Right Car, First Time: Buying Your Dream Car

When you're ready to buy your first car, you want three things: you want to be able to eat AND pay your car expenses; you want to use your car for all your transportation needs; and you want a car that's going to look great, especially with you in it. Your car should also be reliable and a good investment – none of that 30% depreciation when you drive it off the lot!
That's a lot to ask of your future ride to work. But you can do it. Here's how.
1. The cost isn't the price. Your car will probably cost you more in insurance, gas, and maintenance than your monthly payments, at least at first. Do your math on these things before signing a contract. Read up on your car at Consumer Digest, and ask a mechanic if you know one. Speak to an insurance agent about how much you can expect to pay for a red sporty car as opposed to a beat-up pickup truck.

2. Of course, paying attention to overall price may harm your other objective: having a car that looks great. I hate to say this, but – put that at the end of your list. When you've gone through everything else, you can choose the best looking car at the end.
3. Plan for the Worst Case Scenario. Could you lose your job? Could your spouse? You're probably committing to three or five years of payments; what's changed in your life over the last five years? Lots, right? Instead of getting too much car and screwing your credit when you can't pay for it in three years, downscale your budget.
4. Retain Your Car Value. Read up on cars for a few months in Consumer Reports or another consumer magazine. Find out which ones sell for the most money after a few years, or look for yourself at used-car lots. And don't get the metallic-flake purple 'Vette with the green neon job – you won't be able to sell it in a few years, just like you can't wear those rainbow toe socks any longer.
5. Get The Right Car For You. Do you have, or are you planning, a family? Forget the sporty two-seater. Do you haul a lot of equipment, furniture, or people on a regular basis? A pickup truck, SUV, or full-size van might be best. Write down everything you need before going shopping.
6. Lease or Buy? This is a very personal decision. If you want a new car every three years and don't mind not building up value, and you don't drive a lot, then by all means lease. But if you know you're going to drive more than the terms of the contract, if you expect to move overseas, or you want a car with value that you can drive for years, you should buy it.
7. Who Are You Buying From? Check with the Better Business Bureau and your friends and family to find a good reputable dealer. Avoid the Dealer Pack; this sealant and protection package costs you three to seven times what it cost the dealer, and is of dubious value. Don't pay for "dealer prep" because the manufacturer has already paid for it. Read everything, especially warranties, very carefully, and never sign anything with blank spots.
8. Used or New? Even if it's right off the factory floor, a new car can cause as much grief as a used one. But you don't necessarily know the history of a used car. The Car Facts website can help for some cars, but not all by any means. A used car with a full maintenance record is a magnificent find. If you're in doubt, don't buy the car. If you think it's in good shape, ask a mechanic to check it out to be sure. It'll cost you a little more money, but it can keep you from buying a POS.
Never, never, never answer the question, "How much can you afford?" It's a trap! If the salesperson has that information, he can manipulate you into paying that amount or a little more. Instead, tell them you prefer not to discuss it until you have chosen your car and have a price quote you're comfortable with. If they're not happy with that, WALK OUT! And after you tell them your income, don't add options on, especially if the salesperson suggests them.

Whew! If you can remember that, you're a better man/woman than I am. But your car is probably your first major purchase. At the very least, you should be happy with it. At best, it should help you pick up that sexy chick from accounting without the embarrassing breakdown-in-the-country – at least, not a real one.
