Yes,” I whimpered.


      I disliked shopping with my father but had no complaints about receiving gifts from him. Those moments were rare but memorable.

         One time, it was a pale green cardigan sweater that was presented in a clear, plastic wrapper. I opened the plastic, took

         the sweater out, and held it up so it could unfold. Its buttons had the word Bayer etched into their surface, and for some reason this delighted me. It made me think of the aspirin.

      


      Another day my father returned home from work with a white shoe box that looked slightly battered. My mother presented it

         to me, saying, “Here, try these on.” I took the box in my hands and placed it on the floor. Then, dropping down on one knee

         like a knight, I lifted the slightly torn lid. Inside was the most beautiful pair of shoes I had ever seen: sky blue suede,

         open-toed wedgies with an ankle strap and a silver buckle. I immediately knew that the shoes hadn’t been meant for me at all.

         Who would buy a pair of shoes like that for an eleven-year-old? They were probably for my mother but the wrong size. I didn’t

         dare question; I only wanted to get them on my feet.

      


      I lifted one shoe from the box as if it were a small, delicate bird, and brushed my hand along the nap of the suede. I kicked

         off my slippers, so I could quickly try them on. I had difficulty fastening the straps, and my father helped me.

      


      Of course, they were too big but only slightly. I wobbled around for a moment before my mother, with a sigh, declared them

         “not my size.”

      


      “I’ll grow into them,” I insisted, trying to convince my mother that they had to be mine. “Please, don’t give them to anyone

         else,” I begged.

      


      She didn’t. She put them on the floor of her closet, where they would be kept safely for me. In the months that followed,

         I tried those shoes on at least once a week. Finally, almost a full year later, they fit. I fastened the delicate strap over

         my skinny ponylike ankles and practiced walking around my mother’s bedroom.

      


      I studied my feet and my legs in the mirror that was affixed to the back of the bedroom door. I was in love with those shoes

         and in love with myself wearing them. They were the most exquisite items of clothing I had ever seen. For an entire summer

         I paraded up and down Locust Avenue teetering on the high wedgies. I climbed telephone poles in them. I shielded them from

         splashes of the swimming pool’s chlorinated water. And I tucked them back into their box every evening.

      


      It was in the mid-1970s that I entered junior high school, and for me the lure of recognizable name brands was just beginning.


      I was under the spell of Huckapoo shirts and marshmallows, those horribly clunky shoes with the spongy white soles. I paired

         my caramel-colored marshmallows with a pair of blue Dickies men’s work pants and a stretch terry-cloth polo shirt with short

         sleeves and a striped collar. I longed to own a pair of lofty platform sandals from Goody Two Shoes.

      


      When a Landlubber jeans shop opened just around the corner from Egbert Junior High, in New Dorp, Staten Island, I was one

         of the first to rush over and stand, awestruck, in front of the shop’s floor-to-ceiling wall display. I had never seen jeans

         presented that way before, and I remember being amused as I watched the salesgirl mount a tall, wheeled ladder, like the ones

         used in a library, to retrieve pairs of jeans from the highest shelf. Every pair of jeans was five dollars, and I had begged

         my mother to give me ten dollars so I could buy two pairs. My new jeans replaced the Dickies, and a pair of leather loafer

         wedgies replaced the marshmallows.

      


      And then I discovered boys and makeup and shoplifting.


      The summer before high school, I began to steal. It was a summer marked by listlessness and boredom as well as anxiety. High

         school seemed daunting and scary, and in order to relieve some of this tension, my girlfriend Lori and I began to spend time

         around the local pool hall. There, we befriended a group of equally listless and anxious teenage boys, one of whom—a shy,

         skinny boy named Gino—became my first boyfriend. We fell into “couple” status in a typically lazy, adolescent way: one night

         Gino put his arm around me as we walked toward the movie theater, and from that moment on, we were a pair.

      


      Gino and I spent a lot of time at the pool hall, and he taught me how to play eight-ball. When I grew tired of that, he began

         to teach me how to shoplift. It started with record albums—Elton John, Pink Floyd’s Wish You Were Here—but quickly progressed to small cosmetic items like Love’s Baby Soft body spray and Lip Smacker lip gloss. Inevitably, it

         extended to clothing.

      


      Garber’s was an expensive department store in town, a family-owned place, and that was where I found myself hankering to steal.

         Garber’s had exquisite clothing and the best shoe department; the seats were plush and the salesmen wore suit jackets. My

         mother shopped there on occasion but not very often.

      


      The first thing I lifted from Garber’s was a red shirt with a row of mother-of-pearl buttons and short puffed sleeves. Grabbing

         the shirt from the hanger, I stuffed it into the front of my denim jacket and bolted, propelled by a rush of adrenaline, out

         the store’s back exit. I ran through the parking lot, past the Pizza Clown restaurant, and up to the boulevard, my heart beating

         like a jackrabbit’s. I double-checked to be sure that the shirt was still in my jacket, tucked close to my chest, as if it

         were a precious, delicate kitten.

      


      Later my mother noticed the shirt and asked where it came from. I told her it was a gift from my friend Lori.


      But my shoplifting career came to an abrupt end on an early-winter day when I tried to steal several pairs of jeans in one

         go. It was my friend Lori who egged me on. “It’s easy,” she said. “You just take as many pairs as possible into the dressing

         room, put on two pairs, then your own jeans over them. Before anyone knows what’s missing, you’ll be out the door.”

      


      It sounded simple, but I should have known better. I didn’t have the confidence of a criminal. I followed her instructions

         but was collared as I walked awkwardly toward the back exit. The store manager decided to call the police. The police in turn

         summoned my mother.

      


      My mother showed up at the store looking frazzled and concerned rather than angry, and this stabbed right through me. I never

         imagined that she wouldn’t be angry. I almost would have preferred to see her angry. But there she was, oozing love and thoughtfulness.

         There she was, wearing her cheap rabbit-fur chubby jacket, the one pieced together from different-colored scraps, like a calico

         cat.

      


      Her hair was wrapped in a turban, and she wore bright red lipstick that amplified the paleness of her skin. She was regal

         and elegant, and she looked younger than her years. In fact, she was beautiful. But it was the coat that caught my eye. In

         my rebellious adolescent mind, that cheap fur coat telegraphed an entire world of information. Already I was acutely aware

         of the status messages relayed by clothing. My mother’s coat only seemed to bring attention to the fact that she couldn’t

         afford a proper fur coat. In my fourteen-year-old mind, this was something to be ashamed of.

      


      In that split second, I saw the entire tunnel of her existence come into view. Her past seemed to stretch right into my future.

         In that moment, I realized that I wanted to be exactly like my mother and nothing like my mother. And this confused me. I

         just sat there, numb.

      


      I sat there surrounded by the swanky sales staff of Garber’s who wore smug smiles and fancy collar brooches. I sat there surrounded

         by the weary police officers who, with heads bowed, scribbled into their notepads. And there was my mother in her fur chubby—even

         the name made me cringe—bell-bottom jeans, and high-heeled boots.

      


      I wanted to explain myself. I wanted to explain why I had been shoplifting. I wanted to explain how confused I was about life,

         boys, love, fear, desire. How confused I was by my own burgeoning yet ill-defined identity. But any words I may have wanted

         to speak that day just hung in the back of my throat. I watched my mother sign the police officer’s notepad, and his nod indicating

         that she could take me home.

      


      After that I never shoplifted again.


      Instead, I ran away from home.


      I ran away with Gino, who somehow convinced me that this act of rebellion would help me resolve my confusion. We hid in the

         shell of a furniture store that was being built on Hylan Boulevard, just down the street from where I lived.

      


      We perched ourselves on a steel girder, and I allowed him to kiss me. I wondered where the limits were. Where did I start?

         Where did I end? I didn’t know. My own questions felt out of the scope of what I could deal with.
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      Gino and I stayed at the construction site all night. In the morning, I climbed down from the girder and walked up the street

         to my house, arriving at the back porch like a stray dog.

      


      My mother was one of the easiest people in the world to speak to. She was a good listener, nonjudgmental and wise. She always

         had helpful advice and dispensed it generously. Friends, both mine and my brothers’, spent inordinate amounts of time hanging

         around our house. They liked the easy atmosphere, and they often confided in her.

      


      Still, I didn’t feel I could go to my mother with my own adolescent confusions. After all, she was my mother, and my muddled emotions—I want to be exactly like my mother, and nothing like my mother—hampered my ability to relate to her with such ease. I knew my behavior was hurting my parents, and I didn’t want to continue

         doing that. Eager to cope with my troubled teenage self, I asked my parents to put me in therapy. They agreed.

      


      The next thing I knew, we were traveling twice a week to a nondescript apartment, where a homely middle-aged woman prodded

         me about my recent behavior. Her voice bothered me. She spoke too softly, and I would have to ask her to speak up. Her questions

         annoyed me; I was skeptical of their relevance. And I remember feeling superior to her because I was blond and long limbed,

         never realizing that this attitude would not help me feel better or make progress. I was the one who was in therapy. I was

         the one who couldn’t handle life. After a short time, I declared myself cured, and therapy came to an end.

      


      I latched on to fashion. I felt that through fashion I could turn fantasy into reality; things could be put in order. I concocted

         my own rituals for constructing an identity. I began to carry a copy of the book Cheap Chic, a paperback filled with images and advice on personal style and places to shop. I carried that book around the way some

         people carry the Bible. Today, it sits on my bookshelf with dog-eared pages and coffee stains on the cover.

      


      Relaxing in a lounge chair on the back lawn of our modest suburban house, I flipped through the pages of my mother’s Vogue, Cosmopolitan, and Glamour magazines, and I created versions of myself based on the glossy images before me. I dissected the photographs, absorbed and

         ingested what I saw in them. I knew the names of all the top models: Janice, Gia, Yasmin, and Kelly.

      


      I memorized the names of the photographers and the style of their images: Helmut Newton’s photographs were enigmatic tableaux;

         Francesco Scavullo’s were almost gaudily glamorous. Arthur Elgort’s were always big smiles, high energy, and wholesomeness;

         and Richard Avedon’s, with their technical precision and white backdrops, struck me as a kind of magical photographic distillation,

         a blotting out of superficial details that left the essence of the model and what she was wearing intact.

      


      I let these images imprint their messages on me even though I only understood subconsciously what those messages could be.


      But there I was, at fifteen, forming the foundation for what would become my career. I would become a fashion editor and writer

         and eventually a critic of fashion photography and would maintain an almost encyclopedic knowledge of certain fashion photographs.

      


      Did I become addicted to fashion photographs before I became addicted to shopping? Even today, when I look at fashion photographs,

         I can find them ludicrous, outrageous, and unrealistic. Yet I still feel compelled to dissect and explain them, analyze and

         understand them. I am drawn to their multilayered messages and remain at their mercy. And as much as I have come to terms

         with the impact they have had on my life, I still find myself shelling out close to twenty bucks for the latest edition of

         Vogue Italia. For a long time, I remained a slave to such images, forever measuring myself against the idealized self they represent.

      


      At fifteen, the back-to-school girl in me patiently awaited the arrival of the September Vogue, always fat as a doorstop, a how-to guide to work out the details of my personal transformation. Whenever my mother returned

         from shopping with a new magazine, I ferreted it out from the bottom of the grocery bag and immediately claimed it.

      


      Sunday mornings were devoted to my walk to the deli by the train station (no matter the weather) to purchase a copy of the

         New York Times. I wasn’t interested in the headlines; I wanted to see the newest fashion advertisements. I was especially anxious to open

         the New York Times Magazine and scrutinize the latest advertisements for designer Betsey Johnson’s Manhattan boutique, Betsey Bunky Nini. I would dream

         of the day when I could shop at Betsey Bunky Nini, and I began to fantasize about becoming a fashion designer myself.

      


      But before I was old enough to travel to Manhattan on my own, I appeased myself with shopping trips to the Staten Island Mall.


      The mall had opened in 1973, anchored by Macy’s on one end, Sears on the other. Right away, it was steeped in controversy.

         Islanders were concerned that the mall would kill off many of the mom-and-pop-type businesses in the area. They were right;

         it did. However, the mall offered something that no mom-and-pop shop could: sanctuary. The large white monolith held within

         its walls all the comforts of artificiality: plants that neither grew nor wilted; lighting that was neither too strong nor

         too weak; a perfectly controlled climate. Outside was, quite literally, the wasteland: the Fresh Kills Landfill, one of the

         world’s largest refuse depositories, was just across the road and perpetually animated by the cries of circling seagulls.
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