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# Retailers are bracing for a
wave of postholiday mer-
chandise returns, with re-
turns-services provider Op-
toro projecting that U.S.
consumers will send back
$173 billion of goods be-
tween Thanksgiving and
the end of January. A1

# US. retail sales 7538 31%
from Nov. 1 through Dec. 24,
according to Mastercard
SpendingPulse, which mea-
sures in-store and online
sales, reflecting a year
marked by higher prices and
a strong U.S. job market. A2

# Major USS, stock indexes
advanced to start the holi-
day-shortened trading week,
with the S&P 500 and Dow
both gaining 0.4% and the
Nasdaq rising 0.5%. B9

# Investors piled into far-
reaching comers of global
markets in 2023, driving a
rally spanning stocks, bonds,
gold and cryptocurrencies. BT

 Apple appealed a deci-
sion by a federal trade
agency that forced it to stop
selling two models of its
smartwatches after the
agency said Apple violated
vatenls of a competitor, B3
ug company Bristol-
Mym Squibb struck a $41
billion deal to buy RayzeBio
in a bet on a re-emerging
cancer drug technology. B3
# AstraZeneca agreed to
buy Gracell

NASDAQ 1507457 0.56%

Boxmg Day Hunt Rldes On, but Wlth

STOXX600 Closed (477.60)

10-YR.TREAS. & 6/32, yield 3.885%

HOOFS AND WOOFS: The Old Surrey Burstow and West Kent Boxing Day event was held in
Tuesday. With fox hunting banned since 2004, modified hunts take place using scented trails

U.S. Struggles to Spy o1
Its Leading Espionage |

By Wankex P. STRomeL officials. The gaps leave the

for a transaction value of
$1.2 billion, as part of Astra-
Zeneca's efforts to grow its
cell therapies business. B3

# The companies that in-
stall and operate electric-
vehicle charging networks
are in the middle of a build-
ing boom, but their share
prices are snultenng B1
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# Iran has tripled produc-
tion of nearly weapons-
grade uranium in a move
Tikely to deepen its mnmm-
tation with the West
Tehran helps allied miltias
to attack Israel and U.S.
forces in the region.

# Israel's war cabinet took
an Egyptian proposal to end
the war with Hamas to a
wider group of ministers as
domestic pressure grows to
secure the release of hos-
tages and as regional pow-
ers look for a solution to
halt the fighting in Gaza. A8

# Ukrainian forces struck
a large Russian warship
during an air raid on a base
in occupied Crimea, dealing
another blow to Moscow’s
Black Sea fleet. A9

# Navalny resurfaced on so-
cial media a day after his as-
sociates confirmed the jailed
Russian opposition leader

was traced to a penal colony
in the country’s Far North al-
most three weeks after they
lost contact with h\m.A_!

# The billionaire Koch fam-
ily and its network of donors
are re-entering presidential
politics, opposing Trump and
backing Nikki Haley in the
2024 Republican primary, A4

# Trump, preparing for a
potential second term, has
been stocking an arsenal of
protectionist trade mea-
sures filled primarily with
new levies on imports from
China and elsewhere. A4

# China hit back at US. criti-
cism of ts human-rights record
by imposing sanctions on a Los
Angeles data-analytics firm
and two analysts involved in

scouring the country’s sup-
ply chain for abuses. A8
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U.S, with limited understand-
ing of secret

among Chinese leader Xi Jin-
ping and his inner circle on
key security issues such as
Taiwan and other topics, the
officials said.

“We have no real insight
into leadership plans and
tentions in China at all,” said

a former senior intelligence
atfcial who. unti mcnzly
read classified repos

Strengthening e hinsan

spy network targeted on China
|s one goal of a titanic, but

wostly secret, shift at the CIA
and it sister US, sy agen-

s
spyoakchers ol b blinded the
in China a decade ago
When' they systematically
rounded up a network of Chi-
nese agents working for the
CIA. As many as two dozen
assets providing information
to the U.S. were executed or
imprisoned, among them high-
vanking Chinese officals
is still struggling
o rebuid i5s uman espio-
nage capabilities in China, the
agency’s top intelligence tar-
get, according to interviews
with current and former U.S.

cies. It comes amid a largel
transformation in U.S, security
policy away from fighting in
surgencies around the world
and toward preparing for &
possible “great power” con:
flict with China and Russia.

After two decades of hunt:
ing terrorists, the $100 billion

a-year US. mtelhxeuce com:
munity is retraining personnel
redirecting billons n budgets
and retooling expensive spy
machinery to focus on thosé
potential adversaries.

The pivot hasn't been sim
ple. Hamas’s surprise Oct. §
attack on Isracl and the ensu:
ing war in Gaza, and Russia’s
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Tips to Control Overspending

Financial advisers say you first need to sort out where inflation ends and lifestyle creep begins

By JuLiA CARPENTER

Shoppers Keep Spending
Some analysts estimate Dec. 23 topped Black Friday as the
biggest sales day of the year, lifted by last-minute buying. A2

USS. retail sales, Nov. 1-Dec. 24, change from 2022
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By Liz Youne

BREINIGSVILLE, Pa.—At §
brightly lighted desk in thig
industrial town outside Allen
town, Jean Fargas Maldonadg
carefully pulls a beige-and:

urtleneck sweater from
its plastic wrapper and closely
eyes every inch of the bulky
garment before slipping it int¢
a new bag.

Maldonado then unceremo:
niously tosses the bag into ¢
huge gray bin, adding to &
growing pile of hundmds oi

similar
v, iy ved b g

New Wave in Hair Is an *80s Look
That Many Would Rather Forget

Thanks, Timothée: Moms who survived

perms have Leen boys begging for the ‘dos

By ANE MARIE CHAKER people hoped to never see
— again is making a comeback,

On a recent Wednesday after thanks to teen boys angling
srhool 13-year-old Lukas Win-  for a tousled, just-out-of-bed

ters in a hairstylist's chair
ith halinch diameter plastic

look that stays perfectly im-
perfect all day.

s placed strategically across  “His hair is now more ex-
his head, a bag pensive  than
clipped over the mine” says Lu-

P, kas's ‘mother,

The Wendy Winters, a
grader Home Depot store
Gerritts manager who nor-

chool in Kim- mally pays $45 for
berly, Wis., was er own haireut

getting a perm—
his second since
the beginning of
the school year.

“I want it more I
explained while patiel
ing 20 minutes for the
Extra Body solution t

She paid for Tu-

kag's first norm in

The perm returns

st
Pty

L —

That '80s hair f
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Fewer people are
posting on social

media, as some say
the fun has fizzled. A2
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Dishes for one
Restaurants don't want to forbid

nyone trying to figure
out why they are
seraping by at the end
of the year could
safely pin part of the
blame on inflation,
Higher prices have made it easier
than ever to miss that other
sneaky cause of ov

on inflation and a postpandemic
fear of missing out and not
enough on everything else, finan-
cial advisers said.

“Some of it is just economics,
but some of it is keeping up with
the Joneses,” said Joseph Reinke,
financial analyst and founder of
FitBUX, a financial-software
company.

ees increased by 4% from a year
earlier, according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics. That is only just
now beating the 3% increase in the
consumer-price index. But even
people who scored big raises dur-
ing the Great Resignation don't
necessarily feel their new pay-
checks go as far as they expected.
Salm) Bllllt. a 37-year-old
said it

lifestyle creep.

People tend to increase spend-
ing near the end of the year, and
especially as their income grows.
We gradually accumulate new ex-

; penses, adding pricey new prod-
{ucts to the bathroom cabinet or
licking subscribe on new stream-
ing services. Occasional indul-
ences such as bar cocktails or de-
luxe takeout become routine—all
ecause we think we can afford to
reat ourselves.

Then suddenly, we feel at a loss
when there isn't more left at the
nd of the month.

1f you want to rein in your
pending in 2024, financial advis-
rs say you first need to sort out
: where inflation ends and lifestyle
i creep begins. It is easy to place
#too much blame for overspending

g in-
creases from wanton spending re-
quires two things, said Charlotte
Geletka, managing partner at Sil-
ver Penny Financial Planning, a fi-
nancial-services firm: a revamped
budgeting strategy, and a long,
hard look in the mirror.

Face the numbers
Inflation is easing and some prices
recently fell for the first time
since 2020, but during the past
two years, consumers have seen
their budgets stretched on items
from frozen vegetables to sliced
bread. Take a purchase as quotid-
ian as motor-vehicle insurance: As
of October 2023, prices had
Jjumped nearly 20% from the previ-
ous year.

As of November 2023, average
hourly wages for nonfarm employ-

can be exaspemmg trying to fig-
ure out where the extra money
went.

He thought he was doing ev-
erything he could to fight lifestyle
creep. As a homeowner, he doesn’t
have to worry about ever-increas-
ing rents. And he has advanced in
his career as a pharmacist and is
making a good living.

“When you look at your credit-
card statement at the end of the
month or the week, you're like,
“Yo, what do I have to show for
this? $2002"" Balile said. “I feel
myself in this postpandemic life-
style, slipping. If my mother knew,
she would have a heart attack.”

In analyzing his own credit-
card statements, Balile said he has
noticed the biggest shift in spend-
ing is on hitting the town with

friends. Once a beer after work
felt indulgent, but now ordering
two cocktails and a plate of appe-
tizers to share has become his
norm—all before he and his
friends decide which restaurant to
try for dinner.

“It is almost as if when you do
£0 out, you're going to go hard,”
he said. “There’s no in-between.”

Is it an investment?

There are good reasons o step up
your spending. Buying a more ex-
pensive lifestyle can be a means to
project identity to a certain class
or social group, said Ori Heffetz,
an associate professor of econom-
ics at Cornell University who stud-
s consumer behavior. It is an in-
vestment in appearances, he said,
but it isn't always one that will
pay off.

“They say, ‘Dress like your
manager,” or “Dress like your best
self,”™ he said.

The trouble is the markers of
wealth that can be purchased only
tell part of the story. The invisible
signs of success—savings and in-
vestment—remain opaque to the
lifestyle creeper.

“You don’t know what I have in

the bank, but you see what car I
drive,” he said. “That is a big
source of distortion.”

But that investment comes at a
cost. If you are passed over for a
promotion or stuck in your same
income bracket, cutting back on
your spending is only going to feel
that much harder.

Make a backward budget
Undo some of the effects of life-
style creep with the backward
budget, said Geletka, the adviser
at Silver Penny Financial. The end
of the year is the perfect time to
reassess because you have 12
months’ worth of data at hand.

‘This means analyzing a year of
bank statements and stripping out
all the nonessential items like
streaming subscriptions or vaca-
tion flights to nail down the sum
of your essential expenses.

Once you have that number—
likely the total of housing, trans-
portation and grocery costs, along
with insurance or other expenses
unique to your household—you
can compare it with what you
spent previously.

Suss out which expenses you
can attribute to either inflation or
lifestyle creep. Forking over more
money to the electricity utility is
one thing; spending more on rent
because you moved from a modest
apartment to a two-story loft is
another.

From there, look at the ex-
penses making up that other
bucket of nonessentials: Have your
streaming services quadruped in
price during the past year, or did
you sign up for more of them?
What did you spend on dining out
in one month compared with the
previous month?

“It is simple, but it's by no
means easy, and I think people
don’t want to know the truth,"
Geletka said.

Raising your awareness, she
said, is half the battle. When you
confront the balance, the state-
‘ment and the receipts, the infor-
mation can help inform your plan
of action.

Set realistic goals for 2024
After you have identified the pain
points—say, ordering taxis when
you could take the bus—Reinke
recommends picking one category
to reduce expenses during the
next month or so. Try first in-
creasing your awareness of how
much you spend on that given ex-
pense. Rather than ignoring your
ride-share app charges, you are
now keeping track of them. After
one month, look at how much you
have spent ordering cars. Next
month, commit to lowering that
number.

But it is important not to set
unrealistic goals, Reinke said. You
don’t have to delete the Uber app
off your phone altogether.

“If you try to make an entire
lifestyle change in two months,
you'll stop doing it and go right
back to what you were doing,” he
said.

By AUNa Dizik

aoking to split entrees o stick

wiith starters to save on your

next dinner out? Restaurants
are on to you.

After years of pushing small,
shareable plates, and rising prices
that have prompted some custom-
ers to split dishes to save money,
restaurants want you to order
more. So they're introducing hard-
to-share menu items and asking
servers to nudge diners to load up
on extra small plates. It's an at-

splitting, says Abraham Merchant,
chief executive of a New York-based
management company with 17 affil-
lated restaurants, Instead, his res-
taurants are trying subtle strategies
like creating single-bite items, like a
duck confit spring roll meant for
one, without getting rid of splittable
oplions, like roasted carrot hummus.
*It's a struggle,” he says. "We dis-
courage as gently as we can’
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Restaurants

Push Back

months, and 58% said they would
keep doing so, according to market
research from Datassential.

Kylie Monagan, a partner at Civetta
Hospitality, made a discovery after
digging into eight months of order-
ing trends for one of her company’s
restaurants. Larger party sizes—
those with six or seven people—of-
ten had the lowest per-person
check averages when sharing
dishes. Often those groups would
come in to drink and socialize with-
out ordering individual entrees.

“People sharing plates was not
great for us,” she says.

To target the snacks and drinks
crowd, Monagan updated sections
of the menu last summer. She
added pricier items, including a sec-
tion of small plates like thinly sliced
raw yellowtail ($24) that aren't
meant for sharing.

Those who prefer to split can or-

On Sharing

der a crudo sampler of all the fish
for $85. Adjusting the portion sizes
and prices allows diners to share
while keeping per-person checks
high, she says.

“We needed to position the
menu in a way that made sense for
us financially while understanding
that people come here to share
with their friends,” she says.

Matilda Parente, 70 years old,
says she prefers smaller, adventur-
ous bites over classic entrees when
dining out. "Appetizers are more
budget-friendly and more appealing,
quite honestly” the San Diego-
based physician says. She tends to
give in if the server insists that the
entree “isn’t an upsell.”

More strategy

Tracy Borkum, founder of Urban
Kitchen Group in San Diego, re-
worked the menu at her four Cucina

Eateries introduce
hard-to-split items
to help boost
bottom line

restaurants this year to offer smaller
and cheaper plates to encourage
splitting. With many people already
sharing entree-size portions at the
Italian restaurants, she hoped diners
would order and share more small
plates to keep check averages steady.

In two locations, diners com-
plained about the smaller portions.
without noticing the lower prices,
she says. One large meatball that
cost $15 was now three smaller
ones and cost $1250.

“That was earth-shattering to
people.” Borkum says.

Erik Niel recently introduced
stand-alone proteins in a Big Meats
section at his Chattanooga, Tenn,
restaurant Easy Bistro and Bar. The
French eatery now offers items that
are more filling and easler to split,
including a whole chicken, he says.

The catch: Sides come separately
instead of with the entree. so when

diners split a main course, they are
encouraged to order more.

As a last resort, servers are
trained to warn diners if the food
they are splitting isn't filling enough
for a complete meal.

In the kitchen, Niel also hesitates
to make it easy for guests looking
to split smaller plates into sepa-
rately plated appetizers. The kitchen
won't add more sauce or food to a
split plate. And he says he asks
some cooks to create “one salad in
one bowl and move to two bowls™
to train them not to pile on extra
food in each.

“I don't want it to be something
wihere guests can game the sys-
tem,” Niel says.

Erika Chavez enjoys the commu-
nal aspect of sharing dishes but
worries that piling on small plates
can strain some budgets.

On a recent night out, each friend
at the table placed an order through
the restaurant’s QR code rather than
with the server. The table still shared
their dishes, but it also made her
friends more conscious of how much
they spent per meal because they
could see their own total.

The result was a way to share
without the stress of "Who is going
to pay for what?" the 43-year-old Chi-
cago-based marketing director says.

Nori De Vega says she has tried
several strategies to save on dining
out after being laid off from her
tech marketing job in early 2023,
The 34-year-old from Portland, Ore,
has become more cautious when
out with friends because it was
tough to control what others would
order, including $25 cocktails.

Rather than split plates with a
larger group, De Vega, who recently
started a new marketing job, now
tells close friends that she'll keep
her check separate. She orders a
drink and a small bite,

“Sometimes you get a spoonful
and pass it around.” she savs.
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