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BE A HERO AT YOUR OWN WEDDING


When it comes to planning weddings, there are tons of books and magazines to help the bride with decisions big and small—while the groom is left groping along in the dark. Now The Groom’s Survival Manual steps into the breach with down-to-earth advice on:


The ring—buying a nice one without getting ripped off


In-laws—keeping them out of decisions you want to make with your bride


Controlling the guest list—or how to make sure some bozo doesn’t show up with an uninvited date


What the groom pays for (traditionally)


Dealing with the minister, priest, or rabbi—what to expect from pre-marital counseling; planning the ceremony; paying the officiant


Coping with cold feet—remember: your single buddies secretly envy you, no matter what kind of wisecracks they make


Enjoying the big day—looking good on the reception line, the dance floor, and more.


The trip from “Will you?” to “I do” doesn’t have to be a hassle. Let The Groom’s Survival Manual show you the way, and check into the wedding suite without checking into the asylum.
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SO YOU REALLY DID IT
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A man who chooses to get married is a man of action: a guy who knows what he wants and won’t take no for an answer.
AMERICAN STOCK PHOTOGRAPHY





So you went and fell in love. And for once in your life everything seems to be going right, catching you completely off guard. Since she’s been around, food tastes better, colors are brighter, and people are noticing the extra bounce in your step, commenting on how happy you appear. Whereas before you debated whether life’s glass was half full or half empty, since you met her you feel that the glass is positively overflowing. Fortunately, you had the depth of character to realize that something so unbelievably good happens only once in a lifetime, and that you should take some action to preserve the magic. You asked the woman of your dreams to marry you. Congratulations on your engagement! Unlike many men who don’t know what they want, you have the wisdom and resolve to capture the initiative and start traveling the path toward real happiness and satisfaction.


Moving from the bachelor mind-set into thoughts of marriage can often be a scary leap of faith into the unknown. Like anyone making a major decision, every potential groom has stayed awake at night imagining the arguments for and against his course of action, until at one instant his whole being is transformed and he realizes that he wants to share his life with the woman he loves. There are no more arguments for or against; the only questions remaining are how and when. The man who decides to get married is a man of action; he has taken the ball into his hands and is running with it.
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The mystery of women explained with the assistance of modern science.
UCLA SPECIAL COLLECTIONS





Now the only hurdle between you and married life is the wedding. You thought it would be pretty simple. No problem … I pop the question, and then several months later we go to the church and exchange vows. Bingo! I’m married. What most grooms are unprepared for is the interval between “Will you?” and “I do.” As soon as the engagement is announced, self-appointed wedding experts appear from out of the woodwork, like genies from Aladdin’s lamp. With only the best of intentions, these experts want to dictate the “proper” way to handle every detail of your wedding, from the wording of your invitations and vows down to the kind of cheese you put on the crackers at the reception.


The bewildered groom soon recognizes that in the world of social protocol, planning a wedding is only slightly less complicated than planning D-day. The bride has a staggering array of resources at her disposal, instructing her in the proper execution of every maneuver. There are fourteen books and six magazines with the word Bride in their titles, all chockfull of information and advice; chances are, your fiancée has already become quite an expert on the subject herself. And the groom? He’s just supposed to know.


WHY IT’S IMPORTANT TO BE A GOOD GROOM


It can be tempting to throw in the towel and take the attitude, “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” You may think that the fuss surrounding the wedding is silly and incomprehensible, and that the only important thing is the success of the marriage, but such an attitude fails to recognize that working with your future wife during the planning of the wedding can influence the marriage. The way you do things as a couple between now and “I do” can set patterns of communication that will grow over the course of your marriage.


The groom’s role in the wedding is almost always smaller than the bride’s, yet he needs to diplomatically participate as much as possible in every phase. Getting married is a public affirmation of commitment between a man and a woman, and weddings are a volatile mix of emotions, religion, legal issues, family issues, and the transition from living as a lone wolf to being a part of a team. The groom who actively participates learns a great deal about himself, his wife-to-be, both of their families, and the manner in which all of the interested parties will interrelate for years to come. The groom who just says “get me to the church on time” can find himself playing catch-up.


Once he realizes the enormous value of taking an active role, the shrewd groom needs to develop strategies to accomplish dozens of intermediate goals. What am I supposed to do? What am I supposed to pay for? How do I deal with my in-laws? My single friends? My clergyman? There is a long list of things that grooms are just supposed to know about.


On your own, you have to buy an engagement ring and wedding ring; draw up guest lists for yourself and your family; plan the honeymoon; find a best man and ushers; pay for a variety of symbolically important wedding expenses such as the bride’s bouquet, a gift for the bride, and the officiant’s fee; and so on. Constantly asking your fiancée and her entourage of wedding planners what you need to do is the worst way to go about it. You’ll be seen in a far better light if you cheerfully surprise them by fulfilling your role before being asked: The tuxedoes? I’ve notified all the ushers where to go, their measurements have been taken, the right clothes are on hold for the wedding date, and I’ve arranged for the best man to return mine to the shop. The man who is always prepared and knows what to do (and when) generates a certain larger-than-life mystique, and your fiancée and her family will rightly believe they can depend on you.


THE SUPPORT ROLE


More important, you have to provide encouragement to your fiancée as she accomplishes a much longer list of goals. She’ll have to work with “wedding professionals” such as florists, catering services, and photographers; she’ll have problems with her own family and their demands; and she’ll probably have those bad days where the amount of work seems to outweigh the romance. What you can do is just be there for her. Even if you share all responsibilities as a couple, there will be days when your fiancée is simply overwhelmed. By just listening and sympathizing you can begin to establish yourself as the team player you know you are.


The overambitious groom needs to guard against becoming too involved; there is a fine line between taking part and getting in the way. The traditional wedding is hosted primarily by the bride’s family, and the bride is the center of attention. Although many couples take charge of their own weddings, and others split up duties along nontraditional lines, it’s still very likely that your bride wants this to be her day. Watch your fiancée and listen to her wishes, and do an excellent job of discharging your own responsibilities. If she wants your input on other subjects, help out enthusiastically; if not, try to stay out of the way.


KEEPING YOUR SENSE OF HUMOR (Without Making Fun of Your Own Wedding)


Marriage is a wonderful institution; a wedding is a wonderful thing; and yet, planning a wedding can be a remarkably demanding gauntlet. There has evolved over the last one hundred years “the wedding industry,” which has little to do with love, commitment, or compassion. The wedding industry is comprised of caterers and jewelers and dressmakers and printers and forty-piece bands, all of whom want to convince you that only they can make your ceremony and reception truly special, and that whatever they want to charge (no matter how high) is fair and equitable. You need to realize pretty quickly that some of these helpful people are nothing but sharks who want to prey on your insecurities. The special thing about your wedding is that you and your fiancée will exchange vows. Everything else is packaging. Whatever you and your bride want to do is the right thing. “Experts” will tell you that the “proper” way to do something is to buy the product or service that they’re selling. Listen to the “experts,” then do whatever you want. If you and your fiancée want more than anything else to get married on a roller coaster, then go ahead and do it. The wedding belongs to the bride and groom, not to all the “helpful” specialists.


Even if you’re having a traditional wedding in a church or temple (as does the majority of couples), and a reception with music, food, and drink, the planning can occasionally become trying. Just remember that no matter what hoops you have to jump through, the goal is worth the effort: You will be marrying the woman you love.





MISSION OBJECTIVE: BUY A RING









Often, the first item on the groom’s agenda is to give his fiancée an engagement ring as a symbol of their commitment to get married. This is definitely a classy gesture and has the added benefit of scoring big points with the bride, her female friends, and her mother. A pleasing feminine quirk is the way that a woman will walk around with her left hand extended for weeks after receiving an engagement ring, greeting old friends and strangers by waving her new bauble in their faces. This kind of appreciation can make any groom feel like a righteous dude and is ample reward for having chosen “the right ring.”


“The right ring” is whatever you want to get her. Tradition dictates a simple “brilliant cut” (round) diamond on a gold band, but engagement rings can have any jewel, from a rhinestone to a rock rivaling the Hope diamond in scale, mounted in silver, gold, platinum, or copper, inexpensive or extravagant. Your fiancée will love any ring you choose.


However, she will love a diamond more. As Marilyn Monroe sang, “Get that ice or else no dice … Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.” Many grooms decide to take Monroe’s advice seriously, and are confronted with a staggering array of choices, prices, and claims concerning diamonds and engagement rings. All they need to emerge from the diamond market with an unqualified victory is simply a little basic training and some good information.


If you want to surprise your fiancée with a ring, the first bit of classified intelligence you have to gather is her finger size. Marching into her home and asking, “What size is your ring finger?” dissipates the surprise, and she will immediately become suspicious and believe, correctly, that you intend to buy her a ring. This would not be the end of the world, but if you want to keep your objective under wraps until the day you pull the ring out of your pocket, there are covert methods to ascertain this information.


When you are visiting the home of the woman you intend to marry, wait until she is in the bathroom, on the phone, or otherwise temporarily indisposed. Invent a cover story for going into the room where she keeps her jewelry (in case you are discovered, a good alibi is, “Uh, I was looking for a book”), and stealthily pilfer a ring that she already owns. Place the purloined trinket in your pocket and escape undetected.


Later, visit a jeweler, making certain that you haven’t been followed. Ask him to tell you what size the ring is. It does not have to be the jeweler you intend to buy the engagement ring from; any decent jeweler is able to determine the size of a ring. Write it down—otherwise, in the excitement of shopping you’ll forget and may end up with a ring that looks like it’s meant for her big toe. On a subsequent visit to your sweetheart’s abode, create a diversion, and surreptitiously replace her ring in its original location.


Now that you’ve gathered the intelligence, you are prepared to embark on a journey into the dark world of consumer manipulation populated with despots known only as “jewelers.” This is not meant to besmirch the reputation of the many honest jewelers in America, but the “bad apples” make it mandatory that a jeweler earn your trust before you do business with him. Be as skeptical about an unknown jeweler’s claims as you would be about a used-car salesman’s.


Chances are, the average groom does not have much experience with jewelry, and buying the engagement ring can make him emotional and easy to exploit. Jewelry salespeople know this, and have taken out full-page ads in national magazines implying that the size of the diamond that a groom buys is a measure of his love for his future wife. This jeweler’s propaganda recommends that you spend “two months’ pay” on your fiancée’s engagement ring.


While an engagement ring is a romantic, admirable gift, it is not an indication of the depth of your feelings about your fiancée, nor is it a measure of your character, upbringing, or sincerity. Many despicable citizens, including armed robbers, drug dealers, liars, cheats, and heels, have purchased enormous diamond rings for their fiancées. On the other hand, many perfectly nice guys, who turned out to be fine husbands, did not spend two months’ pay on an engagement ring. Diamond size does not equal good husband material.


“Two months’ pay” is the jewelers’ strategy to extract as much dough as they possibly can from anxious men. If you can spend a full year’s pay on a ring, that’s fine, and if you can afford only a token from a gumball machine, that’s fine too. How much you spend is your personal decision and is related only to how much you can afford. You know how much you love your bride-to-be, and you know how much you want to spend. Those facts have no relationship to each other, no matter how many full-page ads the diamond syndicates take out.


Once you’ve decided of your own free will to buy a diamond engagement ring, you will have to contend with jewelers in order to buy it. First, determine how much you want to spend. Whether it’s $150 or $150,000, setting a budget is a way to keep yourself from fixating on a ring that will put you deeply into debt.


Doing a little research shows that the same quality diamond in the same type of setting can be found for prices that vary by as much as 300 percent. That means you may find a certain ring for $500 which, on the other side of town, sells for $1500. The standard retail mark-up on diamonds—that is, the difference between what you pay and what the jeweler paid—is about three times. Therefore, be prepared to haggle somewhat over the price, the same way you would when shopping for a car.


How can you tell that you’re comparing prices on the same kinds of jewels? Buying diamonds is a little cryptic, and distinguishing between a good one and a bad one is a little like finding a valuable baseball card—it takes some knowledge beyond casual examination, as on first glance they all look pretty much alike. Essentially, there are four measurable factors that determine the market price of a diamond: carat weight, color, clarity, and cut.
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Distinguishing a valuable diamond from a clunker is as difficult as identifying a collectible baseball card. Can you tell which is which?
GEMOLOGICAL INSTITUTE OF AMERICA





[image: Image]Answer: Bottom left—Hank Aaron, Topps 1972. The third diamond from the left is the most valuable (although none are clunkers).


Carat weight is the most commonly known diamond statistic and refers to its size. A carat, for those scientifically minded, is equal to 200 milligrams, or 3.086 grains. Another way to think of it is that there are 142 carats to the ounce. When buying diamonds, it’s enough to know that, all other characteristics being equal, a heavier diamond is more expensive. Diamonds are measured in carats and fractions of carats, so you will see diamonds that weigh .47 carats (a little under half a carat), 1.14 carats (a little over one carat), and so on. Familiarize yourself with this terminology and remember that carat weight alone does not determine price.


A little-known tip when diamond buying is that prices go up sharply at near the .80 carat weight. Jewelers “bracket” the prices around the whole-carat marks, and they consider a .80 carat diamond close enough to 1.00 carat to round the price up. Similarly, a 1.80 carat diamond will be valued like a 2.00 carat diamond, and so on. If you’re looking for a lower price, look at a .75 carat diamond instead of a .80, or a 1.75 instead of a 1.80. The small difference in size will probably not be noticeable, but the money you save may be substantial.


Conversely, if you’re flush, you may be able to find a considerably larger diamond for approximately the same cost. If you have the cash to buy a .80 carat diamond, you may find that a 1.00 carat diamond is not that much more expensive, and represents a better value for the money spent. The secret is knowing at which point the price goes up.


Color is the second diamond characteristic to consider. There are “better” and “worse” colors, and jewelers have complex charts that evaluate color status. There are presently at least five different methods for classifying color, including the old-fashioned names such as Jager, River, and Wesselton, which originated from the locations where diamonds were mined in India, to the English system of Blue White, Finest White, and so on. Some large jewelers, such as Tiffany’s, have even cooked up their own nomenclature for color classification, so getting the straight dope can become very difficult.
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The carat is simply a unit of measurement, like the ounce, the pound, or the kilogram. It has nothing to do with that healthy vitamin A-rich vegetable, the carrot. There are 142 carats to the ounce. Diamonds are sold by the carat, whereas carrots are typically sold by the pound.





Fortunately, most jewelers in America either use or recognize the classifications of the Gemological Institute of America. If your chosen store uses a different system, ask them to translate it into a GIA designation. The GIA assigns letters of the alphabet to colors, beginning at the letter D (why they didn’t start with A is puzzling, but it’s easy to remember, since diamond begins with D). It’s very important when doing comparison shopping to know what GIA color code has been given to the rock you’re looking at.


A D color designation is reserved for the very finest jewels in the world, which are known in England as Blue White and are extremely rare and expensive. Z is called Dark Cape in England, is visibly yellowish, and is cheaper. Everything else falls in between. The D end of the spectrum is for hard-core collectors who like to split hairs over color, but the untrained person cannot detect much color in a stone all the way down to an L classification. Ask to see examples of different-colored diamonds. Chances are, you can find a stone you like in the middle of the scale and avoid paying for status you can’t discern.


After carat weight and color, the next characteristic determining a diamond’s value is clarity. The diamond’s ability to reflect light is impaired by imperfections in the stone, which can include carbon specks, bubbles of nitrogen, internal cracks, or cutting imperfections. A jeweler uses terms such as inclusions, clouds, feathers, and butterflies to describe imperfections, but the buyer need only know the GIA’s clarity grade in order to comparison shop effectively.


The GIA clarity grade is standardized like their color designation, and your jeweler should tell you the exact clarity code of a diamond you intend to buy. It begins with FL, for Flawless Diamonds, which contain no imperfections that can be detected with a 10x power jeweler’s loupe. It goes down from there to VVS (Very Very Small spots), VS (Very Small spots), all the way down to an I3 diamond, which is obviously marred.


Flawless diamonds are for collectors and Elizabeth Taylor, and a few small flaws are hard to detect. The average person usually can’t find any flaws down to a VS2 designation, so again, ask your jeweler to show you stones of the various grades in order to pick one that is to your liking but isn’t unnecessarily expensive.


Cut is the only diamond characteristic put there by human beings and, except in the case of a badly miscut diamond, is largely a matter of taste. Brilliant cut stones are the traditional round shape, which reflects the most light through the stone. Oval and heart-shaped diamonds are also popular. The number of facets, or flat edges, on diamonds comes from their cut. Facets help make the diamond sparkle.


Armed with all this information, it’s now possible to shop for a good price on a diamond. Let’s say one jeweler shows you a .45 carat, K color, VS2 clarity, brilliant cut diamond that you like. You can now shop for similar diamonds at other retailers, and be assured that you are comparing apples to apples, until you find a price you feel is fair.


Since most grooms cannot tell whether the salesman is telling the truth about all these arcane statistics, find a jeweler you can trust and who knows his craft. The best way to find an honest dealer is through the personal recommendation of a friend or relative. In addition, a diploma or certificate of course completion from the Gemological Institute of America indicates that the jeweler has had formal training in the field. Since anyone can open a store and call himself a gemologist, and since most states have no certification requirements, choosing a formally trained jeweler at least indicates that he is knowledgeable. Ask to see proof of his training—it’s a fair request when you plan to plunk down a large sum of cash in his store. If a jeweler won’t demonstrate that he’s had recognized training, go elsewhere. There are plenty of jewelers in the world who will. A good jeweler should explain through demonstration the traits of a particular stone and answer all your questions in plain English.





FINDING AN HONEST JEWELER


Tomorrow morning, you could purchase a stock of jewelry, put a sign on your door, and call yourself a gemologist. Most states have no licensing requirements. When shopping for an engagement ring, you may encounter someone who has done just that. Try to get a recommendation from a customer of the jeweler. Choose a jeweler who has been in business long enough that you can reasonably expect him to be there if you have a problem. Ensure that the jeweler has had formal training and is willing to explain difficult terms to you.


Disreputable jewelers may try to play on your naïveté. Be extremely wary of the following:


1. Any jeweler who claims to have “flawless” diamonds probably doesn’t know his craft or is lying. Virtually all diamonds have imperfections, and those that are truly flawless are extremely rare and expensive.


2. Claims that a diamond is Blue White are also to be considered with suspicion, and will probably come from the same dealer who said he had flawless jewels.


3. “Wholesale to the public” is a contradiction in terms and very likely just a gimmick. Real jewelry wholesaling is only from one dealer to another, generally in bulk. A retailer who claims to offer wholesale prices may be selling inferior jewelry. Ask for the statistics on a jewel, and compare it to the price of a similar jewel at another retailer. His “wholesale” price may be higher than a more reputable jeweler’s retail price.


4. The quickest way to spot an unprofessional, untrained dealer is if he pronounces a VS1 diamond as “Vee Ess Eye.” The correct pronunciation, which any trained jeweler would know, is “Vee Ess One.”





Once you’ve selected a stone and found the best price, you need only to pick a setting. This is largely a matter of personal choice, and jewelers should be able to show you a wide range of bands to choose from. One consideration is that if your fiancée is a surgeon, sculptor, or otherwise uses her hands frequently, you should choose a shorter setting, so it doesn’t get in her way. This is also the time to pull out the paper with her ring size on it (aren’t you glad you wrote it down?). There is a small risk that the ring you swiped was not her correct size, and the one you’re buying won’t fit. Ask the jeweler for a written guarantee that he’ll resize it for free if necessary. Also, request a certificate guaranteeing that the stone is the size, color, and quality he told you it was. Reputable jewelers will be happy to comply with both requests.


Having emerged from the world of jewelers intact, all that remains is for you to give your fiancée the ring. You can be direct and just fork it over, or you can be creative in the presentation. John Vance, an Ohio groom, popped the question on Christmas Day, and hid the ring in an ornament on the Christmas tree. Other fun ways to give your fiancée a ring include dropping it in a glass of champagne when making a toast, leaving her notes that send her on a scavenger hunt to find it, and slipping it on her finger when the two of you are holding hands. Methods that are not recommended include burying the ring in a plate of spaghetti, tying it to a rock and throwing it through her window, or shooting it at her out of a gun. Assuming you don’t do anything rash, any method of presentation is sure to be appreciated.


If you were happy with the service you got from your jeweler, you and your fiancée can go back together to choose wedding bands. When you shop together, she’ll be extremely impressed with your expertise on the subject of jewelers and jewelry. Don’t tell her you learned it from a book. Just let her believe you’re very smart.
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