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Preface

Just think of all the really useful things you learned in school: algebra, the presidents of the United States in order, the names of the rivers in the former Soviet Union. What you probably didn’t learn, but wish you had, was how to shop without getting ripped off, handle your finances without making dumb mistakes, and how to function as a professional consumer in a bewildering marketplace.

In fact, schools teach students how to earn a living but not how to get the most for their hard-earned money. We turn out amateur consumers to do battle with professional retailers, fraudulent telemarketers, and complex high-tech products and financial instruments that would baffle Einstein.

If you want to arm yourself to hold your own as a consumer, there is help available. Consumer Reports magazine publishes product test data and advice for buying products and services. Government-required disclosures, labels, and standards help you protect yourself if you take the time to read them. Sharp-eyed reading and questioning of contracts and fine print will save you from making big mistakes.

And now there is another way to brush up on your shopping savvy. Trade Secrets provides you with useful and amusing inside information that will give you an edge. Just because you are not in the trade, there’s no reason you shouldn’t know the tricks.

—Jean Ann Fox, president, Consumer Federation of America


Introduction

What do you do when your kitchen sink backs up? You call Uncle Fred the plumber to help bail you out. You decide it’s time to indulge yourself and buy that strand of cultured pearls. So you put in a call to Aunt Joan, the jeweler, and get a few pointers on picking out the most lustrous pearls for the best price. It’s finally time to take the plunge and buy life insurance. Rather than throw yourself at the mercy of an unknown insurance salesperson, you call Uncle Rodger and he sells you the right policy at the right price.

Sounds great, doesn’t it? But how many of us have a family that’s big enough—or talented enough—to provide worthwhile advice on a variety of topics? Never fear. Trade Secrets will let you in on the tricks of the trade, just as if you had an uncle in the biz, and will help you save money, recognize value, and buy the very best product for your money. And to help guide you through the decision-making process, special sections are provided:

 	
That’s Bull warns you about the less-than-truthful claims manufacturers and salespeople sometimes make; 
 	
Key Lingo defines some of the common terms used in the field so that you can talk like a pro; 
 	
Advice Is Cheap tips you off about the advice you’re apt to hear from salespeople and friends that isn’t necessarily wrong—just wrong for your particular needs; 
 	
Don’t Forget to Ask lists questions you should ask before putting down any money; and
 	
Trivia to Impress Your Friends provides fascinating tidbits of information that will make you an interesting guest at any cocktail party. 
 

Without help, you could spend a lifetime learning the tricks of the trade the hard way—by trial and error. Instead, enjoy the expert advice scores of insiders provided for this book. Every business has its secrets; the time has now come to let you in on them. No more deception, no more falling for stale marketing ploys. Let me tell you about the tricks of the trade …


Chapter One
 [image: Image]
DOING
YOUR HOME WORK
 [image: Image]


• BUYING PEACE OF MIND: CHOOSING THE BEST BURGLAR ALARM
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Common sense tells you that if a burglar is debating whether to break into your house, equipped with a home security system, or break into your neighbor’s unprotected house, your neighbor is in trouble. Recent studies have backed this up, finding that burglars strike unprotected homes five to six times more often than homes with electronic alarm systems. Such deterrence is one of the best reasons to go through the hassle of installing an alarm system.

Face it: These days a lock isn’t enough. FBI figures show that more than 80 percent of the time, a burglar gets into your home through a door, most often the front door. Sometimes the bad guys smash down the door; if they confront a deadbolt or double lock, they’ll often use the “international passkey”—a crowbar—to take out the entire door frame.

Alarm systems come with both eyes and ears: Some systems have audio sensors that listen for the sound of breaking glass; others shoot invisible infrared beams across the room, waiting for some unsuspecting burglar to cross the beam. Still other systems have sensors at strategic points that trip the alarm if the contact is broken by opening a wired door or window.

So, how much do you have to pay for security? For a complete setup with sensors at all the doors and windows, you’ll pay an average of $1,700 for installation plus about $20 a month for the security company to monitor the alarm and contact the police if the alarm goes off. A small price to pay for peace of mind, right? You can make those alarm-dollars go farther by keeping certain issues in mind when shopping for a system.



Key Lingo

When you’re exploring your options, don’t be alarmed by the industry lingo:

Audio sensor:

A device used near windows that listens for the audio frequency of the sound of breaking glass. This system works best when there isn’t a lot of background noise.

Central station system:

An alarm that sends a signal over special phone lines directly to a monitoring post or the police or fire department. This system alerts the police if the phone line has been cut and can save time in an emergency.

Digital dialer alarm:

An alarm that sends the same signals to the police and fire department but uses the regular phone lines. If your phone line has been cut or if you’re on the phone, the call can’t go through.

Hardwired system:

An alarm system that actually has a series of wires that run from the door or window to a central box in a closet or basement. These systems work well and are the most common devices used in homes.

Long-range radio alarm:

A system that sends the alarm signal to the central station by radio signal. This system avoids the risk of a cut phone line, but it requires frequent tests to make sure it works properly.

Pet alley:

The space between the floor and the infrared beam used to monitor movement inside the house. By setting the beam about three or four feet off the ground, the dog or cat has room to wander without tripping the alarm.

Wireless system:

An alarm system that uses radio transmitters (like those in garage-door openers) stationed by every window and door to send radio waves to a central box elsewhere in the house. If you object to living with little plastic boxes throughout your house, choose a hardwired system.



Go ahead, wake the neighbors. Pick a noisy system that will shout first and ask questions later. Look for an alarm with sirens, buzzers, or bells—no need to be shy and retiring—so the burglar will know he’s been found out and that the police will be arriving shortly.

Burglars do windows. Don’t cheap out and put sensors on only a couple of doors or windows. You need to keep an electronic eye on your entire house. Some discount systems offer only a limited number of contact points, often three. Unless you have only one door and two windows, this isn’t enough protection.

Beyond burglars. Many alarm systems combine fire and burglar alarms. For about $100 to $250 more, your alarm system can provide fire protection, too. Like common smoke and heat detectors, these systems scream “Fire,” but they go one step farther and call the fire department for you. When time is of the essence, those minutes saved by alerting the fire department right away can make the difference in saving your possessions—and perhaps even your life. (If you burn something in the kitchen and trigger a false alarm, you can call the alarm service before the fire trucks arrive screaming to your front door.) In addition, some burglar-plus systems also keep a lookout for frozen pipes, natural gas leaks, and stand guard in case of medical emergencies.

Protect your house inside and out. In addition to the door and window sensors monitoring the perimeter of the house, choose a system that will watch what’s going on inside. Indoor activity can be monitored using thin electronic pressure pads that are slipped under the rug or carpet or infrared beams that trigger an alarm when they sense the movement of an object with a temperature of 98 degrees or higher. Other systems use photoelectric beams, ultrasonic and microwave systems, as well as other motion detectors. Many alarms come with a feature that allows you to activate either an “at home” setting, which sets the alarms on the doors and windows but leaves you free to move around the house at night, or an “away” setting, which turns on the entire system, including the indoor motion detectors.

Don’t cry wolf with too many false alarms. Some cities ticket you if the police are called to your address more than two or three times on false alarms. In certain cases, you might have to have the alarm system serviced by the dealer before the police will respond to any more calls. Nobody’s perfect; if you have an alarm you can expect a few false alarms, so just try to keep the number down.

Let me see your badge. Well, at least let me see your state business license. The last thing you want to do is invite a con artist or prospective burglar into your home to assess its security weaknesses. Before you allow any alarm representative into your home, and before you answer specific questions over the phone, demand proof of licensure.



Don’t Forget to Ask

 	Are you licensed by the state?
 	How long have you been in business?
 	Who will monitor the system? Is that work subcontracted?
 	Will this alarm system qualify for a discount on my homeowner’s insurance policy?
 	What are the maintenance fees?
 	Is there a penalty for false alarms?
 	
May I have a list of previous customers?

 
 

Don’t be shy about posting alarm stickers. Some would-be burglars won’t bother with a house with an alarm—or even an alarm sticker. Some companies simply sell stickers for a nominal charge; others sell stickers for about $1,500—then offer to throw in a free alarm system! Serious burglars can spot a bogus sticker, but the warning may be enough to intimidate the novice intruder.

• IF IT AIN’T BROKE … BUT WHAT IF IT IS?
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We are all well acquainted with the old adage “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”—but what do we do when it is broken? Every year millions of toasters, hair dryers, refrigerators, VCRs, and other appliances large and small simply conk out. It seems frightfully wasteful to discard broken-down goods, but it’s also tough to find an able, affordable, and honest person to do the repairs. Fix-it shops are few and far between, and high-tech appliances often defy simple, low-cost repairs.

It lived a good life. Or maybe not. But the general rule of thumb is to give up on an appliance when the repairs not covered by the warranty will cost 50 percent or more of the replacement cost. The product warranty should cover the item in its youth; you’ll have to consider the life expectancy of the appliance when deciding if it has entered old age. Keep in mind that most appliances either break down early (when they’re under warranty) or late (when they’re tired and thinking about retirement anyway).

Call in a specialist. If you decide to have an item repaired, stick to an “authorized” service center for anything other than the most basic work. These folks have been accredited by the company to do repairs, which should mean that they are familiar with the brand and model of your appliance, and they should have access to the appropriate parts.

There’s no such thing as a free repair. On the other hand, maybe there is. A lot of credit card companies extend the term of your product warranty when you purchase merchandise with their card. Before throwing an item away or paying to have it repaired, check your credit card agreement and see if you can get it fixed on the credit card company’s dime.



That’s Bull

You just got a great deal on a new VCR and the sales rep is putting on the pressure to buy an extended warranty. When he says: “These things break down all the time. Don’t you want the peace of mind?” tell him flatly: “No, I like to worry.”

Extended warranties on appliances and electronic goods are basically a waste of money. More than four out of five people who buy them never use them even for maintenance and cleaning. For those who do file claims, the repair costs tend to be relatively low—compared to the cost of the policy. For every dollar spent on the warranties, less than 15 cents goes to pay for repairs; that’s 85 cents going straight into the retailer’s pocket. Think about it: If extended warranties weren’t so profitable, the salespeople wouldn’t be pushing them so hard, now would they?



Don’t Forget to Ask

Before asking for a repair person to come to your home for large appliance repairs, be sure to ask the following:

 	What is the “trip charge” or “house call” fee? (Expect to pay $30 to $50 just to get a repair person to arrive at your doorstep.)
 	Will I be billed by the hour? The quarter hour?
 	How long will the repair take?
 	What is the warranty on the repair work? On the parts?
 	Will I be able to keep the replaced parts? (Of course you don’t want to keep the broken belts and piles of greasy washers, but asking to see the parts provides some assurance that the parts you’re being billed for are actually replaced.) One exception: computer repairs. The repair person will often take the broken component and return it to the manufacturer, who will refurbish it and sell it again. The repair person has an obligation to tell you if you’re receiving used components, even though the warranty will be the same for the repair work.
 
 

• FIVE SECRETS OF SPOTTING QUALITY
KITCHEN CABINETS
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Whether constructed of solid wood, Formica, or polyurethane, your kitchen cabinets should last for decades with little more than regular cleaning and periodic reorganization—as long as you buy quality cabinets in the first place. “Quality” doesn’t have to mean “custom” cabinets. In most cases you only need to buy custom cabinets if the standard sizes won’t fit in your kitchen; custom cabinets are built to order.

Of course, you can go out of your way to spend huge sums of money on cabinets shimmering with a hand-rubbed finish, but such cabinets won’t necessarily last longer or perform better than well-made standard ones. On the other hand, if you want serviceable cabinets on the cheap, stick to laminated pressed-plywood. They’ll do the job and look … well, serviceable. What you pay depends on the look you choose: You could do a ten-by-ten-foot kitchen with pressed-wood cabinets and white laminated surfaces for less than $1,000, or you could easily spend $5,000 for custom oak cabinets for the same size kitchen.

Whatever your budget or aesthetic priorities, before ordering the cabinets for your remodeled kitchen, ask these five questions:

 	
Have the cabinets earned the “seal of approval”? You thought your kids were hard on kitchen cabinets? Sure, kids slam the doors and hang on the drawers, but as part of its certification program, the Kitchen Cabinet Manufacturers Association puts them through worse. To test the finish, cabinets are covered with vinegar, lemon, orange and grape juices, tomato catsup, coffee, olive oil, and 100-proof alcohol. To assess door strength, a 65-pound weight is attached to the door as it swings back and forth ten times. In addition, those poor doors are opened and closed 25,000 times. (Maybe your children could get a summer job testing cabinets….) Only those cabinets that pass muster earn the right to put a little blue-and-white “KCMA Certified Cabinet” sticker on the inside of the cabinet. 
 	
Are the interiors coated? Skip the shelf liner. Instead, look for cabinets with the interiors laminated with Formica, vinyl, or plastic-coated paper. No need to fuss with scissors and rolls of adhesive papers; just pick up a sponge and wipe out the crumbs and unidentified gook when the need arises. 
 	
Do the drawers have ball bearings? Feel the guide of the drawers. To avoid drawers that stick and jump off their tracks, settle for nothing less than ball-bearing rollers, which make the drawers open and close smoothly. 
 	
Are the corners fitted? Sturdier cabinets have grooved and glued joints rather than corners where one piece of wood simply abuts another, joined by hot glue and a nail or two. 
 	
Do the cabinets match my lifestyle? It makes no sense to pay twice the price for solid maple cabinets if you have a house full of toddlers who will gnaw on the doors and scribble on the cabinets. 
 
 

That’s Bull

Don’t buy the line “A lazy Susan will make all your cabinets more efficient.” A corner cabinet with a built-in lazy Susan can provide easy access to hard-to-reach corners, but in flat cabinets they only waste space.



• ON THE LEVEL: HIRING A HOME
CONTRACTOR
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There are no two ways about it: Having work done in your house is stressful. It disturbs your nest, disrupts your daily routine, and defeats all attempts at keeping your house in order. If you’re going to go to all the trouble and expense of hiring someone to work on your house, you’re going to want the job done right—the first time. The following are things to do when hiring a home contractor that will increase your chances of being satisfied.

Check out the competition. Collect bids from at least three contractors that have been referred by friends or other reliable sources. In comparing bids, make sure the job specifications are the same; you don’t want to hire a contractor only to learn that the quoted price didn’t include all the work you need to have done. Beware of super-low bids: The contractor may be cutting corners somewhere.

Get nosy. You have a right to check out the contractor you’ve decided to use. Ask the contractor to provide proof of worker’s compensation and liability insurance to cover injury to the workers as well as damage to your property. Call the state board of contractors to find out if the contractor is licensed and bonded. (A bond is money guaranteed by the contractor to cover only limited protection; it could not cover a large number of claims if a contractor was delinquent.) Licensing and bonding aren’t guarantees of competence—some states grant licenses to anyone willing to pay for bonding—but you will be able to weed out those contractors whom you know you don’t want working on your house.



Beware of the Fine Print

Keep in mind, when you hire a contractor, that it’s four house on the line—or on the lien as the case may be. Contractors don’t warn you about this potential liability, but if the contractor fails to pay his or her employees, subcontractors, or suppliers, these people have a legal right to put a lien on your house unless you cover the unpaid bills.

What can you do about it? Make sure that your contract includes a “hold harmless” or a general indemnification clause that says if you make your payments on time and in full, then you are free of any additional financial obligations. Before you sign a contract for a major renovation, check with a lawyer to make sure you’re protected.



Don’t Forget to Ask

 	Does the contract specify the exact materials that will be used, including brand names?
 	Does the contract include a work schedule? A date the job will start? A completion date? Is there a penalty for each day the work drags on beyond the stated completion date?
 	Does the contract specify that the contractor will handle all cleanup?
 	What kind of guarantee do you provide? For how long? (The manufacturer guarantees the cabinet or sink or other item being installed, but you need a guarantee from the contractor to cover the workmanship and proper installation.)
 	How will any potential disputes be handled? Will we go to arbitration? Small claims court? (Make sure this is agreed to up front and noted in the contract.)
 	Are you licensed by the state? Bonded?
 	What kind of insurance do you carry to protect your workers? To protect my home?
 	Does the contract include a “hold harmless” clause?
 	Do you have any references? Can I see your work?
 
 

Be painfully specific. Make sure your written contract spells out every detail about the job: the exact materials that will be used, the work schedule, the timing of the payments. No one has ever regretted being too clear in a business agreement. It goes without saying: Never sign a contract with any blank spaces in it. (Write void or draw a line through the blank, if necessary.)

Hold onto your money as long as possible. You’ll probably have to pay a deposit when you sign a contract, but you shouldn’t have to pay more than one-third of the cost of the job. Withhold as much of the payment as possible until the work is finished; once the contractor has your money, there’s no incentive to make sure you’re satisfied.

If you change your mind, change the contract. As the job progresses, you may decide to switch to another color paint or a different cabinet design. That’s fine, but you need to keep these changes formal. Get all the additional costs in writing before making any changes.

Watch the fine print. Make sure your written agreement explicitly states that the contractor is responsible for negligence or inferior work on the part of any subcontractors. You want to be able to say “That’s jour problem” if the contractor claims to have had difficulty with a certain subcontractor or employee.

• DON’T JUST SIT THERE: FINDING
FURNITURE
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When it comes to buying furniture, you will literally have to live with the choices you make. So before putting any money down, take the time to research your options and find exactly what you want. You can save yourself time and trouble by following the Ten Commandments of Furniture Buying.

 	
Know thy retailer. Buying a couch isn’t like buying a tube of lipstick; you’re spending a lot of money on an item that you’ll be living with for many years. You need to know who you’re doing business with. When ordering a piece of furniture, you often sign a contract and make a deposit, you’re entering into a noncancelable agreement; the furniture is being made to order for you. Stick with a retailer with a good, long-standing reputation. If you buy from stock, you can see what you’re buying ahead of time, but you still need to make sure the retailer will deliver the goods on time and take care of any problems that might arise. 
 	
Know thy likes and dislikes. If you don’t know what you want, you’re bound to get confused. There are literally thousands of furniture companies, each with many fabric and color options available. If you aren’t sure exactly what “look” you’re after, take the time to browse through furniture stores and to flip through magazines before starting your serious shopping. 
 	
Follow thy heart. Buying furniture isn’t as academic as buying a washer or dryer. The way you furnish and decorate your home is an expression of your personality and style. Some people go for comfort, others for a formal look. You also need to sit down, take a load off, and find out what type of furniture feels right. Go ahead and let a little emotion creep into the decision-making process; otherwise you’ll end up with a cookie-cutter living room that looks just like the showroom. 
 	
Fondle thy fabrics. And ask a lot of questions. There are tens of thousands of fabrics available for upholstered furniture, and there’s no way anyone can become familiar with all of them. Natural fibers such as cotton and wool and silk feel fabulous, but they usually don’t wear as well as synthetics. Often blended fabrics combine durability with softness. Touch, touch, touch. And ask about wear, colorfastness, and signs of wear. Borrow a fabric swatch and do the pencil test: Push the point of a pencil through the fabric and pull it out. If you can see a hole, the weave is too loose and won’t wear well. (Please, don’t do this on a display couch.) 
 	
Choose thy colors carefully. In general, dark colors with prints or patterns hold up to wear and tear better than light-colored solids. Look for fabrics that can be steam-cleaned or shampooed. Fabrics that require dry cleaning may not withstand heavy-duty family use. Unless the fabric comes pretreated, consider using a fabric-protective coating to minimize stains and allow easier cleaning. 
 	
Research thy hidden components. You can’t see inside a piece of furniture to compare the quality of the frame, but you can ask the retailer and read the catalogs. High-quality frames are made of hardwoods or metal. This skeletal structure can make the difference between a topnotch recliner and its low-cost look-alike. 
 	
Prepare to wait for thy special orders. It’s too expensive for a retailer to have in stock every piece of furniture in every fabric option. When you place an order, expect to wait several weeks or months for the furniture to be made to order. Some manufacturers guarantee quick delivery, but they may offer fewer choices of style and fabric. When you order the furniture, be sure to find out exactly how long it should take for the furniture to be finished and shipped to you. To avoid additional delays, ask whether the fabric you have chosen is in stock. 
 	
Prepare to wait even longer for thy special-order wooden furniture. For a manufacturer to cut a particular size or style of wooden table, the equipment must be set up and aligned to meet certain specifications. Since the manufacturer can’t afford to realign the equipment each time a new order comes in, there can be a considerable wait for custom wood furniture. For example, a particular table may be cut only once a year. Patience in this case is a necessary virtue. 
 	
Visualize thy entire room. Some people have a lot of trouble taking tiny fabric swatches and visualizing the entire room. What looks good in a four-inch square may not look so great on a six-foot couch. Will you love it in the morning? If you’re not too good at visualizing patterns, ask the salesperson to help you find out, either by finding pictures of furniture worked up in the fabric of your choice, or by using a video catalog, which allows you to see a computer-generated print-out of how the furniture would look covered with your chosen pattern. 
 	
Don’t pay thy bill until fully satisfied. Whether you buy furniture off the floor, from showroom stock, or by special order, wait until the goods have been delivered and you have a chance to look them over before settling your accounts. Once the retailer has your money, you’ve lost most of your leverage. 
 
 

Don’t Forget to Ask

Before placing an order or buying from a showroom, give any piece of furniture a careful once-over. Get answers to the following questions:

 	Is the furniture stable when you gently push down on a top corner or press against the side?
 	Is the back panel inset of dressers and wood furniture attached with screws or nails, which can pull out?
 	Do the drawers and doors glide smoothly?
 	Are the corners of the drawers joined with dovetail joints?
 	Do long shelves have center braces?
 	Are table leaves well supported?
 	Are the hinges strong and well secured?
 
 

• LIVING IN “PLASTIC” HOUSES:
DO YOU NEED A HOME-EQUITY LOAN?
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You’ve undoubtedly heard the pitch: “Own your own home? Need cash? Have we got a deal for you!” Home-equity loans have become an increasingly flexible means for homeowners to get their hands on substantial amounts of cash, but you should keep in mind that they are really a second mortgage on your house.
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