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The Naked Truth About Money
















Ionce saw a naked Belgian accountant carrying nothing but her purse. She made it look easy. Her money was exactly where she wanted it. I, however, used to have a much tougher time knowing where to put it. I had a surplus once and didn’t know what to make of it. I wanted to acquire that walk, that confidence, because I was determined not to make the same mistake with money again.




As host of a public radio program about money, I am asked all the time about what to do with it. During a time of great surplus for some, this is an acute occupational hazard, like that of the chiropractor at a convention of contortionists. I needed to answer the question for myself before I could have anything meaningful to say about other people’s money.




What I really wanted were street smarts, so I went out on the road. Ten trips sprinkled over sixteen months of a busy work schedule. It was to be a pilgrimage to places that evoked ten plausible ways to use a lump sum. I didn’t start out with a surplus, but I came back richer and no longer prone to breaking out in hives if I found myself in the clutches of a bonus payment, a severance check, a capital gain of one sort or another, an inheritance, a lottery win, a tax refund, or simply the realization that the passbook savings account finally contains some serious money.




I had figured a personal finance pilgrimage would be an amusing and productive way to “Do the Knowledge,” as London cabbies refer to their apprenticeship in that city’s confounding, gridless geography. It would be less painful than going to business school, given my math scores. It would be a pilgrimage to see what other folks were doing with their money as the century closed with a boom and to explore those possibilities in three dimensions, not just as data on one of my flat market screens. A pilgrimage, because you hear stories and because strange things happen, perhaps an encounter with another naked accountant.




Let me say more about the first accountant because it was she who got me going down this path. I didn’t know her well, but I am convinced of one thing. There is no chance she would ever have broken out in hives when presented with a surplus. And she despised me for even needing to ask. Just where is the best place to put your money? That question became especially urgent for me as I, too, stood naked in the middle of a French town.




I had been passing through France when an editor for my program,Marketplace, telephoned with an oddly incomplete assignment. The mayor of a French seaside village would be expecting me at ten the following morning. The normal set of follow-up questions were met with suspicious pauses and dissembling.




“The story? You’ll figure out the story when you get there.”




I felt like Robert Mitchum’s character in the noir classicOut of the Past, who tells a cabby, “I think I’m in the frame, but I still can’t see the picture.”




Cap d’Agde was just a couple of centimeters away on the Michelin map. I parked the car, grabbed a bag with a tape recorder and microphone, and then saw the sign:“Nudité Obligatoire.” Obligatory nudity, no ifs, ands, or buts. I was in a town, population 20,000 in the summer, where no one wears clothes. It was not a nudist colony in the traditional sense but rather an entire nudist city. I swallowed hard, for when in Rome . . . .




The interview with the naturist quarter’s ranking official was memorable. There was no air conditioning in the mayor’s office, and the Naugahyde chairs seemed to belch rudely when brushed by my bare thighs. In the nudesupermarché, shoppers skated clear of the waste-high frozen-food section. In the one-star restaurant, diners with cloth napkins stretched primly across their loins enjoyed a three-course seafood lunch. Here was the real horror of the situation: French health and safety regulations allowed me to be naked, but not the waiters, bank clerks, or shop assistants. You haven’t seen a French waiter really condescend until you are sitting there in the altogether trying to order thecrudité . I am not ashamed of the human form, but it was all so incongruous.




But the most perverse moment for me was changing money in the naked financial institution, Banque Dupuy, Perseval. It was like my recurring nightmare: I stand up to do my solo and find the rest of the orchestra is in black tie while I am wearing only a black tie.




My challenge was figuring out how to “cover” this story. As the saying goes, there are a thousand untold stories in the naked city, but I was desperate for just one with a business angle.




A roly-poly pair of naked elderly folks nodded politely and offered the pleasantry used by German hikers when they squeeze past you on a narrow mountain trail. A jovial Brit in a tank top and no bottoms ominously asked if I wanted to try my hand atboules .




In the midst of this, I became increasingly aware of a cramping in my right hand. I had been tightly clutching a wad of French bank notes and franc coins since entering the place sans trousers. It was the call of the elusive business angle: how does one run an economy in a place without pockets?




I began my inquiries. A T-shirt vendor suggested the old credit card in the shoe trick, only I had left my Reeboks back in the car. Merchandising and innovation proposed another solution. I could purchase a rather jaunty round-the-neck, hermetically sealed money holder, now available in three designer colors. The vendor pointed with his chin at the striking sight of a woman striding confidently down a path to the shops.




“Nowthat is where you put your money,” he said.




It was the Belgian accountant with her purse. When I say naked, that is not entirely true. She was wearing a wide-brimmed raffia sun hat, golden earrings, and golden sandals. She proved to be less eager than I for an interview about where to put money. I managed to get from her the Belgian part and the accountant part and not much more. She knew exactly what to do with money, unquestioningly. It was not just her profession; she was probably born that way. Nor was she about to discuss it with the likes of me. My lack of savoir-faire in these matters must have been plain to see. She vanished into some shops, leaving me standing there with my microphone dangling.




Chastened, I strolled down toward the beach to sort out my notes. At the edge of the boardwalk, the white heat was taking its toll on a group of naked volleyball players. The rest of the beach was packed cheek-by-jowl. For a passing moment I felt queasy forging into the crowd, unprotected as I was. Then reason prevailed. Who would notice one more pair of buttocks in a crowd this size?




Reason failed. No less than ten thousand people stopped what they were doing and watched intently as I walked from the sidewalk down to the cool sand at the water’s edge. I had no idea why I was worthy of such scrutiny. Was it my tan line? Or my “skeptical reporter” tattoo?




One tends to look inward after a near-death experience like this. It wasn’t so much the embarrassing stares on the beach. It had something to do with the Belgian accountant. She had judged me as unworthy; I could feel it. What kind of question is that, what do you do with money? It was an opening line that was doomed to fail with someone like her, someone who appeared to have the knack. I didn’t intuitively have the knack, and somehow I would have to devise a way to acquire it. The idea of a pilgrimage would not gel for several more years. At that moment I was too busy blowing the most cash I had ever seen in one place.




The cash had materialized during the George Bush administration, those dark ages before the dot-com era, a time when money had to be earned the old-fashioned way. My wife and I saved it by being cheapskates. A rented apartment. Embarrassing, collegiate-style furniture. We ate in unless an out-of-town relative with a credit card was in town. When a second job teaching a college course forced the purchase of a second car, I found an eleven-year-old thing for $800 that I could keep running by threatening it in Italian.




That is how we managed to put $17,000 into our savings account. For the first time in my life, I had a positive net worth. I was liquid. I was home free, or so I believed. But just as I thought I was crossing into the end zone to score seventeen thousand points, the game changed. Now that I had some money, what exactly was I supposed to do with it? That was when the hives started.




I imagined a financial adviser’s eyes lighting up at the sight of this little nest egg. Seventeen thousand dollars has “home mortgage down payment” written all over it. Cobble together another $2,000 and we would have had 10 percent down on perhaps a tool shed, given the real estate prices in northern California at that time. A house would bring a tax deduction. It would mean respectability. It would be the mark of a grown-up.




If I had seen fit to consult a financial adviser, I would have been asked about debt. We had very little debt. Every month our credit cards were paid down to zero and the student loans were nearly done, so debt relief wasn’t a pressing need.




The adviser might have urged me to save some taxes by opening up an Individual Retirement Account. That is, saving it for old age. But at that time the nonprofit radio station where I worked had no pension plan. I had no broker. I knew one guy who was an arbitrageur who boasted he was a personal acquaintance of Ivan Boesky. But at the time I wasn’t completely clear on what an arbitrageur did.




I did know one thing. I wanted to be a foreign correspondent when I grew up.




So my wife and I quit our jobs, sold the cars, moved with our infant son to London and blew the money in nine months.




But as our last few pence were circling the drain, a process hastened by one of the lousiest exchange rates for the dollar since the demise of the gold standard, something happened. Just about the time of the naked Belgian accountant assignment in France, other people’s money started coming in to my little overseas bureau. The enterprise blossomed, and after three years it was possible to argue that the overseas lark was a good investment. We were enriched by the travel, the chance to break old patterns and try a new way of life. It was instrumental in getting the job I have now.




This is my rationalization, anyway. It is very easy to rationalize spending money. But the fact is, I can’t prove that moving my family to London was the right thing to do with it. In other words, buyer’s remorse has set in.




I think a lot about the wisdom of blowing our nest egg the way we did, because in my job now I am surrounded by such responsible people. I spend much of my day exchanging knowledge with eminent men and women of business and finance. Talking with two or three economists and analysts a day has an effect. One day who should walk into my office but someone as confident about what do with money as the naked accountant. It happened to be a U.S. Secretary of the Treasury, Robert Rubin, in the flesh. Well, notflesh . He was wearing a suit that probably cost more than another trip to London for my whole family, and he wanted to talk about investment capital working to help inner cities. How was I to look a guy like Secretary Rubin in the eye and admit that I once flushed away on some European fling seventeen thousand of the very dollar bills that bear his signature? I was living out a version of the Mel Brooks filmYoung Frankenstein . It was as though I spent much of my life menacing the villagers, then in some kind of twisted lab experiment, I exchanged my brain with an eminent financier. In the final scene I was the monster, propped up in bed next to Madeleine Kahn, reading theWall Street Journal through banker’s spectacles.




My transformation intoHomo capitalis was nearly complete. Plugged in as I now was, I should have had all the answers. I consumed it all: live data pumped into my hands still warm from the market; electronic retrieval of nearly every English-language periodical on earth; correspondents in world hot spots just a button away; phone numbers for Wall Street sources that even their mistresses didn’t have. One would think the wisdom about what to do with money must have been hidden in this ocean of information somewhere, if only I could find it. And there is no doubt that this tidal wave of information gave me a good handle on the state of the economy, the direction of interest rates, and the ability to make the occasionally decent call when it came to picking stocks. But months of pointing and clicking yielded more data, more questions, and not much in the way of synthesis and no useful answer to the question of what should I do with the proceeds, should I ever really score on a stock. It had become obvious to me that a piece of my education was still missing. But I couldn’t just go. I needed a sign.




One day something terrifying happened at work that would be the catalyst that would push me out the door on my pilgrimage. With about a minute and a half to go before airtime, I was walking toward the studio, giving a script about the day’s financial news a final, preflight check.




“While the Dow was in the dumps,” the script read, “the gnostic was doing better, with the gnostic composite index rising 1.2 percent. . . . A gnostic trader is quoted as saying, ‘Everywhere investors look, they see reasons to buy.’ ”




I paused in midstep, about to recuse myself from further broadcasting duties that day on the grounds that I was losing my mind.




Did it really say “gnostic”?




I blinked twice and fearfully shuffled back to that page again, praying I would find instead the word “Nasdaq,” the electronic stock market run by the National Association of Securities Dealers, the NASD. But it did not say Nasdaq. Settled before the microphone, in the remaining moments left before the show’s opening gong, I was forced to go on a furious hunting expedition, crossing out as many gnostics as I could find.




“Thirty seconds,” the director said into my headphones.




“What does ‘gnostic’ mean?” I asked, pressing the intercom button. The producer’s eyes widened in panic.




“Number one, I don’t know. Number two, you’ve got ten seconds. Number three, forget gnostic, they’ll think you mean Nasdaq.”




Greek isn’t listed on my résumé as one of my languages , but I managed to recall that gnostic has something to do with knowledge, maybe self-knowledge. Somebody must be trying to tell me something with this gnostic thing, but what? It occurred to me that I could study all I wanted about money and how it works, but until I knew myself, I would never understand what to do with it.




The on-air light glowed red.




A forensic reconstruction of the events leading up to what has come to be known as the Gnostic Incident concluded it was “pilot error.” An intern had thought he was doing me a favor by running an electronic spell checker on the script displayed on my computer screen prior to its posting on our Internet site. WordPerfect’s spell checker did not recognize the word “Nasdaq.” The spell checker had taken it upon itself to make the substitution. Gnosis does mean knowledge, but the kind of intuitive knowledge that is more at home around the word “insight” than it is around the words “curriculum” and “training.” It is about coming to an understanding of yourself and then using that kind of knowledge to help interpret what is going on. It was the sign.




I concluded that it was time to get out and Do the Knowledge, just as we like to say we “Do the Numbers” on the radio program. Still, there were some practical preparations in order.




First, I had to secure an advance from a publisher to pay for the trips. Enough said.




Second, I had to arrange for some vacation time from a boss who would sooner put out his own eyes than give a fellow a day off. Actually, that was my paranoia talking. In reality, the boss turned out to be magnanimously flexible in return for me saying so here.




Third, I had to persuade my brilliant wife, Mary, to do all the research for the pilgrimage at no pay while allowing me to get all the credit. As a special bonus, she could shoulder all the extra child care duties for our three offspring during the ten times I would be away from home. That was my plan. The final bargain was if I got to do this, she got to go to an expensive graduate school.




All that remained was determining the route. A Ouija board seemed a tad random, so I combed through newspaper accounts about lottery winners for inspiration about ways to spend a surplus. Lottery winners have eclectic opinions on how to answer the legendary class of hypotheticals that includes: What if my ship comes in? What if I hit pay dirt? What if I get the Big Score? Newspapers cover this subject with loving dedication, perhaps because of the rags-to-riches human drama, perhaps because state lotteries are big newspaper advertisers. The lottery clippings that spoke the most to me fell into these categories:




	

Spend it on a shopping spree.


	

Do good.


	

Start a business.


	

Gamble with it.


	

Give it away.


	

Invest it in the markets.


	

Buy a house.


	

Go back to school.


	

Retire early.


	

Save it for a rainy day.







Once I knew the categories, the destinations for my travels would fall into place. I was summoned to a school reunion that would take me near the mother of all shopping malls, just the place to confront my own passionate impulse toward spending. Getting smart about money has to start with getting smart about consumption. I wanted to know if I could take a surplus to the mall and still get out alive.
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Going Back to Shop Class







Spending at the Mall of America,




Bloomington, Minnesota










From the clipping file:A twenty-six-year-old political science student and mother-to-be in Boise, Idaho, won more than $87 million in the eighteen-state Powerball lottery.People magazine reported she uttered the “consumerist manifesto, ‘If I want it, I’ll buy it,’ took off on a couple of shopping sprees and then settled into her new life.” October 16, 1995
















You know and I know that we would both spend a surplus if no one were looking. It might be at a car dealership, a Napa vineyard, an art auction. It might even happen at the Mall of America, which is to consumption what the Statue of Liberty is to another cherished national ideal, freedom. It is also a piece of kitsch the size of a domed stadium, and I had the chance to see it for myself at little cost, since I had a rendezvous already planned with old friends nearby anyway. I wanted to force myself to understand why I spend, what I get out of it, whether money used for immediate gratification has an acceptable rate of return.




To focus the mind, I had decided this trip needed to be a bit of an ordeal. The goal was to get in there and not spend a penny, to get the powerful forces at work in this kind of space to reveal themselves by applying some resistance. Without the control of consumption, a surplus would simply vanish and this money trip would go no further. I went to the mall to confront my demon.




Let me first tell you about the demon, then the mall. You can surmise that I got out alive because I am here to tell the tale. What you don’t know is how close it was.










It’s happening again.




I don’t drink nearly enough. I do not smoke. I have no ribald Web sites bookmarked. But I am possessed by another urge so powerful it is a wonder everyone around me isn’t inquiring why I’m so happy to see them.




A mysterious envelope has arrived and it is starting all over again. The envelope contains a check, the payment for a long-forgotten gig. Chuck Norris’s people began one of his movies with the sound of a radio to set up a plot in which Chuck and a scruffy-but-winsome dog chase terrorists. I was the voice on that radio. No pictures, no name, I didn’t even get to meet Chuck. It was all over in one take, thirteen seconds’ worth of work. Until the money arrived.




As I hold the check in my hands it starts to morph, turning from two dimensions into three and taking on weight. I seem to be holding some kind of camera, but it is much more substantial than the 35mm body I already own. I can almost smell the leather from its heaving bellows. The camera’s logo resolves out of the mist of my imagination: this isn’t a check for $500; it is a vintage Speed Graphic press camera of the sort made famous by Weegee, the celebrated forties crime photographer. If only I could run my fingers along the dimple of its four-by-five-inch back.




Now the inevitable downward spiral begins. I already know how it will play out. I will spend evenings prowling magazines and the Internet for signs of the object of my desire, ignoring the kids’ pleas for bedtime stories. I will pass restless nights planning my conquest, and if sleep comes, the press camera will even enter my dreams. I can feel myself tumbling into another one of my infatuations of Shakespearean proportions, an out-of-control, tongue-lolling, bug-eyed crush on a thing.




Talk about an all-consuming passion.




Now on the theory that everyone needs a hobby, what is the problem here? The guy works hard, so he should be able to treat himself now and then. It is not like he wants to use the money to buy crack cocaine or something.




The thing is, it is not just the camera.










I have just crossed from St. Paul to the Minneapolis side of the Mississippi River, hunting. In the cockpit of the car, I am indulging my habit of leaning on the radio’s “seek” button until something interesting happens. The readout comes to rest at 98.5 FM. A fellow is talking with great passion too close to a microphone. The ambiance suggests he is not in a studio but in some public space. The vocal range and vowels are Garrison Keillor’s, and he seems to be deep into a monologue.




“God loves YOU,” growls the voice. “But God HATES, and I mean HATES, your SIN!”




I know, I know. I try to do the right thing, Garrison, but I am weak. If I ever have money, demons seem to possess me.




It is odd that my man is on such a dogmatic riff on a weekday, but this is Minnesota. Maybe they have developed an All-Wobegon radio format for their native son. The program breaks for an announcement and it becomes clear that I’m tuned to a station run by religious folk. These are Baptists, so the voice can’t possibly belong to Keillor.




I am just sneaking off to the mall, for heaven’s sake, so why does it feel like the radio preacher has caught me doing something I oughtn’t? My immediate goal here is to find the turn for 24th Avenue South, upon which the Mall of America, the eighth wonder of the world, has been built. The Mall of America is presumably good, wholesome fun. So why all the sneaking? Why am I prepared to lie about the day if nice people inquire later about what I did on my day off in the Twin Cities? I checked, and the correct, grown-up answer would have something to do with watching a matinee at the Guthrie Theater or browsing in the Walker Art Museum. These are acceptable answers because they are defensible. I spent the money and the time at the Guthrie or the Walker to feed my soul. But what is not nearly as clear is the answer to the question that sent me on this pilgrimage: what is the return on my investment here? Once I know what I am really getting out of this, I can begin to compare shopping with other ways of using money and see how they measure up.




I am starting my pilgrimage in familiar territory. It doesn’t take a forensic accountant to figure out what I tend to do with my money. The checkbook register and the credit card statements tell the story. In so much else I proudly tell myself that I differ from the national average. I read more and watch less TV. But when the average for guys is nearly five hours of shopping a week, I’m as American as I can be. I am not even counting shopping’s virtual equivalents, provided by direct mail or online.




When you do something often enough, it becomes second nature, automatic. “Unthinking” is another way to put it. A stand-up comedian once told me what happened after he won the “$100,000 Star Search” competition. “The money justwent away ,” he confided. It wasn’t stolen. It didn’t work its way down his trouser leg through that hole he had been meaning to mend. He just found a few thousand things to buy that seemed like a good idea at the time but left little or no lasting impression. The comedian never got the chance to think about investing. After several months he was pretty much back where he’d started, with no need to embark on a money trip because there was no longer any money to consider.




It’s enough to make a financial adviser weep. If only the guy had paid himself first by putting his windfall into something better, imagine the return. If I can use this mall trip to get some insight into my own penchant for allowing money to justgo away, it will be worth the price of my plane ticket to Minnesota, and I can then begin to imagine other kinds of returns, whatever they may be.




As I follow the arrows that promise parking, I spot a woman sitting on a bench adjacent to the the giant metal spreadsheet filled with stars that marks the mall’s main entrance. She is holding her hand to her face as if to conceal tears. The woman is dwarfed by a pole supporting not a flag but a decorative piece of fabric printed with the image of a cartoon clock permanently frozen at the perfect time for shopping, 10:35A.M. If time heals all, what a nasty trick it is to stop time dead at a bad moment for the woman. It’s a foreboding sign, but I shrug it off. To my peril.










I am leaning over the railing, looking down on the Mall of America’s centerpiece, an enclosed Knott’s Camp Snoopy theme park. A carousel meshes with The Tumbler, which overlaps the mechanical balloon race. The din of the Pepsi Ripsaw rollercoaster and the windowed roof line seem very familiar. The West Market atrium was designed to look like a big European train station. You don’t even need a passport for this trip. It is a shrink-wrapped grime-free version of Paddington Station or Gare du Nord, only most of the tracks are ripped out, and those that remain are elevated and twist in a spray of directions.




I am choosing to prove my valor at the Mall of America because the mall is asking for it, begging for it. A shopping center that sets itself up as atourist destination must represent the state-of-art of what America knows about parting me from my cash. I am here to be tested, like a recovering alcoholic signing up for the single-malt tour of Scotland. If any shopping-centric experience in this country is going to pay high enough dividends to justify the cost, it has to be this one. This is, after all, the place its boosters like to compare to the Grand Canyon.




“The Mall of America has more visitors than the Grand Canyon and Disney World combined,” reads just about every bit of PR ever created for the place.




It is a riveting statement: forty million people visit the mall every year.




Go to the Canyon and you hear a common line whispered by a succession of visitors as they approach the edge and the bottom opens out into the dizzying vista: “Gosh, it makes you feel so small.” Upstairs at the mall, looking out across the grand shopping scape with credit cards in my pocket, I have the impulse to say the opposite. “Gosh, it makes me feel so powerful.”




The Mall of America, I quickly learn, offers much more than either Disney or the Grand Canyon. The Canyon, first of all, is seriously deficient in shopping opportunities. The canyon vistas are also a problem: they are impossible to properly capture and package. I imagine a sightseer sitting at her kitchen table in Winnetka trying to convince skeptical relatives that it really is grand, even if her point-and-shoot camera didn’t do justice to it. The canyon is also too cold during the winter and too hot in the summer. At the mall it’s always seventy degrees.




The Disney parks aren’t as temperate, especially in the summer. And Disney makes you pay for parking. Most of Disney’s shopping opportunities are relatively narrow in scope, tending to run along the hat-with-mouse-ears, sweatshirt-with-logo, and soft toys lines. At the Mall of America you can do the rides, and at the end of your day you can take home STUFF. Stuff for your bedroom. Stuff for the den. Stuff to show off.




I locate the mall’s information kiosk and scan the long list of stores in the mall. There are twenty-five devoted exclusively to footwear. Feet scare me and I intensely dislike shopping for shoes. Fortunately, I don’t need new ones. Scanning the list, I realize that I probably don’tneed anything the mall has to offer. N-240 on the mall map lists a working wedding venue, the Chapel of Love, but I’m already married and Minnesota happens to be one of the states where bigamy is frowned upon. There is a Lake Wobegon, USA store in the mall’s West Market area. I’m not sure how much of the proceeds trickle down to Keillor, but as much as he may want my money, he probably doesn’t need it as much as I do. If I better understood the distinction between need and want, I’d be able to save more. But standing in this spot, saving money for something I can’t yet envision seems remote.




Spending, on the other hand, is tangible. I feel powerful marketing forces encouraging me to buy, not save. But a thought intervenes, the recollection of the stock phrase of Italian museum guards who would admonish me as a boy:“Non toccare, solo guardare.” Don’t touch, just look. Today I’ll listen. After all, parking and admission at this theme park are free, so it won’t cost me anything to take a good look around. A treacly scent tugs at my nose; it must be the nearest Cinnabon franchise. I would kill to “invest” in one of those. But then I remember my vow of abstinence.




“Shut Up and Shop,” reads a Mall of America magnet. Walking past Eddie Bauer, the first stirrings hit me. They come in the form of a phrase: five little words that resolve into focus whenever I am forced into browsing mode.




“I could use a watch.”




This is my crutch when I find myself in an airport duty-free shop, at an open market antique sale, or trapped on the first floor of a grand department store waiting for someone with more urgent business there. It is like holding a glass of ginger ale at a cocktail party even when you’re not thirsty and the glass and accompanying napkin are a nuisance. You need something to do to make wandering aimlessly in a crowd seem less absurd.




My search for a watch has been wide but not at all deep. I searched for a watch in one of the original nineteenth-century arcades linking Old Bond Street and Savile Row in London. I looked in an underground store in Munich and at a shop on the wharf where Hovercraft embark for Copenhagen in Malmö, Sweden. My wife bore three children, we’ve moved house four times through three presidential administrations, and still just the right timepiece has proved elusive.




I don’t think my requirements are outlandish. I want a recognizable brand name in the $125 range. I need something elegant enough to wear with a suit and without any stylistic cues that would fraudulently suggest scuba diving. My fantasy watch must have a large, clearly marked analog face and—here is the rub—it must include a digital stopwatch so I can time interviews at the office. There is also a political angle: I remember reporting on the controversy that arose when the company behind one popular brand of watches fired more than three hundred union employees at its factory in Scotland.




Alas, while there are pilot’s watches, jogger’s watches, golfing watches, watches for people with high blood pressure, and watches for those who change altitude frequently, no one has seen fit to mass-produce a wristwatch designed for the radio broadcast professional. TV news inherited Edward R. Murrow’s dashing aesthetic. But the public face of radio now looks very much like Limbaugh, Stern, or Imus, three guys who have done much for the commercial side of the medium but absolutely nothing for fashion, and I haven’t forgotten about Limbaugh’s line of neckties.




So it can be said that whenever I’m stuck shopping, I stare with “watch”-ful eyes. Today, even though I am on assignment and have taken a one-day vow of shopping chastity, I can’t stop myself from lingering for a moment over the Eddie Bauer watch collection.




They do sell a plausible contender. It’s a model with all the formal attributes I’m looking for. There are two negatives. It’s only $85; that is to say, it’s too cheap. Second, it has a tasteful Eddie Bauer logo inscribed at the center. A logo, per se, is not a problem for me. But a logo that reads Eddie Bauer is not a logo that reads L. L. Bean, the most famous thing from my home state since lobster and former senator George Mitchell. One shouldn’t betray one’s roots.




Alas, the great Watch-on-the-Hill is still out there somewhere, so I skulk past the shiny Eddie Bauer concierge at the entrance with my hands open and exposed to show that I am not shoplifting anything. My mother’s voice rings in my ears.




“You are impossible about shopping.” My poor mother. She thinks shopping is about acquiring in as efficient a way as possible that which one acutely needs. That is why she thinks I am impossible. She sees me investing time and emotional energy into these shopping situations and often coming up empty-handed, without the new watch. She likes me too much to consider the horrible possibility that she raised a son so callow that he sets out on deliberately futile afternoons of thwarted consumption just to fill time.




Reflecting on my watch question takes me a long way toward understanding my relationship with shopping. This isn’t, first of all, about real need: I have three watches already, a heavy diver’s model, one made from granite, and a very tacky-looking plastic digital thing with timers that ascend and descend. I can spin a pretty good tale about why I need something more integrated, something more stylish, but the impetus remains “I could use another watch,” rather than “I have no idea what time it is moment to moment; I can’t function without a new one.”




What we have here is a pathetic creature who is using browsing in the same way he often uses television, to escape the tensions of the day and to block out sometimes painful thoughts about the big picture. A Mall of America souvenir refrigerator magnet proclaims, “ ‘Shopping is cheaper than psychotherapy’—writer unknown.” I might have gone with “origin unknown.” The word “writer” implies that a Faulkner or Hemingway might be behind this lofty thought. The phrase is true, but just barely. The average price tag for a trip to the mall is a little over a hundred dollars; an hour of psychotherapy in Minnesota isn’t much more than that. Browsing, real browsing, the kind that tortures sales clerks working on commission, the kind that is never consummated, still has a cost. It is an opportunity cost. I could be doing something else, something more productive, something more real.




Shopping is also about the ability to express the power of your money. If you’ve got the right wristwatch and some money to spend, you can appear to wield the sort of power that directs entire battalions of service sector personnel to meet your personal whims. That’s what you think anyway. The great salespeople are those who let you think that you have gained the advantage over them. But in the final analysis, just who plays the puppet and puppetmaster is far from clear. Perhaps the only consumers to escape the sales transaction unscathed are those who know what they want.




When I was twelve, I remember stopping at a modest camera store in Brooklyn with my uncle Sam, who at the time managed a very serious camera store on Sixth Avenue in Manhattan. My uncle was shopping for just the right roll of film. When he walked into that cramped store, it was like Lord Olivier entering the stage at the Old Vic. He drew all of the energy of the room to him. He walked to the counter and picked up and examined a Kodak mat near the cash register as if he were toying with the salt shaker at his own kitchen table.




“Sixty-four thirty-six” was all my uncle said. The Brooklyn clerk knew he was dealing with a very serious consumer of photographic products and showed respect to his powerful customer by not fooling around with trifles.




“With or without?” the clerk said.




“Without,” my uncle replied with a dismissive snort. Just a dozen syllables were exchanged, but the two parties to this transaction knew that it was about the purchase of a roll of Kodachrome 64, with thirty-six exposures to the roll, processing not included. The guy behind the counter knew the price had better bloody well be the best one available on the entire eastern seaboard. My uncle knew it would be.







*    *    *    







On the lower level of the mall, at the periphery of a store-cum-play-area known as the Lego Imaginarium, I lean against a pillar, watching the Cubist versions of a seven-foot red Tyrannosaurus Rex and a blue raptor with red spots along his back. Looking up, I spy half-sized Lego men on a yellow Lego arch. Inside the arch is a one-story nutcracker with operational clockwork made from what was probably three railroad boxcars of plastic bricks. Then, as I look into the distance, past a huge yellow globe, a dancing neon display draws my eye to the General Cinemas entrance on the distant top floor of the mall. The images begin to swirl, producing vertigo, even though I am standing firmly on the ground. For a moment they seem to turn into a cornucopia, beckoning me to taste. A little girl’s voice brings me back from the brink.




“Wake up, wake up!” she shouts.




She is trying to restart the motorized Lego head of an eight-foot long-necked dinosaur. A pubescent boy with mousse in his hair and way-cool sunglasses reveals his age as the full impact of the Lego vista breaks through the ennui he was trying to cultivate.




“Wow, check this out. It’s actual Lego.”




ActualLego. That makes the plastic Tyrannosaurus here an actual dinosaur. And we’re not in a Lego museum. It’s an actual store.




I need to catch my breath for a moment as I feel a pang of low blood sugar caused by my cinnamon bun-free state. I find a bench. I am hearing what sounds like the noise of a train station somewhere in the distance mixed with the laughter of children. T-shirts parade by: “Give Blood—Play Hockey” on a boy of maybe nine. A woman in her fifties wears “Easily Amused.”




There are also the embittered spouses set throughout the mall’s four levels like Rodin statues, only they are not just thinking, they are brooding. Each has gone through the same, inevitable metamorphosis. He reluctantly came to the mall for a day of shopping with his partner. But he would rather be anywhere else: at the auto parts store, at home woodworking or just watching the game. Soon his indulgence gives way to anxiety, wondering just what time parameters he has inadvertently committed himself to. What if we have to visit ALL the shoe stores? Impatience sets in as the spouse secretly prays for divine intervention to end the shopping trip. In the next stage he realizes he is all on his own. He decides to take charge. Leaving no room for debate, he announces to his partner that traffic will be bad if they don’t leave NOW. Fast-forward another hour and ten minutes and you have my partner on the bench: shoulders slumped, eyes focused on infinity, motionless. But he’ll have his revenge. Next week he’ll be the one to initiate the trip to the mall because he’s suddenly possessed with the acute need for the Kitchenaid sausage-making attachment or a state-of-the-art post-hole digger.




No one dreams of speaking to me, and it doesn’t seem appropriate for me to try to kibitz with them. If malls are supposed to be our new town squares, there is a problem. For all sorts of reasons, folks reserve their public space mode for the game or for the beach. This is private space, and it’s clear I am not going to make any friends.




I feel this loss acutely because of where I have just come from. One of the virtues of a pilgrimage is that experiences unfold and rub up against each other in unpredictable ways. This trip to Minnesota was not inspired by the mall but by a reunion of people from this area whom I once went to school with in a very faraway place. It would have been just like me to come to a place like the mall and have a pleasant enough time and not really appreciate the difference between this virtual experience and an experience centered around not shopping but human interaction.




The reunion took place at a campground and retreat center about an hour west of Minneapolis. As a high school student I attended a school run by Lutheran missionaries from these parts. That school was located at the southeastern tip of Madagascar.




I was fifteen when I went there, dragged by a father’s fellowship. It was a year that saw a coup d’état, martial law, a devastating cyclone, and intense friendships at a crucial adolescent moment. And hardly any consumption. Five hundred miles away in the temperate high-altitude capital of Madagascar, Antananarivo, was a grand Friday street market—the Zoma. I do remember purchasing a menacing six-foot souvenir spear there. But by and large, for an entire school year, I did virtually no shopping, saw no billboards, and heard no commercials.




One fellow student named Hulce did have a keen entrepreneurial skill. He managed to acquire French candy and Malabar chewing gum and sell it at a markup on Tuesdays in the basement of the school. How did we fill our time when there was nothing much to buy and little outside encouragement to think about material goods? We hiked. We went on retreats to mountaintop lakes with just the guys. We explored lemur preserves. We gathered lichee nuts from trees. We read and played soccer. These were missionaries, so there was singing and praying. Above all, there was lots of human interaction.




The $26-a-night lakeside conference center provided only simple food on white bread. The bonfire was free, as was the meteor shower. So were the stories, sessions so long and so intense that both my elbows actually blistered from leaning into conversations across the table.




I heard the tale of Joel, my ninth-grade roommate, eating what were known in Madagascar as “hot lemons,” prompting within hours an emergency appendectomy. About Nadim’s politically incorrect cigarette paper invention and subsequent patent. About Tami lending a dear friend the $10,000 she and her husband saved through back-breaking factory work and never seeing the money again.




These were people shaped in part by the experience of living on an island at the end of the earth and defined very little by their stuff. Perhaps that explains why a group of modern Americans could gather for a weekend at a lake and never once mention their new boats or new kitchens.




A problem arises when life becomes, by and large, a mixture of work, family chores, and shopping. It’s a little like the hollow world Clifford Stoll writes of inSilicon Snake Oil, his critique of the on-line revolution: “It is an overpromoted, hollow world, devoid of warmth and human kindness.” This also applies to shopping. An afternoon dragging your kids through the mall is no substitute for a day tobogganing with them or taking them to see jellyfish in a tidal pool.




I’m learning here at the mall that in many ways one of the big costs of the consuming lifestyle is not just the money but the time. The novelist Maxine Hong Kingston is acutely aware of this. Her house was completely destroyed by the firestorm that struck the hills in Oakland and Berkeley, California, in 1991. She permanently lost two hundred polished pages of a manuscript in that fire and everything else she owned. Eventually an insurance settlement arrived, an enormous check, she says, with so many zeros in the number, she had trouble fathoming its worth. But according to the rules, she had to use that money to replace not just her house but all her personal effects. Until the tragedy Kingston and her husband had tried to live simply and made a point to avoid shopping.




“The check forced me to become a shopper,” Kingston told me. “It was as if I were on a spree, impelled to turn the money into carts full of merchandise. Lapis jewelry brought to this country from China by my grandmother had to be replaced. I had to go out and shop for new lapis jewelry, but I didn’t want new jewelry. I had no use for it. What I missed was the heirloom and its history, which could not be replaced by all the time spent shopping.”










“Madonna, safari of four? Your adventure is about to begin,” trills the hostess with the headphones at the Rainforest Cafe.




Here? Now? I had heard she shows up at Planet Hollywood openings, but would she appear for a late lunch at the Mall of America’s Rainforest Cafe? My pal Jill once sat next to her and Rosie O’Donnell at a sushi bar, so she does go out to eat. But that was at a sushi bar in the real Hollywood. I move in for a closer look.




“Marona safari, please step this way.”




Standing outside the perimeter of the Rainforest Cafe, it is easy to feel detached from the knots of merry consumers inside. Perhaps it is my ever-falling blood sugar level, but I am becoming cranky.




The cafe’s plastic vines, its soundtrack of bird calls and monkey shrieks, and its simulated thundershowers fuel my repulsion. Dry-ice machines pump a miasma along the edges of the booths, creating the look of a sultry rainforest as patrons ponder offerings like Tortuga Tidbits (chicken nuggets) on their Rainforest Cafe menus. I suppress the urge to toss them a handful of peanuts. What they could use more are my credit cards.




There is something about carrying around a surplus that just loosens up those credit cards. It starts with the simple fact that most of us prefer not to carry great gobs of cash around with us while shopping. It’s inconvenient. The automated teller machines are often limited to disbursements of up to $200. There are security concerns about flashing great gobs of cash. So you walk down to the Ritz camera shop in the mall, find that telephoto lens that has been talking to you for six months now, and put down not $700 plus tax, but a credit card with the intention of paying off the bill at the end of the month. The end of the month comes around, the credit card bill arrives, but since you don’t have to pay off the whole bill, you don’t. If you end up paying $20 a month and there is nothing else on that credit card, that lens at 18 percent interest could take more than four years to pay off and cost about $300 extra in interest. The average American household has four credit cards and runs a balance of about $4,800.




Of course, the owners of this mall would prefer I live more in the moment and spend less time thinking about bills four years from now. But just who are the owners? I sit down next to a grandmother who holds the handle of a stroller containing two blonde toddlers with one hand and a flip phone with the other. I infer that the mother of the two cuties is on another wireless personal communications device relaying intelligence from another of the mall’s strategic battlefields. I paw through my satchel looking for my notes. I find a summary of the mall’s ownership.




Something looks familiar.




It’s the same name as on my quarterly retirement account statements. Part of my pension portfolio is an annuity. I knew this annuity was into everything, including real estate, but who ever thought this very Mall of America would be one of its holdings? The implication takes a moment to find the route into my addled head.




Let’s see, the annuity holds a big piece of this mall in its portfolio.




The annuity, then, is a part owner of the mall.




I own a piece of the annuity.




I own the Mall of America.




These lovely, wonderful, ardent consumers I see around me? They are helping my future, my family’s future, and the quality of my life after retirement. The more they spend, the better the mall does, and the profits keep my portfolio healthy. What are you waiting for, people? It’s time for you to spend!




In fact, it may be time for me to spend. I could get the Ritz Camera here at the mall to order me that Speed Graphic through its antique and collectible catalog. My expenditure wouldn’t even have to be in my personal debit column. If Ritz does well, the mall will do well, and I will do well because my retirement savings will be in good stead. It is a wonderful feeling, like metamorphosing into one of those worms with both sets of organs so it can both do and get done at the same time.




I am becoming stupid for lack of nourishment. The Rainforest Cafe denizens laugh gaily as they tuck into their Amazon burgers. One of the toddlers in the adjacent seat is sucking noisily on either a mothball or a yogurt almond. I’ve got to get out while I can. Is this why the woman seemed to be crying at the mall entrance?










Over at mall location S-108 is a display of my dreaded mall nemesis, the shoe. But a friendly shape catches my eye, a pair of brown Dexters, still manufactured, for the moment at least, in my home state. Dexter had featured in an advertisement targeted, with unerring precision, right at my cerebral cortex. It is easy to take the high road on marketing when an ad shoots wide. I scoff and sneer at the fast food chain that hawks its sloppy burgers with the line “If it doesn’t get all over the place, it doesn’t belong in your face.” But one day leafing throughThe New York Times Magazine, I learned instantly that I was not above the well-crafted pitch. The ad showed a pair of familiar brown shoes with the tag “Worn by Joe Engle, astronaut, as he paced the floor of mission control serving as flight controller to many shuttle missions.”




My demographic is said to have few heroes, but the ad caused stirrings, deep preadolescent stirrings, in a guy who was nine when Neil and Buzz did the moon walk. In a moment I switched from having no opinion about shoes to having a desire. My desire to walk in Joe Engle’s shoes transcended rationality.




They say skilled Asian street merchants can spot the subtle but telltale dilation of the pupils of customers who are actually interested in their wares and use that knowledge to drive a hard bargain. To believe for a second that they don’t have my pupils wired, just because I have a graduate degree and like to watch Italian art films, is to seriously underestimate the power of these messages.




Anyway, even if one has the testicular fortitude to resist defining oneself by purchases, others are happy to do it for you. I used to notice it on the London Underground. One of my jobs was to clip the dozen daily British newspapers and fax the good bits back to headquarters. Depending on which one I had in my hand on the train, people made assumptions about me and reacted accordingly: conservative prat (Daily Telegraph), liberal wanker (theGuardian ), yuppie git (Financial Times). The need to place you in your socioeconomic category is famously acute in Britain. Because my accent was no guide, a senior editor atThe Economist magazine, a man with a fancy double-barreled surname, finally blurted it out one day after I had worked with him for two years.




“I say, David. Are you of the royal Brancaccio line or a peasant Brancaccio?”




A peasant and proud of it, with one little reservation. I am the first-born of a first-born of a first-born of a first-born. Had we been of more aristocratic stock, I might own most of the lower boot of Italy, the rules of primogeniture being what they are. Just the right pair of shoes—say, a $365 pair of Church’s bespoke wingtips, for instance—might have saved my editor friend years of wondering. I wish I could say my identity is healthily separate from my patterns of consumption. But I would be kidding myself.




And this runs very, very deep, perhaps as deep as the hunting genes of the species.




The hunt, the search, the chase is actually a pretty decent form of recreation, perhaps more than the actual purchase. I hold an exaggerated notion of myself as a kind of consumer hunter, not a gatherer. Or I used to until Ian Cesa, my neighbor, put me straight. Ian runs a market research business. He says when men shop, they’re mostly trying to avoid looking stupid.




Is there a more dreaded condition than buying the wrong thing? The Greek fisherman’s cap that makes you look not jaunty, as intended, but in fact like a dweeb. The sports utility vehicle that rolls over easily, according to the consumer magazine that comes out on the day your first payment is due. The VCR that your neighbor finds for $65 less than you did.




But if you have done your homework properly, you can walk into the workplace on Monday with the supreme pride and confidence that come with knowing that no one has or ever will get that Makita circular saw for even a nickel less than you paid for it. You’ll never admit to Snyder in the next cubicle that you got the tool at that price because it came without its box, without instructions, without a warranty, and missing the little wrench that you need to change the blades. You got it for 11 percent less than even the cheapest one being sold used in the newspaper classified ads. You arebad .




Not looking stupid, it turns out, is a powerful force behind shopping. It was the force that drove me nearly mad the next time I tumbled head over heals in love, this time with the idea of a new computer for the home office.




I read up. I weighed the options. I corroborated. I cross-referenced. I test-drove. I interviewed other owners. I woke up an hour early on Saturdays to get the Sports section with the computer ads. I devised complex spreadsheets to compare competing systems. I snuck away from my son’s tennis practice to make calls about computer prices. I lied about my obsession. I frantically and irrationally accused my spouse of deliberately losing track of my computer magazine with the comparison chart of color monitors.




Weeks passed. Competing bids were solicited from computer stores. Last-minute checks of the World Wide Web yielded no better deals. I consulted the graph I had devised predicting the optimum moment when the line describing price and model age, which drives prices down, crosses the line plotting prices and scarcity, as a discontinued model gets harder to find. The chart indicated today was the day to strike.




At home I tried to appear nonchalant. Mary wondered over breakfast what plans we had for the evening.




“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “If we are all in the mood, I thought perhaps I might run over and pick up that computer.”




Later at the office I promptly blew my cover.




“They’re going to get me,” I mumbled. “The deal is too good. I’ve overlooked something; there’s got to be a bump in the deal. Why can’t I see it?”




Eve, my colleague, shook me.




“Snap out of it, man,” I seem to remember her saying. “You’re out of control. You’ve got to focus. You’ve got a job to do. Your job is to buy a computer without looking stupid. Don’t waste time on second thoughts. It’s a little early for buyer’s remorse, isn’t it? Take a deep breath, straighten your shoulders, and go out and buy like a man.”




Deborah, the producer, overhearing this exchange, thought it was time for an intervention.




“How about he does his job first and then goes to buy his toy so that our dear listeners aren’t treated to a half hour of a postmodern performance-art piece of silence in place of our regularly scheduled program.”




It was a tough call, since my normal faculties were, again, clouded by the urge. Foolish men have often been described as thinking with their groins at times. My thinking was now centered just slightly higher, near the location of my wallet.




The sun was setting over the Pacific Ocean as I pulled into the computer store. I poked my head into a back office, as instructed. My contact was kneeling over a radio-controlled miniature race car, tinkering with the battery charger.




“Is your name Arky? It’s me, the one with the long Italian last name.”




“The seventy-six hundred.”




“Right. Let’s do it.”




It went smoothly. Too smoothly. The machine, as promised, was in stock. So were four other cartons of accessories. There was no battle over an unwanted extended warranty. Arky forced no fancy keyboard on me, just a choice of two reasonably priced ones.




“If you can’t tell the difference, buy the cheap one,” he advised.




I watched like a hawk when the extra memory chips were added to the bowels of the new machine, to be sure the nice boards I had paid for were not substituted with drek. I paid extra to use my American Express card, and I had been warned about that service charge over the phone, but I wanted the extra buyer’s protection that came with the card.




Arky was itching to leave for the night, something about a radio-controlled car race. His moves were brisk.




“Dude, you set? I’m history.”




On the way out, the store’s guard politely checked my bill of sale against my pile of boxes and helped me pile them into the car. I did one more silent inventory, tipped the gentleman $3, and drove off $3,200 lighter.




I did an emotional inventory to see if I could come up with elation, relief, or pride, but all I found was emptiness, especially in the areas of my stomach and my wallet. I had just run for a sixty-yard touchdown in the computer purchase Superbowl, but all I felt now was disquiet.




“Calm down and drive,” I told myself. “You checked everything, and everything checked out.”




Still, it was too easy. Why were the folks in that store in such a hurry to see me go? I was sure it was only because it was approaching closing time on a Friday night, that’s all.




Five blocks later, nowhere near home, the fear of failure crested and crashed over me. I yanked the car to the curb, hit the trunk release, leaped around the back, and pulled out the dearest of the boxes. Slicing the packing tape with my car key, I dove in and coaxed the computer up from its Styrofoam packing. The street light gave off only a dim orange glow, so for a moment I thought the shadows were playing tricks.




I had just spent a surplus on a 7600. What the box contained was a 7200, a poor cousin to the computer listed on the carton. I had beenstung .




Or a hideous mistake had occurred, at the very least. Either option made me feel profoundly stupid, which is the opposite of what the art of shopping is supposed to be.




My journey back to the store was a hysterical blur. I grabbed the invoice and my box containing somebody else’s cheaper computer and ran to the front door.




It was locked.




A clock somewhere chimed six bells, closing time. A woman at a desk looked up and mimed, “Sorry, we’re closed. ” That little gratuity I had handed to the guard saved me. I caught his eye, and he smiled and flipped open the lock on the front door.




I put the bill of sale on the counter and pointed to the box. I was inarticulate with a combination of dread and anger, muttering about 7600s and 7200s, but I had no need to explain. It became clear they knew I might be back, only they hadn’t banked on my reappearing so quickly. For a moment no one spoke. Eyes narrowed. Teeth were sucked. Shoulders hunched. In the history of high-technology retailing, no one there had ever heard of such a thing occurring.




I regained my balance and my voice.




“Here’s how it’s going to be. You are going to find me a fresh seventy-six hundred in the next sixty seconds, put in the extra memory, and I’m going to walk out of here nice and friendly-like.”




Mr. Big walked over from a back office.




“We have to see if we have one in stock. We may have sold you the last one.”




I reminded him that he had not sold me the last 7600, because what he had handed me was a 7200. My plan was to get satisfaction within the next few moments or walk to the pay phone on the corner and block the transaction on the charge card that I had paid extra to use. A few heartbeats passed. Then Mr. Big broke into a smile. For once in my life, the game was mine.




My market researcher neighbor offered me a corollary to his theory about how men shop. Not looking stupid is key. So is coming back with a good story.




Sure, I could have paid $200 extra for the peace of mind of buying from the reputable and tested computer store three blocks from my office. But then I wouldn’t have had a story, and why shop if you don’t net a story? It’s very much like fishing. If a fish is the goal, then you can get one quicker at the market or more elegantly prepared at a restaurant. No, fishing and shopping are very much about the legends they create.




Now to apply this to the big question of my mall trip: Are these new legends worth the time and the money put in? What if the same energy of this hunt was put into not acquiring something but interacting with someone, creating something new, improving, not just using up, the world around me? The hunting doesn’t have to end, but the shopping may need to.










The clocks are well hidden at the Mall of America. Not enough natural light trickles in to keep you posted on the passage of the day. But my growling stomach knows the lateness of the hour. At Calido chili traders, the poster screams onions and jalapeños. Even the raw ingredients are starting to sound good to me after a half day of abstinence. I have almost pulled it off. All I have left to do is to get to the exit nearest my parked car. Diagonally across from that Lake Wobegon shop that keeps turning up like bad penny, there is a short queue of customers waiting in a shop that uses a video camera to superimpose one’s face on a fake magazine cover. As if my face would have anything to do withWrestling Monthly .




I am about to laugh off the store when number 365 catches my eye. Number 365 would put my face on a white tuxedo at a craps table flanked by two lovelies at the center of a mock cover ofCasino Player Monthly . It’s too perfect. The cover even has fake headlines about “Investing to Win in Gaming Stocks.” How much is it?




“Sixteen ninety-five for the eight by ten.”




Seventeen bucks? That’s ridiculous. That’s an eight-dollar laugh, not a penny more. I walk out.




I walk back in.“Casino Player.” The technician squeezes my face into a blank cardboard cutout.




“OK, Mr. High Roller, lookin’ great. Next!”




Two minutes later the color laser printer spits out the result. My little head with no neck sits perched atop the tux like a golfball without a tee. While the craps table and the women in cocktail dresses look like they were photographed in a studio, I look like a photocopy of a TV screen. My complexion is florid. I have a five o’clock shadow. My hair is askew. There is no possible way such a purchase can be justified or, indeed, ever displayed in public.




“That will be twenty-six ninety-five.”




I glumly wonder to myself why the bill is ten dollars more than the quoted price. It appears they are throwing in a Lucite frame that I hadn’t requested. The mall has won. I have no sugar left in my blood and no will to resist. I hand over my credit card and wordlessly sign on the line.




Tripped up by a pebble. We feel powerful, but we are not in full control. Perhaps that is why the woman seemed to be crying at the mall’s doorway. For all my self-conscious musings, I’m still a sucker. It would have been nice to have been able to fly back and report that I had learned in the mall the twelve simple steps to cure compulsive consumerism. But this is the start of the pilgrimage, not the end, and while this examination of the reasons I spend is helping me loosen up the knots around old patterns, I am clearly not on the wagon yet.




My identity is still bound up with what I buy. I cannot completely forsake my love for tracking down and bagging the greatest consumer electronic deals on the planet. I will always cheer when my buddy Chris, a composer, weaves a flawless argument that spending $12,000 on a used Steinway piano is a fine use of money because the instrument will appreciate in value. Or when Walt, the airborne traffic reporter, tells me how the money he spent on a World War One Flying Ace biplane will eventually fund his retirement when it appreciates and he sells it at a presumed big profit.




But I didn’t find one thing for sale at the mall that would change my life. I could probably stop my badly considered, compulsive purchases by avoiding burning valuable time somnambulating through shopping situations. I’m learning here at the mall that one of the big costs of the consuming lifestyle is not just the money but the time. It is no secret that while Americans are earning more than ever, they are also working harder. As our down time becomes more scarce, its value rises. We may have more discretionary income, more surplus, but there is less time to enjoy it.










The airport is much closer to the mall than I reckoned, practically around the corner, so I find myself with a generous amount of what could euphemistically be called “time for meditation” in the departure lounge. That image of the woman at the mall entrance stays with me.




The CNN Airport Channel is nattering on from a monitor over my head, and the anchorwoman mentions a local story, which jars me from my glazed reverie. A small tornado touched down in one of the suburbs around here, snatching some roofs and a gas station canopy on its way through.




The woman in front of the mall could have been upset about all sorts of things, her roof, her job, her credit cards. But I will never be sure just what was wrong for a simple reason: Mr. Fine Upstanding Citizen here, I was too self-absorbed to ask. How socially irresponsible. I need to do better than this. I have defined consumption as a very selfish undertaking, and my questions about money have been too inner-directed. Maybe money isn’t just about me. Maybe it is about how money connects me with the rest of the world. This pushes me off the fence.




I discovered a mention on the Internet of a pending socially responsible investment conference at a national park high in the Rocky Mountains. Just what the doctor ordered: a trip to the wilderness to dry out. I use the remaining time at the airport to book my next trip.




Souvenirs




An embarrassing picture of my face on a fake magazine cover.







The conviction that I spend way too much trying to entertain myself by shopping.




To do when I get home




Draw up an aggressive program to pay off my credit card debt by the end of these money trips.







File my credit card away in the same folder as my passport. If I really need it, I know where to find it, but it will no longer be allowed to constantly whistle at me suggestively from my back pocket.




Doing the numbers




Cost of buying a Graflex Speed Graphic antique press camera: $425







Credit card interest rate: 18%







Minimum payment: 2% per month







Terms: Pay minimum each month or $5, whichever is more







Time it takes to pay off the debt: More than 16 years







Finance charges: $710







Total cost of purchase: $1,135







Opportunity cost: $425 invested for 16 years at 6% yield: $1,107







$425 invested for 16 years at 10% yield: $2,091
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