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  INTRODUCTION
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  This book is dedicated to you, the man. It is all about you and the decisions you will make along your path to marriage. We will cover everything you need to know, including how to be sure she is “the one” and how to choose the perfect moment to pop the question. You’ll find lots of real life proposal stories to inspire you in creating your own unforgettable engagement. We’ll walk you through the ring buying experience, from what styles and cuts are out there to how much you really have to spend. What you will not find here are shiny pictures of pink bouquets, suggestions for picking out bridesmaid dresses, or tips for finding a gown that flatters your figure. Rest assured—this is a book by guys, for guys.

  Our goal is to make life a little easier for you (at least as far as your engagement goes—sorry, there’s not much we can do about your favorite sports team’s losing streak). After reading this book you should feel confident in taking your relationship to the next level. You will have the knowledge necessary to make an informed decision on purchasing an engagement ring. You will know what you need to do and who you need to talk with prior to your engagement. You will be able to plan a classic or elaborate proposal that will wow the woman of your dreams. Finally, you will know what to expect once the ring is on her finger and the wedding planning begins.

  You’re welcome for saving you from ever having to look through a flowery bridal magazine for advice or inspiration. We hope you enjoy this book as much as we enjoyed creating it.
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  SO YOU WANT TO GET MARRIED
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  NAVIGATING ENGAGEMENT
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    ENGAGEMENT 101

    [image: image]   Think it through. Proposing to your girlfriend is a major decision. Be sure marriage is what you really want before you commit to it.

    [image: image]   Know her thoughts, too. Propose to her when you feel that both of you are ready to take the next step, and you can’t go wrong. Use what you know and love about her to create a great proposal.

    [image: image]   Know why you want her. Everyone gets married for different reasons. Think about exactly why you want to be married to your girlfriend.

    [image: image]   Prepare for change. After you become engaged, your relationship will change. As a fiancé, you will have different obligations.

    [image: image]   Compromise. Take inventory of what compromises might be needed to ensure a successful relationship and marriage. It may be easier to have an open discussion about these things before you are married.

  

  HOW TO KNOW IF SHE’S READY

  Despite what television sitcoms and the film industry suggest, your girlfriend may not send blatantly obvious clues that reveal when she is ready to marry you. Chances are, she’s not going to wave her left hand in your face and demand a ring (if she did, you’d probably run). However, this doesn’t mean you should be completely in the dark about her feelings. She may make references to common friends getting married, or you may discover a new bridal magazine where your Sports Illustrated used to lay. If she bought you this book, you can be darn sure marriage is on her mind. Subtler clues will come as you evaluate the larger picture of your relationship.

  HOW TO TELL IF YOU’RE READY

  It is often said that absence makes the heart grow fonder. A far more telling scenario emerges when you have nowhere else to go for an extended period of time, and your girlfriend is never more than a few rooms away. In these situations, do you feel uncomfortable, or are you content being together? We all have that friend who is great for the first hour, but more than that starts making us think like Jack Nicholson in The Shining. That shouldn’t be the case with your girlfriend. If it is, you will need to learn how to communicate with her about whatever it is that drives you crazy when you’re together for too long.

  The beginning of any new relationship is an adjustment period. You start off with your best foot forward. You wear dressy clothing, take her on dates to classy restaurants, hold doors open for her, and rein in some other less desirable behaviors. As the relationship progresses, you naturally become more comfortable around her and begin to allow your quirks and eccentricities to emerge. Some men become very laissez-faire. Formal wear is swapped for sweatpants and ripped boxers. They still open doors for her, but the doors belong to McDonald’s and Blockbuster. While it’s always important to treat the woman you love like a lady, becoming more comfortable with each other is a positive progression. If your girlfriend can love you when you are at your worst, then she really does love you. Feeling secure enough to be yourself around her will be a determining factor in your future.

  Your wife should be one of your best friends, if not your best friend. She may not always care about everything you have to say, but she will want to listen because she cares about you. She loves you because of everything that defines you, from your life’s aspirations to how you clip your toenails. If you feel the same way about her, you may be ready to promise your life to her.

  WHY NOT TO GET MARRIED

  Pressure. If you feel like you are getting backed into a corner with ultimatums about either getting married or breaking up, then you need to seriously consider your options. Marriage is intended to be a lifelong commitment to each other. If you are not fully invested or just not ready, then despite any good intentions you have, you may be setting yourself up to fail. Buying a home, moving to another state, or joining the military are all major life choices. You wouldn’t make a decision about these issues unless you were really sure of what you wanted. So why would you enter into an engagement with any less certainty? You could live in your house for ten years, relocate for a few years, or serve your country for six years, but marriage is intended to last for as long as you both shall live.

  To make your relationship stronger. Couples sometimes use marriage as a Band-Aid for their relationship woes. For example, if you know you’re not spending enough time together now, you may think that being married will fix that problem. The reality is, if you don’t value quality time with each other enough to fit it in your schedule before marriage, you won’t after the wedding, either.

  QUESTIONS TO ASK

  You have to know yourself before you can know if someone is the right life mate for you. This calls for a personal assessment of your values. Do you want children? If so, how many? Would you like them sooner or later in life? Do you expect someone to stay home to care for them? If so, who? If your girlfriend does not want children, are you going to be satisfied without them? How important is religion to you? Would you consider converting to your girlfriend’s religion? Could you live with someone whose political views often conflict with your own? Do you feel the need to be established in your career before marriage? Are you worried about your financial situation? These are just a handful of questions that you should ask yourself before you can have a meaningful conversation with your girlfriend about your compatibility.

  
    Who knows where you will be in ten or twenty years? Allow yourself the freedom to change, but don’t be pressured into giving up the things that matter most to you in life.

  

  Be honest with yourself as you think about these questions. Wanting to be married doesn’t mean that it is okay to compromise your deepest goals and values. There will be some sacrifices that each of you will have to make, but being forced to give up on your dreams, the core of who you are, will only lead to resentment. Blame can poison a relationship, turning love into hate. There are enough obstacles in life without creating more. Knowing what you can and cannot live with or without will help you to better understand yourself.

  Keep in mind that as human beings, we are constantly changing our views and opinions. Just because you wanted to be a fireman in the second grade doesn’t mean that you have to choose that life today. Who knows where you will be in ten or twenty years? Allow yourself the freedom to change, but don’t be pressured into giving up the things that matter most to you in life.

  Many people operate under the assumption that after they find their soul mate, everything else will fall into place and they will live happily ever after. Sorry, but this just isn’t the case. As with family and friends, we often fight with each other, because we care enough to voice our differences and work out our problems, rather than thinking it doesn’t matter or giving up when we don’t immediately get our way. While constant arguing is not good for anyone, understand that problems will occur. Being willing and able to confront issues and learn from them is a key element to any relationship.

  There are no guarantees in life, and committing yourself to another person may come down to a decision of faith. It means having faith that during the hard times your wife will be there to support and love you and that you will always do the same for her.

  WHAT TO EXPECT ONCE YOU’RE ENGAGED

  When contemplating your engagement, you need to realize that after the proposal, your relationship will undoubtedly change. This isn’t to say that it will necessarily be better or worse than before—just different. Your new status as her fiancé will increase demands upon your time. It also may be expected that you begin spending more time together, especially more time with your extended families.

  During engagement, your relationship progresses through a period of discovering each other’s personalities to a time of solidifying your identity as a couple. Your commitment becomes public knowledge. It may change the way you perceive yourself, and it may also change the way your friends and network of acquaintances perceive you. At this time it is appropriate to take a look at your life and create an inventory of what you will be giving up and all that you will be receiving. An engagement is a major stepping stone in a person’s life, and it is important to acknowledge that there will be sacrifices on both sides of the relationship.

  
    You do not have to agree on everything. However, you should express that while you may disagree with her opinion, you will always care about what she thinks.

  

  Communication is key. Being able to discuss expectations, misunderstandings, or feelings will help to limit potential problems. Keep in mind that communicating requires both expressing your reasoning and listening to hers. Ignoring either aspect may lead to increased frustration and create secondary issues.

  You do not have to agree on everything. However, you should express that while you may disagree with her opinion, you will always care about what she thinks. You may never believe that figure skaters are as athletic as football players, or that Sex in the City is a better show than Seinfeld. If, after reasonable discussion, each of you still holds to your original opinions, you must simply agree to disagree. At least you won’t be required to tune into the next figure skating competition when she knows it will only lead to another argument. If you present your rationale clearly and respectfully, then regardless of the magnitude of the topic, you will build a proper foundation for addressing and resolving future dilemmas.

  PRE-PROPOSAL BASICS

  Prospective grooms are often torn between the idea of respecting established traditions and creating a proposal that is unique. They wonder if they should follow every custom—from asking for her father’s blessing to getting down on one knee while proposing. You may not care at all about how you propose, but maybe your girlfriend has been dreaming of this event her entire life. Perhaps neither of you will have a strong preference, and you may want to make a decision based upon the wishes of family or close friends.

  
    When is the right time to propose? This is the easiest question to answer. The right time is quite simply whenever it feels right for the both of you.

  

  If you are considering proposing, then chances are you have been dating for an extended period of time, or have at least known each other for a while. Think about her personality. Has she responded well to your romantic advances? If so, an elaborate proposal may be just what she is looking for. Is she family-oriented? How often does she talk to her parents? How well do you know her family? Your answers should help you to decide whether or not to ask for her parents’ blessing.

  Think logically; if she hasn’t spoken to her father for many years, then it would be pointless to ask for his blessing. Asking for a blessing is a chance to show your respect for her family, and it can also help to form a closer bond with her parents. You may choose to capitalize on the opportunity by creating an event around the tradition. Prepare and cook a meal for her family, take them to a ball game, or ask her father on a hunting trip (if that’s something you are both interested in). Because of all of the possible family configurations, you will have to decide exactly whose blessing to ask for. In some situations, it might be appropriate to ask both parents, while in others you may need to ask only her mother or even her stepfather. A lot of the time, requesting a blessing is a mere formality, but treating it as such may undermine your noble intentions. Be honest and respectful, and you won’t go wrong.

  When is the right time to propose? This is the easiest question to answer. The right time is quite simply whenever it feels right for both of you. If you already know that you both want to be married and have covered all of the important issues, then it would be very difficult to choose an inappropriate time.

  You may be able to sense a rhythm to your relationship that points you in the right direction. For others, it may arrive as a kind of epiphany—suddenly you just know that the time is right. If you decide to plan your proposal, then the timing will depend on your choice of action. We will lay down all of our “Rules of Engagement” in the second section of this book and give you some real life stories for guidance and inspiration.
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  BEFORE YOU BUY A RING

  [image: image]

  It is normal to be a little worried about picking out an engagement ring. You probably have questions about how much to spend, payment options, and even what sort of stone to choose. To make it a little less nerve-wracking, we have compiled a few suggestions to ease you into the process.

  Keep in mind that your girlfriend will be wearing her ring for the rest of her life. Thinking that you know what type of ring she would like is not the same thing as knowing for sure. If she loves you, she may never tell you that she doesn’t like the ring you get her. But the last thing you want is for her to be disappointed. So figure out what she wants (more advice on this later).

  Your first question is probably, “How much should I spend?” As men, we often think that women equate the size of the ring with how much we love them. The ring is a symbol of your unending love. No woman wants to feel underappreciated, but she also doesn’t want you to bury yourself under a pile of debt. A good rule of thumb is to spend between one and two month’s salary on the engagement ring.

  
    Tip

    Plan to spend between one and two months’ salary on the engagement ring. Consider financing options if you don’t have the money up front, but don’t get buried in debt.

  

  However, you may have other financial constraints. If you do not have all of the resources you need when you are ready to make the purchase, it is possible to get a loan to finance a part or all of the cost. You may choose to approach your bank about a personal loan. Sometimes, the best option is to finance through the jeweler; some will offer a line of credit with no interest for up to a year. There is no shame in checking around to find the best deal. Consider the interest rate along with the minimum monthly payments and any escalating clauses (there might be no interest for 6 months, but after that grace period, the interest rate may skyrocket).

  You do not need to include your girlfriend in these decisions. Talking to her about taking out loans for her engagement ring may diminish some of the excitement of your proposal. If she asks how much you paid (and she shouldn’t), generic responses are acceptable. Feel free to use any of the following: “The money doesn’t matter as long as you are happy,” “Seeing the happiness in your eyes is worth any cost,” or our personal favorite, “I could never put a price on my love for you.”

  A diamond is the traditional stone used in engagement rings. The most popular and classic shape is round. Other options include princess, emerald, oval, cushion, pear, and marquise cuts. Don’t be afraid to seek other opinions when picking out the right style for her. If you don’t want to ruin the surprise by asking your girlfriend, you may ask for advice from one of her close friends or relatives.

  The diamond solitaire (a single stone set on a plain band) is the most traditional style for an engagement ring. In the past few years, there has been an increase in demand for antique or retro styles. These designs often have small side stones and décor around the entire ring. Remember, though a style may be trendy now—for example, the princess cut—it may not be as stylish in the future. In the 1980s, the marquise cut was the hottest style on the market, but twenty years later, very few rings of this style are being sold.

  When choosing a center stone for her engagement ring, it is always best to choose a natural stone. Diamonds aren’t your only choice. Some people choose sapphires or rubies. However, you should know for sure that that is what your girlfriend wants. If a diamond doesn’t fit into your budget, there are alternatives, such as cubic zirconia. Again, before choosing a stone other than a diamond, it is advisable to have her approval. The last thing you want is for her to feel taken for granted. Like it or not, public perception is a large part of the engagement process. A woman will want to show off her ring to friends and family. Unless she is comfortable with the alternatives, a diamond is the way to go.

  If you are concerned about the ethics surrounding the purchase of real diamonds, then you can buy stones that are mined in Canada. These diamonds are guaranteed to be conflict-free and the diamond can be traced from the mine all the way to the polished stone. Keep in mind that such stones tend to have a higher cost.

  You want to make sure that the ring will fit on her finger when you propose. While most rings can be sized after the proposal, she probably will want to wear it right away, and you don’t want to risk it falling off or not fitting at all. There are several ways to get a reading on her finger size.

  1. Find an existing ring that she wears.

  2. Explain to the jeweler her body weight and type.

  3. Get advice from her friends and family.

  4. Take her to get her ring finger sized (only if she knows a proposal is coming).

  You’ll also have your choice when it comes to engagement ring bands. White colored metals, such as white gold and platinum, are the most commonly used today. Ten years ago, yellow gold was the standard. While platinum is the most expensive, it’s also the safest bet. About fifteen percent of people have allergies to the nickel alloy used in white gold. Thus, if a white metal is preferred, platinum or palladium (a soft silver/white metal with characteristics similar to platinum) are good choices. Rings can be bought on the spot or custom-made to order. It is important to speak with your jeweler regarding the necessary time to produce a custom ring.

  
    Tip

    Go with a diamond unless you’re sure she wants a different stone.

  

  One way to make sure your girlfriend gets a ring she’ll love is to bring her along to the jewelry store. There is nothing wrong with shopping around a bit with your girlfriend. (You can always replace the surprise of the ring with an elaborate and special proposal.) You don’t even have to let her pick out the specific ring in order to come up with a general idea of which types of rings she’s drawn to. Before you go, you will want to set a budget for the ring. You don’t want her thinking of the Rockies when you are thinking more about the sledding hill at the neighborhood park. Once again, be honest. She won’t want to wear something that is embarrassingly small, but you also don’t want to have to refinance your house.
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  THE RING:

  A Buyer’s Guide

  (See images on pages 26–28)
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    TIPS
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    [image: image]   Know the 4 Cs: Cut, Clarity, Color, and Carat.

    [image: image]   Only buy rings that have been rated by the American Gem Society (AGS) or the Gemological Institute of America (GIA).

    [image: image]   Be ready to compromise on purchasing a perfect diamond—you won’t be able to afford one that’s flawless.

    [image: image]   Pick out a band color that works for your girlfriend. Platinum is the most expensive and currently the trendiest. Yellow gold is classic and the most traditional choice.

    [image: image]   Make sure the prongs are attached correctly, because they protect your investment in the diamond. Use the loupe to look at them closely, and do the paper test.

    [image: image]   Shop around to find a jeweler you can trust. This will ensure that you come away happy with your purchase.

  

  Buying a diamond engagement ring is easy—for a diamond and setting expert. Fortunately for the rest of us, diamond experts at the Gem Institute of America (GIA) have established a rating system to assess the level of quality for each of the four most important attributes of a diamond, which they call the 4 Cs: cut, carat, clarity, and color. The GIA is a non-profit organization dedicated to education and research about diamonds and other gems. In 1953, the GIA created the International Diamond Grading System™ (now called the 4 Cs) which is recognized throughout the world today as the standard for diamond ratings. These ratings allow you to verify the quality of the stone you are considering. Compare these ratings to the specs on a new car: Is this a 6-cylinder or 8-cylinder, 185-horsepower or 275-horsepower ring?

  Even with the 4 Cs, there is potential for human error and variance. One jeweler might rate a ring differently than another. The two laboratories that are recognized as the most credible are the GIA and the American Gem Society Lab (AGSL). The American Gem Society (AGS) is a non-profit organization, similar to the GIA, established to educate and protect consumers through education and research.

  Neither the AGS nor the GIA set pricing for diamonds. The market establishes the price according to the fair assessment of the labs’ ratings. We recommend only buying diamonds that have been rated by the AGS or the GIA, as this will best ensure you know what you are getting.

  THE FOUR Cs

  Cut

  The diamond’s cut is what gives it the sparkle, because the cut controls how the light enters and exits the diamond. If the diamond isn’t cut properly, it won’t reach its maximum brilliance. It’s like the engine in a car. A car can have all the bells and whistles, but without a good engine it will never perform as it should, and it won’t be as valuable. Similarly, a huge diamond in an elaborate setting is practically worthless if it’s not cut well.

  Diamonds do not leave the mines in a condition suitable for use in fine jewelry. It takes a diamond cutter to cut them into different shapes: round, oval, marquise, pear, emerald-cut, princess-cut, or cushion-cut. All these shapes are acceptable choices in engagement rings. While the shape affects the cut, it does not affect the quality or classification of the cut. Do not confuse the shape with a diamond’s cut quality.

  Because the cut of a diamond is considered the most important aspect of the gem, there are four classifications of cut quality: ideal, fine, shallow, and deep. A diamond that has an ideal cut is just that—ideal. It has been cut to the right proportions. You will be able to see reflected white light, called brilliance. The rainbow of colors you see—sometimes called fire, technically known as dispersion—is the breaking up of white light into colors. In an ideal cut, the light is captured through the table and shines on the pavilion, which reflects the light back through the table to create the perfect brilliance and sparkle.

  Fine-cut diamonds are considered well-cut diamonds. Although not perfect, they will correctly reflect the majority of light. This is a great option when you are trying to reduce some of the expense of a diamond without sacrificing much quality.
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