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I love toys. So I didn't mull over a proposition to be a spokesmodel for Toys 'R Us too long when a Philadelphia agency contacted me. Yet, when I showed up for the gig recently, instead of a playful stint juggling for the camera or posing with a new Wii, when I showed up I discovered far more sobering work.

"Would you like to discover how you can save 10% on your purchase today with a Toys 'R Us card?" Doesn't sound too intrusive a question, right? The reality is that, in fact, Toys R Us is making a great offer with their new credit/loyalty card. 0% interest for 6 months, 10% off your bill, as well as reward points that accumulate wherever you shop, redeemable for more toys. I personally picked up a card for myself and spent a good hour picking out the coolest toys, a robotic arm, and Disney dvd's a for friends and family (okay the Here and Now Monopoly was for me). If you spend a few hundred bucks when you get the card you save $30 and don't pay any interest as long as you pay off the bill within 6 months. Makes sense right. Okay, well I must have repeated the same scpiel 100 times so maybe I've convinced myself...Yet, stand in front a retail outlet and ask the same question to shoppers as they storm in and the practice quickly becomes a case study in human nature. There is:

1. the mom on a mission - she doesn't hear you, or anyone else for that matter. Her shopping plan has been charted out in advance, but she will return in a few moments when she can't find the Robosapien she's looking for.

2. the joiner - this perpetually curious individual simply wants anything that is being handed out and 99% of the time has no interest at all in a Toys R Us card. Small children also fall into this category and I found myself playing along with the fun, often sending packs of children away with a brochure they were certain held the secret to obtaining their very own endless supply of free toys.

3. the credit freak - this person has had a long difficult credit history and therefore, upon simply hearing the word 'credit' or 'card,' he/she loses color in the face, shakes their head, and mutters what is usually a fairly comical response such as, "credit is evil." Occasionally a subcategory surfaces, the 'credit freak in denial.' This person happily agrees to sign up for the card only to drop all sorts of hints that they probably won't be approved and they are always right. Now, this might be an embarassing situation but I found I am uniquely able to comfort these individuals with all sorts of zany explanations such as, "you must have a different phone number registered," or, "the software can be fickle," or, "this is why you should be sure you vote."

Anyway, after about an hour spent encountering the characters above and more, I found myself staring at my Gucci loafers and wondering why, despite the decent compensation, the hell I was doing this at all. I mean, there is something truly sobering about standing on the front line of a retail store and talking to every person that enters the building. I'm pretty sure I'd joked with friends in the past that they might consider a career as a Wal-Mart greeter stamping stickers on shoppers foreheads. And here I was, not too far removed from that very job.

I couldn't stew over my thoughts for too long before another shopper sauntered in and it wasn't pretty. A mother pushing a stroller with a snotty nosed little girl and two more youngsters in tow, all bright-eyed about coming into a colorful, comfortable zoo of fun and freedom, walked right by me. I said little. For I knew where there was hardly money for adequate winter clothing, a credit card wasn't any better a fit than the hand-me-down clothes the kids were wearing. This mom wasn't rushing in for the latest T.M.X. elmo or a $600 PS3; in fact, I witnessed over about an hour that she didn't purchase anything at all. Instead, she whispered to her kids and I'm sure she was telling them to take a look around and dream to see what really lit a sparkle in those little sets of eyes so she could come back later to buy a toy or two--at least that was my hope.

The point is, this family wasn't all that rare. Even at a nice suburban Philadelphia store, most people showed signs of a daily struggle on their faces--in their eyes. Some openly told me their household annual income while entering their information into an electronic kiosk, and I knew that, even without any children or a wife, I couldn't live on the same amount.

In the end, I'm grateful I had the opportunity to stand in a Toy's R Us store for awhile and interact with all types of people. It's not a store like most other stores, where the clientel fit a tight demographic. Every kid loves a toy. I only wish that instead of hawking credit cards I had a nice American Express of my own to go shopping with the little rascals... I think I'll go watch "Big" with Tom Hanks.

Anyway, happy holidays and don't forget to give something back this time of year!

Ryan

