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Introduction


When I was growing up, I had three pairs of shoes—my “Sunday” shoes, my school shoes and a pair of bright, white, canvas Keds. Today, as my husband will attest, things have changed. I now have a closet full of shoes in every color (several shades of the same color, in fact), and all manner of heels, toes and comfort.


With all of that, living in South Florida and working from a home office, I’m usually barefoot, which delights my pedicurist to no end. Ironically, none of that stops me from shopping for, or stopping to ogle, shoes. I am not alone. And no, thank you, I’m not interested in doing any spring-cleaning of my psyche to “resolve my issues.” I’m a happy shopper.


We all shop. For the essentials and the not-so-essential. Many of us shop with great satisfaction; others only when absolutely necessary and with great exasperation. For some, shopping seems as necessary as breathing, eating and sleeping. The process by which we acquire things that help us define our identity and establish, maintain (or defy) social norms didn’t actually have a name until the late 1700s, but shopping is surely encoded in our DNA. That we must find and possess things that make us feel secure and happy drives one of the largest industries in the world economy.


In ancient Greece and medieval Europe, people bartered for goods that they produced themselves in open-air markets. Then one day an entrepreneurial trader established a “shop.” Bakers, butchers and grocers soon followed, and modern man became a shopper. In those early days, the shopkeeper retrieved the goods a customer requested and often delivered the purchases to the customer’s home. In the next evolution in our shopping DNA, the industrial revolution produced a plethora of consumer goods, and the department store was born. Stores became larger and less specialized. Self-service was introduced, and we took our goods with us. When suburban sprawl began, the shopping mall was spawned. Then came shoppertainment centers, lifestyle centers, outlet mill malls and festival marketplaces. Contemporary shoppers can select the products they desire from the comfort of their home, dot.com shopkeepers retrieve them, and a man in a big brown (or white or yellow) truck delivers them.


But why do we shop? Are we driven by our desire to “have” or to “get”? Certainly, we shop because we need basic necessities like food, clothing and household items. But we also shop recreationally for fashion, furnishings, entertainment, hobby-related products and decorative items for our homes. We browse, explore and hunt for bargains. We build vacations around shopping. And we do it to the tune of about $4 trillion a year. That’s a lot of caching! Shopping makes the economic world go round, and many people very happy.


Experts are hard at work to help us understand the complexity of our shopping impulses. Not surprisingly, men and women are motivated to shop for different reasons. Women are driven more to express love and nurturing by shopping for their homes and family. They reinforce or initiate change in their social relationships by shopping: Is that perfect gift meant to show how much  they care or perhaps motivated by a need to be liked more by the recipient? Men approach shopping as an achievement, as proof of their ability to succeed—by getting the best deal on the latest tool, car or tech gadget.


We also shop to fulfill needs. In her new book, Shopping: Why We Love It and How Retailers Can Create the Ultimate Shopping Experience, Pamela Danziger, founder of Unity Marketing, recently defined five types of shoppers. We have Ursula, the Uber Shopper, who is a highly involved shopper and gets the greatest enjoyment out of the shopping experience. While Ursula spends more, she is also an active bargain shopper. The Therapeutic Shopper, Theresa, shops as a form of therapy, as an escape, and enjoys browsing almost as much as buying. Theresa represents the second most active type of shopper. Next is Diana, the Bargain Huntress, who carefully researches her purchases, comparison shops and doesn’t let impulsive buying enter the equation. Diana rarely pays full price, knows where the discounts can be found and is always on the hunt for good buys. Denise, the Discerning Shopper, is older and at a life-stage where she is more likely to be downsizing her life rather than acquiring more material goods. And last, but not least, there is Les, the Least Enthusiastic Shopper. Les requires a bit of coaxing to get him into a store, but once there, he enjoys the shopping experience as much as a woman. Les spends the least amount of money shopping for fun and shops less often than the other personalities.


We shop because we want to relate to our peers—to eat what they eat, to wear what they wear, to feel accepted. And we also shop to define ourselves. The buttoned-down business woman by day transforms herself into a free spirit by night through the clothes and accessories for which she very deliberately shops. We socialize, bond, chase away the blues, solve problems and relax by shopping.


Dissecting our shopping personalities and motivations is very interesting and helpful for the marketers trying to sell us products. As long as we are aware they are hard at work serving their business models, their efforts are welcome and ultimately benefit shoppers—we get what we want, sooner and more efficiently.


But when all the research models, sociological theses and economic impact studies are complete, any true shopper knows the object matters less than the experience. After all is said and done, we shop because it is fun.


So, allow us to entertain you with some of those experiences in Chicken Soup for the Shopper’s Soul. Our writers bring you stories of love, laughter and lessons learned from their living rooms, malls, flea markets, exclusive boutiques and markets around the world. And we’ve included some tips and interesting facts about shopping that will help you sharpen your skills and have more fun at the game. We invite you to sit back, relax and enjoy Chicken Soup for the Shopper’s Soul—and then, of course, go shopping!


Theresa Peluso 










Chapter 1


Born to 
Shop 
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I will buy any cream, 
cosmetic or elixir from a woman 
with a European accent.


ERMA BOMBECK 










Shopping for 
Dancing Shoes


The great use of life is to spend it for something that will outlast it.


WILLIAM JAMES 


Mom sat on the slightly worn floral sofa in the reception room of the nursing home watching the door like a sentinel standing guard. She was going shopping. Anyway, that’s what the nurse told her. Her silver-white hair was set off by a pretty lavender pantsuit and on her feet, a slightly worn pair of athletic shoes.


I smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “Come on, Mom, we’re going to the May Company to buy you a new pair of shoes. Then we’ll stop and get some of that Chinese food you love. Okay?”


She stood up and smoothed her outfit. I marveled at how erect she was for a woman nearly ninety. “New shoes. Oh, boy.” Then she looked at me with confusion mirrored in her kind hazel eyes. “By the way, you’re a pretty young lady. Do I know you?”


She clutched a small leather handbag that contained Grandma’s External Hard Drive as my son called it . . . a  book my sister and I created to help her remember who people were and why she lived at the nursing home.


“I can’t forget my purse, you know. It has all my important information.” She took the book out and looked through it. She read in a clear voice, “‘My name is Rosetta Lachman, and I moved here after I had mini strokes.’ See,” she said, “that’s what I mean. Important information. You’re a pretty young lady. Do I know you?” There it was again, reminding me that I was the adult now, and she was the child.


I took her arm, and as we walked to the car, I said, “Actually, you do know me. I’m your daughter, and I love you very much. You have another daughter who lives in Alaska.”


“How lucky. Two pretty daughters. What do you know.” She settled into the car, and we drove  the short distance to the shopping center. Her attention span was growing very short these days, so I knew it had to be a quick excursion. Not like in the old days, when we  would spend a whole day looking for great bargains, trying on clothes and shoes for hours, and then packing up our purchases and  heading for the Chinese restaurant. I felt a little catch in my throat.
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Once I settled her into a chair in the shoe department, she chatted away with the clerk. Since he didn’t know her, he had no idea that mini strokes had robbed this charming woman of her memory. He was very gentle as he slipped various styles of shoes on her fragile feet. She would stand for a moment, walk around a bit and try on the next pair, thanking him each time for being so helpful. 


“She’s such a sweet lady,” he said to me. “How old is your mom?”


“She’ll be ninety next month,” I said, taking her hand in  mine and patting it.


“Wow. I thought she was in her seventies. Ninety. Wow.” He prepared to take her selection to the desk to ring it up.


“Young man,” she said in a voice that belied her age, “I like those shoes, but how am I going to dance in them? When they  play that rock and roll music, I just have to dance.” He smiled broadly and removed the shoes from the box. Then he put them on for her and took her  around in a dance position.


STAYING POWER 


There’s room in everyone’s wardrobe for fun, trendy styles, but if you spend more on classic pieces, whether it’s clothing, furniture, shoes or your style will be timeless.


“Let’s just try them out, okay?” So Mom and the young man danced to silent music as he carefully led her through some simple steps in the shoe department of the May Company. She smiled up at him. “Thank you, young man. These will do just fine.”


I could feel tears welling in my eyes as I said, “Are you ready for  that Chinese food?”


“I sure am. You’re a pretty young lady. Do I know you?”


That was the last time I was able to take Mom out shopping, and it will stay with me forever. A few months later, she broke her hip and never danced again. She’s ninety-six now and confined to a wheelchair, but she still has her “dancing shoes.”


Morgan St. James 










The Perfect
 Present


. . . teach me still to be thankful for life and for time’s oldest memories that are good and sweet . . .


MAX EHRMANN 


I am a born shopper. Like my mother, who shops with unbridled enthusiasm, and especially my grandmother, who derived great pleasure from purchasing, I shop with passion for bargains and deals, for gifts and gadgets. But shopping took on a new and very different meaning during the Christmas season of 1991.


For the first time, shopping for the perfect present was not simply a Christmas cliché. We discovered in early spring that my father had inoperable lung cancer, and he was sent home with little hope. Prayers and miracles were the only possible cure. The weeks that followed the diagnosis were melancholy, and the Christmas season, a time of year that my entire family usually looked forward to and embraced, brought little cheer. We knew that this Christmas would in all likelihood be our father’s last, and our hearts were heavy. The last thing that anyone in the family felt like doing was decorating and shopping.


But I had a two-year-old daughter and a newborn son, Daddy’s only grandchildren, and I knew that he would never want their Christmas ruined, especially not because of him and his illness. So, I shopped. I did so, not because I wanted there to be piles of presents under the tree on Christmas morning, but because I wanted to create a lasting memory for my father, one he would recall vividly for the rest of his life, no matter how limited that span of time might be.


As I wandered the aisles, I pondered each purchase carefully. What would Dad want to see his grandchildren play with? Would he like seeing his grandson dressed in a little sailor suit? Would he enjoy reading this story to them or watching this particular video as his granddaughter sat, curled up in his lap? Would he have the strength to play this game with her, or would it be better to choose another? Each purchase was an act of love, an incredibly meaningful purchase meant to make Dad’s last days with us as memorable as possible.


Shopping for Dad’s gift also took on new meaning. The days of giving power tools and fishing equipment were over. Daddy was now confined to a much smaller  world, one that simply did not include such pastimes. My sister, brother and I discussed  the options for days and days. Our conversations were guarded and stilted,  and more was left unspoken than spoken. None of us could verbalize the real reason that this shopping expedition was so important. It was as if we believed that if we did not actually say the words, then perhaps it was not true.
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We were not the only ones desperately trying to determine the perfect gift for someone we loved. Dad was also in a quandary. He knew that he was facing his final holiday with my mother, his high-school sweetheart and wife of  nearly thirty years. With his usual enthusiasm and determination, he secretly spoke to us about what he should get for Momma. Though he was unable to drive, and very limited physically, he wanted to make sure that she had a spectacular gift under the tree Christmas morning. His excitement was contagious and was the best antidote for our Christmas blues. My siblings and I plotted and planned with Daddy, and helped him shop for a very special gift for Momma.


Shopping for the perfect Christmas gifts became a catharsis for all of us that year. With each purchase, I closed my eyes and imagined the smile on my father’s face. It was the memory of that smile that would carry me through the many rough days ahead. Sadly, Dad passed away the following fall at the far-too-young age of forty-eight.


We were given a very special gift that year, one not purchased in any mall or from any online retailer. Most people don’t know when a holiday will be the last for a loved one, and seldom do they have the opportunity to shop for a perfect gift for that special person. Shopping, especially for gifts, isn’t about sales or bargains or grabbing something just to get something. Shopping for loved ones is a selfless endeavor that pays dividends in the form of priceless memories.


Terri Duncan 










Comfy Pajamas


You aren’t wealthy until you have something money can’t buy.


GARTH BROOKS 


When my son, Thayne, was born, normal new-mom insecurities were compounded by being single, seventeen and having very little family. Even my few friends had vanished during my pregnancy. Most of the time, it was just Thayne and me. I was plagued by doubt, fearful that I would end up as a disappointment to my son, and even questioned whether I deserved to be a mother. We had very little money, lived in a small one-bedroom apartment, and although I knew that love was the most precious gift I could give my son, struggling to provide for him was a source of anxiety and depression.


Our lives became even more difficult when Thayne began having seizures. While I sat alone beside his large hospital crib for weeks at a time, I daydreamed about all the wonderful things I would buy for him if I was rich. Finally, he started getting better and was able to come home. I decided we would do a little shopping and get  him some comfy new pajamas to celebrate. We spent hours in the department store, reveling in the sights and smells of life beyond a hospital room. We joked and laughed uncontrollably as we marched up and down the aisles, looking at everything from vacuum cleaners to toys. It was just the right distraction that we both desperately  needed.


Our shopping adventure ended with one pair of eight-dollar pajamas, but that didn’t matter. It wouldn’t have mattered if we went home empty-handed. What mattered was the time we spent together, the memories we had made, and the new tradition we had started.
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That night after he had fallen asleep in his new PJ’s, I lay beside Thayne. I stared at his peaceful face, and I knew that even though there would always be hard times, I was good enough for this little man. We would be okay. I didn’t need all the money in the world to make him happy. I just needed to be happy with him.


From that day on, I started putting a few dollars away to save for tougher times. When they came, Thayne and I would take our “tough-times cash” and head out shopping. Sometimes we spent it, sometimes not, but we always had fun. It wasn’t long before I found myself making up silly reasons why we should head to the mall. Now that Thayne is eight, he makes up his own excuses.


In quiet times, instead of daydreaming about having an infinite supply of money, I now picture my son, fully grown, ready to start a family of his own, and always ready to shop with his old mom after a bad day.


Jodie Haley 










Mistaken
 Identity


Answer that you are here—that life exists and identity, that the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse.


WALT WHITMAN 


My friend Lisa’s baby was two weeks overdue, and the doctor advised her to start walking to perhaps bring on labor. I had planned a trip to the mall the next morning, so we decided to spend the day window-shopping.


In her last stages of pregnancy, Lisa had about outgrown most of her clothes . . . all except a bright floral maternity dress. The dress was about the only thing my extra-large friend could get into, and I had teased her about really needing to find something else as it was all she ever wore.


We window-shopped until she tired and decided to people-watch from the food court while I continued to shop. About a half hour later, as I approached the shop where we had agreed to meet, an excited customer came out of the store. “There’s a woman in there giving birth . . . they just called the paramedics.”


I knew it was Lisa and rushed to the store to be with her. She had been so excited about the baby—her first— and I wanted to be there to share her joy and give her comfort. Pushing my way through the group of people standing around a figure in a bright floral dress, I dropped to my knees next to her. Grabbing her hand, I told her to relax, that an ambulance was on its way, and I’d make sure Mark was called at work.


ROOM TO GROW 


Maternity wear is a $1.5 billion part of the clothing market and has seen 36 percent growth since 2000. More babies? No, it’s supply and demand.
Pregnant women are demanding more choices in great styles, and maternity clothes are available from a wider variety of retailers.


“Who’s Mark?” a strange voice asked. Finally, I glanced at her face—and into the eyes of a perfect stranger.


Embarrassed, I looked around and saw Lisa leaning against the door to a dressing room doubled over in laughter.


She gave birth to her first son early the following morning. The doctor said the belly laugh was as good as a ride over a bumpy road.


D. K. Abbott 










Retail Détente


Peace, like charity, begins at home.


FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT 


I grew up in a neighborhood that was a stronghold of Catholicism. Nestled in this womb of the faithful was the Kaufman family, Eastern European Jews, who owned one of our two neighborhood grocery stores.


I loved the Kaufmans’ store. The door squeaked when it opened, the wood floors creaked under the slightest bit of weight, and the smell of garlic pickles in a big, wooden barrel filled the air. All the shopkeepers in our neighborhood lived above their stores, and the Kaufmans’ tiny kitchen was just beyond where Mr. Kaufman butchered fresh cuts of meat. Mrs. Kaufman tended the front, splitting her time between the cash register and stocking the shelves.


One day after school, my grandmother sent me to Kaufmans for one pound of ground beef. I sped down the block, carefully opened the squeaky door and inhaled the aromas of the old-fashioned grocery store. When Mr. Kaufman asked how he could help me, I repeated the  order as politely and carefully as I could, “One pound of ground meat, please.” Off Mr. Kaufman went to the refrigerator, the heavy door closing behind him. He returned with a tray of various pieces of meat and proceeded to push them through his grinder.


I watched the fresh meat go in as chunks and come out like spaghetti while casting a wary glance at the knives hanging from the blood-stained chopping block, scarred by thousands of strikes from the cleaver. Mr. Kaufman reached for the roll of butcher’s paper, snapped off a piece and skillfully wrapped up my pound of meat. He took the black marker from behind his ear and wrote a price on the wrapper, handed me the package, and said thank you in his thick accent.


I returned home, placed the package on the counter and rushed back outside to play. I was soon interrupted by my grandmother yelling and gesturing from the end of the alley. As I approached, she waved the package of ground meat in the air and asked, “Theresa, what did you bring me?” Confused, I didn’t know what to say, “What you wanted, Grandmom. I told Mr. Kaufman what you wanted, and that’s what he gave me.”


For some reason, this set her off even more. “Then you take this back to those Kaufmans. We don’t eat horsemeat. You tell them you want your money back, and take that over to McGarigills and get me a pound of ground beef. I don’t care what they charge. At least they’re good Catholics and know what good Catholics eat. We’re through shopping at Kaufmans. He’s a shyster!”


She thrust the package into my hands and stomped off. All I could do was what I was told. I slunk back to Kaufmans, opened the squeaky door and quietly waited my turn at the butcher counter. When Mr. Kaufman looked up with a puzzled expression, I said my piece. “Mr. Kaufman, I’m sorry, but my grandmom says to tell you  that we don’t eat horsemeat and that we want our money back. She says you don’t know what good Catholics eat and that I have to go to McGarigills from now on, even though they charge more, because you’re a shyster.” The words were catching in my throat as I spoke, hoping I got it right, just the way my grandmother told me to say it.


I would miss Kaufmans. McGarigills never smelled like garlic pickles, and their floors didn’t creak, and the door opened smoothly. They had bag boys and boys who stocked the shelves. While I was lost in thought, I didn’t realize that Mr. Kaufman had turned a deep shade of red and that Mrs. Kaufman had come running down the aisle. They spoke rather heatedly to each other in a language I didn’t understand. Mrs. Kaufman snapped the package out of my hand and ushered me back to the front of the store. She opened the register and promptly counted out my refund. “You go now, and you don’t come back. We sell good meat, not horsemeat, and we take care of our customers. We don’t need troublemakers here.”


I scooped the money off the counter and made my way toward the door. Customers and other kids were staring. The only sound in the place was that squeaky door. Sadly, I headed for McGarigills where I stood politely in line and waited for the butcher to ask me for my order. For the second time in a half hour, I ordered the pound of ground meat.


Home again. The kitchen smelled like a combination of Pall Malls, boiled potatoes, butter and Bushmills Irish Whiskey. (After all, it was after five.) I put the new package on the counter and watched as my grandmother opened the butcher paper, looked, smelled and poked at the meat. “What is going on around here?” she said. “Don’t these butchers sell decent meat anymore? I’m going to give them a piece of my mind!” With that, she wiped her hands on the apron, untied it and threw it over the  kitchen chair. She re-wrapped the package, tucked it under her arm and grabbed me by the hand. This 4'11" dynamo hiked down the alleys, crossed streets, dodged traffic, and muttered about butchers and horsemeat, all the while holding my hand with a grip that was cutting off my circulation.


At McGarrigills, my grandmother made a beeline to the butcher counter—which she could not see over—and pushed in front of the customer waiting in line. “You should be ashamed of yourself, calling yourself a butcher. What kind of ground beef is this?” The helpful customer, a few inches taller, passed the troublesome package of meat over the counter to the confused butcher, who calmly looked down at my grandmother, then at me.


Grandmom continued chastizing the butcher about service and quality as he opened the package and waited for her to finish. “Ma’am, if that little girl had ordered ‘beef,’ that’s what I would have given her, but I distinctly remember her asking for ‘one pound of ground meat.’ I remember that quite clearly.”


All of a sudden I felt every eye on me. Grandmom jerked my arm. “Theresa, what did you tell this fine gentleman I wanted?” I couldn’t answer. “Theresa, what did you order? Did you ask for ground meat or ground beef?” Finding my voice, I stammered something like, “Isn’t meat, beef?”


With that, my little Irish grandmother turned on the charm. “I am so, so very sorry, sir. Please forgive me. My granddaughter misunderstood. Please, let me have that back, and I’ll be out of your way.” The butcher smiled and replied, “No, you wanted ground beef, and that’s what you’ll have. Wait here—  and maybe you can explain to your little girl that meat isn’t always beef.”
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I listened carefully as my grandmother shared one of the great mysteries of life. “Theresa, some people can’t afford to eat 100 percent ground beef, so in order to make ends meet, they order ground meat, and these nice butchers cut up some pork ends along with some beef and grind it all together. Now, we aren’t poor (this came as news to me, since even at my age I knew we didn’t have any money), and our family can afford to order beef. From now on, you be sure to tell these nice people you want ground beef, not meat. Do you understand?”


Suddenly, I did understand. The ground meat was an insult. My grandmother thought that our butchers were insinuating that she couldn’t afford beef. It was as if the sky had opened up. On the way home from McGarigills I told Grandmom that I now understood perfectly, and it would never happen again. She squeezed my hand—a silent “apology accepted.” As we walked, I wondered about the Kaufmans and tentatively asked, “Can I stop at Kaufmans and tell them I’m sorry? I really feel bad for calling them shysters when it was my mistake.” For the second time that evening, I saw an adult turn beet red.


“Theresa, you what? You said what?”


Confused (again), in my most innocent voice I said, “You told me to tell them good Catholics didn’t eat horsemeat . . .” Before I could finish, we cut across the street and were headed straight for the corner—directly for that squeaky door of Kaufmans’ grocery.


There are few times in my life that compare to stepping into that store, that evening, behind my tiny grandmother. I knew that my mistake had angered and hurt people, but as I stepped forward to apologize, Grandmom’s arm held me back. With all the pride she could swallow, she cleared her throat, looked the Kaufmans in the eyes and spoke. “Please, Mr. and Mrs. Kaufman, my granddaughter and I want to apologize for our mistake. I  sent Theresa here for one pound of ground beef, and she asked for ground meat—not knowing the difference. I also must apologize because what I said to Theresa, in a fit of anger over what I thought was your fault, were unkind, hurtful things that Theresa did not realize she shouldn’t repeat.”


Mr. and Mrs. Kaufman looked at each other, discussed something in that strange language and nodded. Mr. Kaufman asked us to wait a minute and returned with a package. On the wrapper, in big black marker was written “$0.” He handed the package to Grandmom and said, “We accept your apology.”


I quietly walked beside my grandmother toward home. Relieved and happy that I was still allowed to shop at Kaufmans, I was even more amazed that we ended up with two pounds of ground beef for the price of a pound of meat.


Theresa Peluso 










Parting Gifts


It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.


FREDERICK DOUGLASS 


For every thing, there is a season. A time to shop, and a time to buy. I like having new things as much as the next person. I just don’t like cruising for parking spaces, browsing endless aisles of goods I don’t want in search of the one thing I need, and standing in lines.


But now, my oldest child, Steve, has decided to flee the nest and get his own apartment. He is going to share rent with the son of my long-time friend, Brenda, and our boys are going to need a lot of basic necessities when they settle into their new place. So Brenda and I did what any good mother would do in this situation, besides weep and mourn the loss of her first-born—we went shopping.


Side by side, we rattled our carts down department store aisles, occasionally falling into single file when encountering another shopper.


“You get the mop. I’ll get the broom.”


“Do you think they’ll need a toaster?”


“They’ll definitely need one of these.” (I tossed a plunger in my cart.)


“What color is their kitchen?”


“Do guys even care about color coordination?”


MUSTS OR 
MUST-HAVES?


Make a list of what you have and what you need to purchase. Then define what is essential and what would be “nice-to-have” before you shop. It will help you to stay focused and on budget.


It was then I spotted the Batman blanket. There was the Caped Crusader himself, resplendent in steely blue and black polyester plush. The year that Steve turned five, Batman had posed on top of his birthday cake, ready for action. No other super-hero would do. I remember searching several stores in the weeks before the big day, looking for matching paper plates, napkins and party invitations featuring  the nocturnal crime fighter. For years afterward, Steve’s weekly allowance often bought him another Batman comic book or action figure. Many fictional champions for justice came and went at our house, but Batman remained a constant.


Brenda joined me in the bedding aisle as I stood fingering the blanket.


“I know how you feel,” she said. “I didn’t think it would happen this soon.”


Me either.


It wasn’t long ago that I’d knelt on the floor in a department store like this one, cradling a newborn and attempting to reason with a toddler (“Just a few more minutes! We’re almost done!”), while holding up size-six corduroys to my little boy’s waist to see if they were long enough. They never were. He was growing so fast.


How many “Back-to-School” sales had I survived,  navigating between displays of three-ring binders and overloaded shopping carts of other harried parents, scavenging the bins for one last box of washable markers in basic colors?


Wasn’t it yesterday that I dragged a sullen adolescent through the young men’s department, suggesting he try on some nicely pressed khakis and polo shirts in lieu of baggy jeans and T-shirts with silly slogans?


About the time Steve abandoned his fear of being seen in public with the woman who bore him, I helped him shop for his first high-school dance. We picked out the perfect shirt and tie. He looked so handsome then, so grown up. Almost a man.


I didn’t think it would happen this soon.


We raise our children to become self-sufficient. We do our best to guide them in developing skills to make sound judgments. If we’re lucky, one day they are ready to leave home and be independent. Then we know we’ve done a good job. That doesn’t make it any easier to watch them go.


Brenda and I wound our way toward the checkout lanes. “This was fun,” she said, squeezing my arm.


“Just a minute,” I said. “I need one more thing.”


I steered my cart toward the book and magazine section and scanned the shelves. Yes! There it was. I made my choice quickly, tossing it on top of the bath towels and toaster, waste can and bed sheets—offerings of love and support for a grown son who would soon learn to fend for himself.


One more Batman comic book couldn’t hurt.


Dianna Graveman 










The Shopping Game


Whoever said money can’t buy happiness simply didn’t know where to go shopping.


BO DEREK 


When I was a girl, I would settle into the cushions on the porch swing with the Sears Roebuck “Wish Book” propped on my knees. The hefty catalog would arrive in late summer, before school began, and the porch swing on our wraparound porch was a perfect place to escape the summer heat. My mother had fitted the broad seat of the white wooden swing with mounds of cushy pillows upholstered in flowered chintz, and I would lie there in the shade, my feet pushing the chains that suspended the swing from the ceiling, swaying back and forth. When the catalog arrived, I perched among the pillows and started at page one. The models were dressed in garnet red and gold, camel and forest green, posing with rakes against piles of leaves or walking along sunlit paths through the woods. Mentally trying on their outfits and studying their haircuts, I’d imagine what I would wear and what I would look like when I grew up. I loved  choosing from the alternate colors, visualizing myself as an adult, wondering what kind of job and house I’d have.


Neither the children’s nor the men’s sections held any appeal for me, but at housewares I would furnish my imaginary home, contemplating kitchen  appliances and bedroom sets, curtains  and dining-room tables. After a while, I made up the shopping game. The rules were simple: I could pick one item on each page, left-hand and right-hand. If I didn’t like anything on the left-hand page, I could “roll over” a choice to the right-hand page, and vice versa. However, if nothing appealed to me, I forfeited those choices, and moved on to the next two pages. I  wasn’t allowed to just pick something for picking’s sake because that was “wastingmy (pretend)money.”


CATALOG 
SHOPPING 


Sears, Roebuck and Co. began distributing mail-order catalogs in 1902.


When I recall those hours on the porch swing, swaying  in the summer warmth and musing over the thin pages, I’m both vaguely ashamed of my adolescent greediness and gratified. Gratified, because for the only time in my life, I had the opportunity to choose my heart’s desire without credit-card bills or delivery charges. Restricting myself to only one choice per page forced me to evaluate price and quality, and to trust my opinion. It was okay not to like something, and it was not okay to buy just for the sake of buying.


Those adolescent dreams of shopping for new outfits and a houseful of furniture never came true. When I did grow up and was struggling through graduate school on a tiny budget, the shopping game was my only form of spending recreation. Then I finally landed a job and couldn’t spend money even after I’d earned it, not  knowing how to break my frugal habits. Now, I pride myself on being a “minimalist” in these days of rank consumerism; I spend far more time combing thrift shops for clothes than I have ever spent shopping for sales at the mall. Such ingrained frugality has its drawbacks—being a miser is no fun! Even though I’ve paid off my student loans and carry no credit-card debt, I still can’t bring myself to shop with the same abandon that I did on the porch swing. Where’s the gratification in that?


The days of the wish books ended years ago. Now, we can shop on Yahoo and Froogle on Google, where millions of items are at our disposal from all over the world. We can sort through hundreds of choices in seconds, not hours, and not even have to make a trip to the mailbox to order. The search engines play the shopping game for me, aligning all my choices in one column and sorting them by price or color in one keystroke.


I miss the original shopping game—the summer afternoons sprawled out on the porch swing, shifting a heavy catalog on my knees, exploring the possibilities of adulthood while late-summer breezes riffled the pages. You still can’t buy daydreams on the Internet, and for that I’ll take the porch swing any day.


Kelly Austin 










Heavenly Shoes


We are each of us angels with only one wing, and we can only fly by embracing one another.


LUCIANO DE CRESCENZO 


We have all been there. Pay day has come and gone, and there’s a little spare cash singeing a hole in your purse, just waiting to be spent. And what happens? You can find nothing—that’s right, nothing—in the right color, style or size. The next time you have no money, that’s when stores are filled with gorgeous garments and achingly attractive accessories. It’s not fair.


After such a day in Glasgow, with rain threatening to drown even the most determined shopper, I gave up. I was footsore and weary, hungry, tired and worse—the cash burning a hole in my purse had now set fire to the lining and was threatening to flambé my entire handbag.


With a sigh of frustration, I sat down in the middle of a large department store and decided that I was going to buy something—anything—just to give me that rush of shopping satisfaction.


“Can I help you at all?”


A petite, blonde woman was standing before me wearing a helpful smile.


“I doubt it,” I replied, a little on the grumpy side. “I have money to spend, and I can’t find anything I want to spend it on. It’s useless. I think I’ll just go home.”


She smiled the smile of someone who had been there. “Why don’t you ask your shopping angels for help?” she suggested.


I thought I must have misheard her. “My shopping angels?” I inquired. She nodded in the affirmative. Now, don’t get me wrong. I am a great believer in angels, and I have had many profound angelic encounters both large and small over the years for which I am truly grateful and thankful, but never before had I considered asking them for help when it came to sartorial suggestions. I’ve always thought they would be too busy. This sales assistant had really piqued my curiosity. I considered it for a moment. I asked my angels for help in many areas of my life already—I had my parking angels and angels who blessed the house—why not shopping angels?


“Okay,” I said, “tell me how it works for you. I’m willing to give it a go.”
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