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Save
a bundle

For the price of a stamp, you
can get the latest edition of the
federal government's free
Consumer Information
Catalog listing more than 200
free or low-cost government
publications on topics such as
federal benefits, jobs, health,
housing, education, cars, and
much more. Our booklets will
help you save money, make
money, and spend it a little
more wisely.

So stamp out ignorance, and
write today for the latest free
Catalog. Send your name and
address to:

Consumer Information Center
Department SB
Pueblo, Colorado 81009

A public service of this publication
d the Consumer Information
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THE ICONOCLAST

covered that AOL charges the customer
for shopping tdme. (Its main competitor
does not: visit CompuServe’s virtual mall
and you’re off the clock.) The next shock
came when I actually tried to find some-
thing I wanted to buy.

I headed right for the AOL Online
Bookstore, run by a company called Read
USA. A good sign: a note informed me
that every book was sold at a discount
price. The most recent Philip Roth book
had just come out in softcover, so I tried
to locate it with the search function, look-
ing for the keyword Roth. The sole re-
sponse to my query was Harriet Roth’s Fat
Counter. This seemed odd only until I
looked deeper into the Online Bookstore
and discovered that aside from a relative
profusion of computer books, its selection
couldn’t compare to your average garage
sale. Literacy was at a premium, too. In
the biography section there were all of 16
books, with 3 devoted to Princess Diana
and 3 to Ross Perot. Even the categories
betrayed a suspect sensibility—there were
separate sections for fiction and literature.

eShop of Horrors
I would like to report that we can expect
much better shopping alternatives when
the new generation of personal digital
assistants come online, but judging from
a demonstration I had of eShop, the elec-
tronic shopping component geared to the
General Magic operating system, I think
there will be a shakeout period. Simply
reading the eShop press release, which
promises “technology that allows mer-
chants to create exciting, personalized
shopping experiences for consumers,”
made my heart sink. Don’t they under-
stand? When we sit in front of our com-
puter screens or stare at our blurry little
PDAs, we don’t want shopping “experi-
ences.” If we did, we’d leave the house and
go to a store! The whole idea of shopping
by computer is to 4void shopping—those
who prefer to do it digitally just want to
push a few buttons and get hold of the
specific merchandise we need. We don’t
want to browse—and if we did, we cer-
tainly wouldn’t want to do it on the hard-
to-decipher, black-and-white, 4-inch
screen of a General Magic device.

Yet, to my astonishment, when I got
a demo of eShop, I was shown a cyber-
spacey re-creation of the “experience” of
going into the sporting goods section of a
department store and comparison shop-
ping for a tennis racket. In the real eShop,
you’d see a picture of one tennis racket,
with brand name and features, and then
look at another one and presumably make
your decision. .

I could not contain myself. “Excuse
me,” I asked, “isn’t a tennis racket the

absolute last thing you’d want to buy elec-
tronically? Don’t people buying tennis
rackets usually want to bold them before
they buy them?”

The eShop representative was non-
plussed—he had never heard this ques-
tion before. But now that I mentioned it,
maybe tennis rackets were not the ideal
choice for the demo. He asked me to
assign no special meaning to this choice,
since, after all, it was only the demo. Also,
digital merchants can use the flexibility
of the eShop system to set up any num-
ber of different kinds of environments.

Still, I wondered afterward, eShop
could have chosen anything for their
demo—why did they choose tennis rack-
ets? After all, the real usefulness of hav-
ing a PDA with a shopping component is
hooking up to vast databases of items, uti-
lizing fast searches to find the specific
item you need, and ordering it in a flash.
Didn’t they gez it?

At Last I've Found You

Amazingly, one company does get it.
Compact Disc Connection (408/985-
8982 for online access) is a listing of over
80,000 compact audio discs that can be
easily searched by artist, title, category,
or other fields. When you find what you
want, you order it online, and CDC tries
to get it for you (the service claims a hit
rate of over 90 percent). The commands
on the system are spartan but effective.
When you find the disc you want, you
can, with a keystroke, get a list of the
songs it contains. Many of the CDs are
subjectively rated by a star system, and
some have short reviews. Often, CDC
sells its wares at a discount.

When I accessed CDC through its
Internet address (cdconnection.com), 1
got hooked instantly. Though it is not
flashy—no videos of Tom Peters here—
and though it makes no claims to be an
“experience,” Compact Disc Connection
provides utility that En Passant has yet to
attain. When I get my wireless PDA,
Compact Disc Connection will be on the
speed-dialer. I want the same sort of ser-
vice for books, too, as well as other sorts
of items. For instance, instead of the
lush graphics of an L. L. Bean catalog on
CD-ROM, I'd prefer to call up a data-|
base that lists everything Bean has ever
sold—just in case I want to order a sleep-|
ing bag in a hurry. When it comes to
shopping electronically, high-bandwidth
selection and a quick in-and-out is the
future. Spare me the frills, please—I jus
want to shop till I stop. m

STEVEN LEVY's latest book is Insanely Great: Th
Life and Times of Macintosh, the Computer Tha
Changed Everything (Viking, 1994).
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