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To my parents, Romeo and Florence Levesque: 
It all started with you.

 



To my husband, Bill Leonard: 
I couldn’t do what I do without you.

 



To my daughters, Renee and Keely Craig: 
You are my inspiration and my joy.






INTRODUCTION
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After the events of September 11, 2001, many people stopped to reevaluate some aspect of their lives. I was one of the many that finally admitted to myself the hard truth about how dissatisfied I was with my career and how I was spending each day of my life during the week. I did something I had never done before—I asked myself the question, “What would I do if I could do anything I wanted?” I was shocked when the answer immediately popped into my head: “I would teach women how to do home improvement projects.” I had spent the previous eight years doing projects on my own home: I had painted every inch of my house inside and out, installed new faucets, moved a few walls, tiled a floor and a countertop, put a new roof on my shed, and built a small porch. And I did most of these projects on my own (although my father and I worked together on some of the more complex ones).

The feeling of satisfaction and accomplishment I felt when I finished each project was unlike anything I had ever experienced professionally. That’s what really made an impact on me. And I knew that other women would love to have similar experiences. Who doesn’t want to feel like they can do just about anything? It feels good.

Over the next few months, I took the necessary steps to close down my corporate training business and start Marie’s Home Improvement. I loaded my tools in the back of my minivan, and I started working as a handywoman; my business had a unique focus, however, because instead of simply completing each client’s home project for her, I taught her how to complete it herself. In those first few months, I taught many women how to remove wallpaper, prepare and paint walls, tile a kitchen backsplash, replace a faucet, hang pictures, and much more.

Initially, I marketed myself through mother’s groups I belonged to, or through women I met when my children had playdates. Friends of friends heard about me, and demand for my services slowly grew until November of 2002, when I was featured in The Boston Globe. I was stunned by the number of women who responded—women who were eager to complete the projects that had been on their to-do lists for years.

In order to reach even more women, I started teaching a class for women at the local adult education center. The class was called “I Can Fix It, You Can Too!”, which is the motto of my business. In the first half of the three-hour-long class, I would go through all the basic tools in my toolbox, explaining the purpose of each tool and the different projects they could be used to complete. In the second half of the class, I would show my students how to fix a hole in the wall on a small wall I had constructed and brought with me, and how to make basic repairs to the moving parts in a toilet tank that I had created out of a trash can. I also demonstrated how to fix minor faucet leaks, replace a door handle, and hang a shelf.

This book, Marie’s Home Improvement Guide, is the next step in my journey. My passion is teaching women how to do home improvement projects so that they can experience the immense satisfaction and self-esteem boost that comes from taking on a project you don’t think you can do and successfully completing it. Not to mention that you can have fun and save lots of money by not paying someone else to do basic home repairs and improvements that can maintain or increase the value of your home, as well as improve its looks and functionality.


This book is written for all the women who weren’t blessed, as I was, with a father who could not only fix anything around the house, but who was willing to teach me how as well. This book is for all the women who are tired of asking fathers, husbands, boyfriends, partners, and neighbors to come help them out with a project. It’s for all the women who are tired of hiring a handyman, plumber, or electrician to do a simple job, and who have watched said handyman, plumber, or electrician, only to say to themself, “That wasn’t very hard. I could have done that.” It’s for all the women who have been tempted to try a project but were afraid they would screw it up. And, lastly, this book is for all the women who have had the courage to start a project but didn’t have the knowledge to see it through to a successful completion.

Since I cannot travel to every one of your homes to give you personal instruction, I wrote this book. I hope that, when you read this book, you’ll hear my voice talking to you, just as I have talked to the women in my classes and to the women I have worked with one-on-one in the privacy of their own homes over the years.

 



 



 




I start the book with a very basic introduction to tools, all the tools you will need to complete the projects I cover in the book. The right tools make every job easier. After you’re familiar with the tools, I go over how to go shopping for materials and supplies. This can be an overwhelming and frustrating process, and I hope that I have answered any questions you might have, which will make shopping easier and more fun for you. Once you have the tools and materials you need, I jump right into all the different projects women have asked me to teach them how to do since I started my business. You will learn how to hang things like pictures, curtains, and shades, and how to repair damaged walls. I will explain how to fix the many problems that can come up with the doors in your home, and how to paint a room successfully.

Then we’ll move into the bathroom and take on the many water- and non-water-related projects that present themselves there. We’ll finish up with a group of carpentry projects designed to introduce you to my favorite power tools, and a lesson on basic  electrical repairs. By the time you have worked your way through the projects that interest you in this book, I hope you will have acquired several things: comfort and familiarity with hand and power tools, an understanding of how to assess and plan for a project, the freedom to say “no” to projects that you don’t feel comfortable with, and the realization that you can say “yes” to an unlimited list of projects to improve your home.




DEGREE OF CHALLENGE

Assigning a degree of challenge rating for the projects you’ll find in the book was tricky. The difficulty level of each project really varies by individual depending on previous home improvement experience, comfort level with the tools and materials, and basic personality type. Keeping all of that in mind, I have rated the challenge level of each project in this book. The ratings are on a scale of 1 to 5 and this is what each rating means to me:
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A great place to start; limited number of tools
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A little more complex but not hard; a few more tools needed
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Getting more challenging; more tools and materials
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Challenge level is up but so is reward; water may be involved!
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A great challenge within your ability; bring on the power tools









1. GETTING STARTED
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One of the reasons that professionals can do jobs better than amateurs is the greater quantity and superior quality of their tools. Having the right tool and knowing how to use it really does make any job easier to do well. Every woman should have her own toolbox. In this chapter, I’ll provide you with a list of basic tools that will give you what you need to do most any job on your to-do list. You do not need to rush out and purchase every tool on the list at once; you can pick them up when you find you need a specific tool for the job at hand. Tools are also great gifts to ask for on your birthday.

Shopping for tools can be a bit overwhelming. There is no such thing as just a hammer or screwdriver. Every tool comes in more than one variety, and many tools come in different sizes. Armed with a basic list and a little knowledge, you can shop for tools confidently.

I would rather wander through a good hardware store than a department store any day. Only a hardware store can make me exclaim, “Wow, I didn’t know they made a tool that did that!”

My father, Romeo, has been and continues to be one of my best teachers in all things related to tools and home improvement  projects. Throughout this book I will be passing on his knowledge to you. Romeo’s mantra regarding tools is: “Buy the best tools you can afford. A good tool will work better and last longer than a cheap one.” Besides buying good quality tools, it is also very important to choose tools that feel good in your hands. The old saying “Looking good is all that really matters” does not apply to tools. I try and avoid all the pink tools marketed to women and instead look for good brands of tools that are well made and seem to fit my hands.




The Toolbox

I have been on the quest for the perfect toolbox for many years and have yet to find it. I currently use a collection of tool bags, boxes, and buckets to lug my tools around, and I spend more time than I would like trying to find each individual tool. But, like handbags, toolboxes are suited to the individual’s style and needs. You need to determine whether your toolbox will be just for carrying tools, or whether you will also use it to carry a small assortment of hardware, such as screws and nails.

Two small toolboxes are easier to carry around than one large one. I like ones that are 16 inches wide by 8 inches high by 8 inches deep.
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I keep my small hand tools like screwdrivers and nail punches in one box, and larger hand tools like hammers and pry bars in a different box. I keep most of my power tools in the carrying case they come in when purchased. These cases protect the tools and make it easier for me to carry and identify them.

If you’re lucky enough to have a small workshop area in your home, then it can be fun to set up a pegboard area where you can hang your tools. When they’re all visible at once, they’re much easier to find. My dad helped me set a pegboard up when I first moved into my house, and he outlined each tool with magic marker so I could always tell what tool was missing!




Hand Tools

Screwdrivers are designed to drive screws into something and come in two basic styles:
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FLATHEAD
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PHILLIPS HEAD

Screwdrivers come in more than one variety because screws come in more than one variety, and the screwdriver must match the screw both in shape and size. You will want to purchase at least three of both types of screwdrivers, in small, medium, and large. These sizes are all relative. Your best bet is to buy either a kit containing a collection of six to eight screwdrivers or a screwdriver with a wide variety of interchangeable bits that are stored in the handle.

A STEEL MEASURING TAPE is a very important tool. In order to hang pictures, order blinds correctly, or complete successful carpentry projects, you will need a good steel tape. You cannot use your flexible sewing tape, your child’s 12-inch ruler, or a yardstick if you want consistent, reliable measurements. I suggest a 16-foot-long tape with a ¾-inch-wide blade.
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The part of the tape with the measurements marked on it is called the blade. I like this size tape because it will  serve me in most of my projects, it’s comfortable to hold in my hand, and it fits well in my tool belt. I also have a 25-foot by 1-inch tape that I use for longer projects.

I was standing at the service desk of a window replacement company recently and overheard a woman say, “My window is 30 inches and three of those little stripes” wide. Counting those “little stripes” can be challenging, and translating them into accurate measurements can be even harder. The littlest stripes measure[image: 013]of an inch, every fourth stripe equals ¼ of an inch, every eighth stripe equals ½ of an inch, and every twelfth stripe equals ¾ of an inch.

If you find that you are “stripe challenged,” have no fear: You can purchase a steel measuring tape that has the measurements of the individual stripes marked so that you don’t have to add them up and convert them into parts of inches.
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If I had a HAMMER ... I wouldn’t have to look at the variety offered at the store and be completely overwhelmed! I used to think that a hammer was a hammer, but I have since learned about the wide variety of hammers on the market. Hammers are sold in different styles; each kind serves a different purpose, ranging from framing a building to hanging a picture. They also come in different weights. If you already own a hammer, it’s probably a 16-oz. claw hammer.

This is a good, basic hammer that will be useful in most situations, but it is quite heavy. I suggest you buy a 7-oz. claw hammer  for your toolbox, and keep the heavier hammer around for bigger projects.
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Are you on the LEVEL? Without a level, houses and most everything in them would be crooked or uneven. Levels allow us to hang a group of pictures in a straight line, make sure a storm/screen door is hanging correctly, and put a shelf up that nothing will slide off of. Levels are available in lengths from 10 inches to multiple feet. Most household projects can be handled with a 10-inch, 2-foot, or 4-foot level.
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Objects are level (horizontally) or plumb (vertically) when the bubble on the level is framed by two black lines.

A laser level is a great tool to have when you need a longer line than you can get with a 4-foot spirit level. When you attach it to a wall, a laser level shoots out a beam of red light that’s perfectly straight. I use my laser level when I hang long pieces of shelving or when I hang up a group of pictures that all need to be at the same height. Laser levels are wonderful additions to any toolbox, but they won’t replace an old fashioned spirit level in many situations.
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My workshop is full of power saws, but I still carry and use my HANDSAW regularly. Saws are made in many shapes, sizes, and lengths, and they’re designed for very specific uses. What you need is a small saw designed to cut wood cleanly (if not quickly).

Saws that have very small teeth set very close together are designed for finer, cleaner cuts. Saws with large teeth set far apart are designed for rough, fast cuts—like for cutting down a tree, for example. I don’t cut down many trees, so I carry a handsaw that’s  about 14 inches long. Find yourself any lightweight saw that fits comfortably in your hands, and you’ll be all set.
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Whereas the handsaw is designed to cut wood, the HACKSAW is designed to cut through metal and plastic. The blade on a hacksaw is only about a ½-inch wide and 12 inches long. It has lots and lots of tiny teeth put very close together. You need a hacksaw to cut through a metal threshold, to make cuts when installing a metal screen/storm door, or to cut rusted bolts off of your toilet. It is also handy for cutting PVC (polyvinyl chloride) plumbing pipes. Hacksaws are inexpensive and come in various shapes and sizes.
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Some of the projects you will take on around the house will require the removal of existing wood or nails. In those situations, you’ll need a good FLAT BAR, PRY BAR, or CAT’S PAW.
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Flat bars and pry bars provide leverage, which allows you to lift or move something that you otherwise couldn’t with your bare  hands. The longer they are, the more leverage you can get. More leverage equals less effort on your part. A cat’s paw is a small pry bar with an end that is shaped—you guessed it—like a cat’s paw. Just as a cat can dig things up with its paw, this pry bar can dig nailheads out of wood when helped by a good whack with a hammer.

When I get in my car at the end of a day’s work, the tool I always find in my back pocket is my UTILITY KNIFE. There are very few jobs that I do without the help of my utility knife, which is why it lives in my pocket. I keep another one in my kitchen drawer for everyday uses around the house, like cutting open those annoying plastic packages that encase almost everything I buy.

A utility knife contains a blade shaped like a trapezoid.
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When you depress the button on top of the knife and push it forward, half of the blade is exposed for use. The blades are very sharp and can be used to cut wallboard, vinyl flooring, cardboard, carpeting, plastic, and much more. To change the blade or flip it over to use its other end, you have to open the utility knife up. Inexpensive knives come with a screw on one side that holds the two side shells of the knife together. You must remove the screw and take the entire knife apart in order to change the blade. Because it is such a hassle to change the blade in these knives, people don’t change them often enough and end up using a dull blade, which is actually far more dangerous than using a sharp blade. A cheap knife costs between three and five dollars. I strongly urge you to splurge and buy a really good knife for between ten and fifteen dollars. The better knives are designed to open up very easily, making changing the blade a breeze (which will encourage you to do it more often). It will last forever, and you may come to love it as much as I love mine!

Many women I meet are afraid to make holes in the walls of their homes, because they don’t know how to fix the holes once they exist. With the right PUTTY KNIVES and a little know-how, you will soon be filling up every hole, nick, or scratch in your walls. Putty knives come in metal and plastic versions, and they’re sold in varying widths, from 1½ inches up to 6 inches.
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I suggest you get a 1½-inch, a 3-inch, and a 6-inch knife to start. You can add a 12-inch knife later, when you graduate to fixing larger holes. This is another case where spending just a little bit more money up front will buy you a much better tool that will feel really good in your hands, do the job required of it more effectively, and last forever if you take good care of it.

ELECTRONIC STUD FINDERS are a wonderful invention, and (just like your computer) when they work, they’re marvelous. What is a stud? Behind the painted, plastered, or wallpapered rooms in your home is a wooden skeleton: the frame upon which your home was built. Just like the bones of a human skeleton, the frame of a home—which includes the walls, floors, and ceilings-is designed to support all the weight of the home, including the roof. Studs are vertical boards, spaced about 16 inches apart, that run from the floor to the ceiling throughout your walls; they measure 1½ inches wide by 3½ or 5½ inches deep.

If you want to hang something like a shelf or heavy mirror on your wall, you will get the most support for that object if you can find a stud to hang the object upon. Since most of us don’t have x-ray vision, we can’t just look into the wall to locate studs. My father used to use a hammer to locate studs. He would work across the wall, tapping the wall lightly with the hammer every inch or so. It would go something like this: “Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tip, ‘Oh,  there it is!’ ” I would stand there looking at him with a bewildered look on my face. Being tone deaf, I couldn’t hear the different sound the hammer apparently made when he tapped the part of the wall covering the stud after having repeatedly tapped the hollow part of the wall.

Enter the stud finder! The original stud finder looked like a small compass, and its needle would react when it passed over one of the screws or nailheads that hold the wallboard to the studs. Today’s modern electronic stud finders can sense the difference in density between wood and wallboard.
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You gently slide the stud finder across a wall, and when it locates a stud, it beeps and/or lights up. Once you locate one stud in the wall, you can assume there will be another one roughly 15 to 16 inches away in each direction. When they work, electronic stud finders are more accurate than the hammer method, but false positives are common.

If you live in a home that was built before 1940, your walls may be covered in plaster and lathe instead of wallboard. An electronic stud finder will not work in these older homes. In order to find the studs in those old walls, you must act like a detective and look for nailheads in the baseboard, chair rail, or crown molding. The nailheads indicate the location of the studs that they are nailed into.

PLIERS come in huge variety of shapes and sizes designed for a multitude of uses. I have about nine pairs of pliers in my toolbox, but they represent three basic types.

First are CHANNELLOCK PLIERS (also called water pump), which have adjustable jaws for large and small objects and are used  for plumbing and anything involving nuts (the kind found on bicycles and plumbing fixtures, not the kind you eat).
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Second, you need NEEDLE-NOSE PLIERS, which are used for bending and shaping wires during electrical work and for holding small nails while hammering.
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Third, ELECTRICIAN’S PLIERS (also called a Linesman’s Tool), which have a flat tip and an area for cutting wires. While one hammer can be used to hammer a variety of types and sizes of nails, you will find that pliers cannot be used interchangeably, and you will really struggle if you try and do a job with the wrong kind.
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CRESCENT WRENCHES are used in situations where pliers don’t work, so it’s important to have a couple on hand. I suggest a small-and medium-size wrench. Each one is adjustable to fit several sizes of nuts. I find crescent wrenches a little hard to use; they slip off the nut you’re trying to tighten too easily. In their place, I often reach for a fixed wrench or a ratchet (or socket) wrench, both of which come in nice kits.
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In order to complete many of the projects you’re going to take on around your house, you’ll need to finish the job with a nice bead of caulk. In order to lay a nice bead of caulk, you will need to own (and master) a CAULKING GUN. I have met many women who are frightened of or intimidated by caulking guns. During one of my classes, for instance, when I brought out a tube of caulk and a caulking gun to demonstrate how they fit together, a woman in the class let out a sort of frustrated groaning sound and said, “I didn’t know you needed a gun.” She clearly had never tried to squeeze caulk out of a tube with her bare hands (it’s next to impossible, I promise). After we all had a good laugh with her (not at her), we talked about how many tools are not self-explanatory. It often  helps to have tools explained (like I’m doing here) or demonstrated; otherwise, it can be difficult to get a sense of how they really work. When shopping for a good caulking gun, avoid the ones that cost less than five dollars—the trigger mechanism is rough, and it’s hard to get the caulk to stop squirting out when you want it to. Instead, I have found that it is worth investing ten to fifteen dollars on a better-designed gun: It will have a smoother operation, an easier-to-pull trigger, and a pointy thing to poke holes in new tubes of caulk. Also, if you really need some help pulling the trigger on the gun, there are electric caulking guns (even more expensive, but they require less muscle).
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When I discovered the SIX-IN-ONE PAINTER’S TOOL, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. It quickly became the favorite tool in my toolbox, and one I reach for daily because it is so versatile. I still cannot believe how much painting and other miscellaneous jobs I had to do without this tool before I found it. Its unique shape, with a beveled end for paint scraping and putty application, its curved edged for removing paint from rollers, and its sharp tip for digging stuff out of tight places make it the best tool for its price. You will also see ten-in-one and even fourteen-in-one painter’s tools. In these cases, more is not better. The basic six-in-one—which costs about seven dollars—is all you need.
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No toolbox is complete without good SAFETY GLASSES to protect your eyes. They’re available in a wide variety of styles, so finding one that fits your head shouldn’t be difficult. 
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The biggest lesson I have learned regarding safety glasses is a simple one: If I take good care of them and keep them from getting scratched and dirty, I am more likely to wear them, and if I wear them, I am less likely to get injured. It’s kind of like using a diaphragm for birth control: How many women have gotten pregnant because their diaphragm was still in its box in the bathroom while they were in the bedroom? Lots! And how many people have injured their eyes while their glasses lay snugly in the bottom of the toolbox? Lots!

Because they are made of plastic, glasses scratch easily, and when they get scratched, they are very difficult to see through. If you are going to keep your glasses in your toolbox, find a case to put them in to protect them. Put them on at the beginning of every job, no matter what you are doing; it’s a great habit to get into.




Power Tools

When we had been dating about one year, my then-boyfriend (now my husband) gave me a DEWALT 18-VOLT CORDLESS DRILL for my birthday. It was the best present ever! It was my first introduction to cordless tools, and I fell in love. Of all my power tools, I still use my cordless drill the most.

What I love most about cordless drills is their versatility. Many jobs require the use of both a drill and a screwdriver, and the cordless drill becomes a power screwdriver when you take out the drill bit and replace it with a screwdriver bit.
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The weight of a cordless drill is mostly determined by the size of its battery. The 18-volt battery is big and heavy, and now, six years later, I feel that weight more than I originally did. I suggest that most women purchase a drill with a battery in the 9- to 12-volt range. The most important thing to do is to try out how it feels. If it’s too heavy, you won’t be comfortable using it, and it will never see the light of day.

I have lost count of the number of women I’ve watched sheepishly bring their cordless drill, which has been sitting unused for who knows how long, out of the closet. In many cases it was a gift given to them when they first moved into their own home, and it sat collecting dust for years because they never learned how to use it properly. Ladies: It’s time to bring the drills out in the open and get to know them. This tool (and its little sister, the RECHARGEABLE SCREWDRIVER) can make jobs that a handheld screwdriver can’t do downright easy.
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All of the jobs I will discuss in this book (with the exception of the minor carpentry projects detailed in Chapter 9) can be handled successfully without any additional power tools, with the possible exception of a HANDHELD RANDOM ORBITAL PALM SANDER. I know it sounds like it belongs at NASA, but it is actually a small electric sander that is fun and easy to use.
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Even though I have a degree in Business Administration, I hate doing my taxes; my accountant describes himself as someone who should never have been allowed to own a house! So, every year, we do a little bartering. I have done many jobs over the years at his home, and I’ve gotten to know his wife in the process. I saw her recently, and she was excited to tell me about her success with a palm sander. Her outdoor picnic table was a little the worse for wear, and she had decided to buy a new one, because she thought that fixing it up would be too big a job for her to tackle. Her landscaper told her it would be easy: All she needed, he said, was a palm sander and some linseed oil. She purchased a sander, followed the directions on it, and succeeded in freshening up the surface of her picnic table. She was so thrilled with her victory that she also decided to replace the hardware on her kitchen cabinets. If she keeps it up, I’ll be out of a job!




Now That I Have Them, How Do I Use Them? 

Having the right tools easily accessible in your toolbox is only half the battle; learning how to use them correctly will make the biggest impact on your success in taking on home improvement projects. Let’s go back through the list, and I will cover the most important points about some of the tools and give you tips on using them correctly. Any tools not touched upon here will be explained later, in the context of a project.

1. SCREWDRIVER: The head of the screwdriver must fit snugly into the slot or cross on the head of the screw. Flathead screwdrivers are for slotted screws, and Philips head screwdrivers are for screws with a little cross on the top. Set the tip of the screwdriver into the head of the screw and push to make a tight connection. While you are pushing into the head of the screw, turn the screwdriver to the right to drive a screw in, or to the left to remove a screw (some people remember this with the saying, “righty tighty, lefty loosey”).If the screwdriver is slipping when you try to turn it, check to make sure it is not too small. A screwdriver that is too small will not work well and can strip the head of the screw, making it impossible to turn. A screwdriver that is too big will not sit snugly in the head  of the screw, and you won’t be able to turn the screw. Make sure the screwdriver fits the screw!



2. STEEL MEASURING TAPE: The little metal tab at the end of the tape can be hooked over the end of a piece of wood you need to cut or the outside trim on a window. Once the tab is firmly in place, pull the tape toward you; when you’re done, push the button on the tape case, and the tape will retract. Be careful when you do this—the tape can come back quickly and pinch your finger. When marking off your measurement, use a sharp pencil, and make one fine line (don’t go back over the line several times and end up with a fat mark that will distort your measurement). Precision in measuring is important. As Norm Abram from This Old House always says, “Measure twice and cut once.”

3. HAMMER: Grasp the hammer firmly on the thicker part of the handle, closer to the end of the hammer, away from the head. Many women hold the hammer just under the head and tap nailheads very tentatively. The weight of the hammer moving through space is what drives the nail into the wood—let gravity be your friend. Grasp the hammer and then, using your forearm as a fulcrum (bending only at the elbow), drop the center of the round head of the hammer onto the nail. You can tap the nail gently until it’s started, but after that, move the hand holding the nail in place away and don’t be afraid to swing the hammer with more force.It will take some practice to get good at this, and you will occasionally miss the nailhead. Get a piece of scrap wood and some nails, and practice hammering until you feel comfortable. Even after you become skilled with a hammer, you’ll still miss the nailhead on occasion. If you’re scared of hitting your finger while starting the nail, you can hold the nail with your needle-nose pliers and keep your fingers out of harm’s way. I even do this myself on occasion, mostly when I’m dealing with very small nails.



4. HANDSAW AND HACKSAW: The trick with both of these tools is the same and is the opposite of what I just said about using a hammer. In this situation, a light, gentle touch works best. First,  you need to make sure that whatever you are trying to cut is held firmly in place by a set of clamps, your knee, or a friend. Set the saw on the line you have made and pull it lightly towards you and then push it lightly away, repeating this motion until a groove begins to form in the wood, metal, or plastic. Once a groove forms, you can pull and push with long, smooth strokes. The weight of the saw moving back and forth is enough to make the cut. If your saw is snagging, sticking, or jumping, it means you are pressing down too hard and need a lighter hand. Try and make a practice cut on some waste material to get used to the saw before you make your first final cut.

5. UTILITY KNIFE: A great invention when used correctly, and a very dangerous tool when used incorrectly. I have cut myself more with this tool than any other tool in my bag, but I also use it more than any other tool. The challenge with this tool is keeping miscellaneous body parts out of its path, which is easier said than done. In order to use this tool to cut wallboard, linoleum, or even plastic sheeting, you need to press down on the button on top of the knife and push it forward, which will expose half of the blade. Then set the blade up against a guide or on the line you want to cut, and move it toward you while simultaneously pushing down.That last part right there is the problem: In order to exert proper force on the blade, you usually have to be moving it toward yourself. Whenever you do this, think ahead about where the knife might end up if it slips or if you lose control of it. If your other hand or leg lies in the potential path, rearrange your body. Most of my injuries have occurred when I have ignored the little voice inside that says, “I’m not sure this is a good idea.” That voice is there to protect you, and I have learned to listen to it. As soon as you complete one cut, close the knife, even if you intend to use it again in thirty seconds—a closed knife causes no injuries.



6. CAULKING GUN: The end of a tube of caulk has a nozzle on it that’s a little over two inches in length. In order to access the caulk in the tube, you have to cut off the end of the nozzle. The cut you make is a unique one. If you look very closely at the tip of the nozzle,  you should see a set of two or three diagonal lines. Using your utility knife, make a small diagonal cut across the tip of the nozzle on one of the lines. The steeper the angle of the cut, the more caulk will be released. When it comes to caulk, in most cases, less is more. You can always come back and make the cut bigger, but you can’t make it smaller.Once you have made your cut, stick the pointy thing on the caulking gun (or a long nail) down into the nozzle to break the seal at the base of the nozzle (not all tubes have a seal, but many do). Once that’s done, insert the tube of caulk into the gun and pull the trigger until some caulk comes out of the tip. Press on the release button (located somewhere behind the trigger) to take the pressure off the caulk until you are ready to proceed. Keep lots of rags or paper towels handy when doing any caulking job, as it is messy work. We’ll talk more about laying a bead of caulk in the painting and bathroom chapters.






Caring for Your Tools 

I see tool abuse firsthand on a regular basis, and it is not pretty! Stiff and crunchy paintbrushes, knives encrusted with dried putty, rusted tools, and dead batteries are just some of the horrors I’ve witnessed. When you start a new project and reach for a tool, you want the tool to be ready to use. If the tools you need are not clean, charged, and easy to locate, starting your project will go from easy to frustrating. Get in the habit of cleaning your tools off before you return them to the toolbox. Many of the tools you use will never need cleaning anyway, unless they unexpectedly come in contact with an unusual substance (if your pliers fall into the joint compound or your hammer lands in the paint bucket, for example).

Putty knives can be scraped clean and then rinsed with water and dried. Never scrape the remnants from the blade back in to the putty container—doing that contaminates the putty with lumps. The basic rule is to check to see if any tools need cleaning before you put them away, and always dry any tools that will rust. I’ll explain how to clean a paintbrush in Chapter 6.




Safety First (and Always) 

I can tell you from personal experience that nothing spoils a project faster than a trip to the emergency room. What I find most interesting is that I have never injured myself with the tools that make the most noise and are capable of doing an amazing amount of damage to the human body, like my circular saw, wet saw, reciprocating saw, or jigsaw. Instead, my injuries have come while using a hammer, utility knife, and wallpaper scraper, among others! I think the reason for this is that when I work with the big, loud power tools, I’m hypervigilant, but when I work with the smaller, less frightening tools, I relax and sometimes forget to pay attention to where the tool is in relation to the rest of my body (especially my other hand).

When I was a teenager, my family lived in northern Vermont. For a short time, my father ran a business buying and reselling the contents of people’s attics, barns, or basements at auction. At one auction, a large number of antique carpentry tools were for sale. I was there helping my dad, and I noticed that the front-row seats at the auction were filled with antiques as well: All of the men there must have been over seventy and had probably spent their entire lives working as carpenters. Upon closer inspection, I saw that most, if not all, of these men were missing a small piece of at least one finger. This story isn’t meant to frighten you but rather to impart the same lesson I learned from the experience: A healthy respect for all tools—especially power tools—is crucial.

I will discuss how to use specific power tools to ensure your safety in later chapters. For starters, though, make sure that you read and understand all the written directions that come with any new tool you purchase. If you have inherited tools from someone else and you don’t have the operating manual, try looking online for directions.

 



Here are a few specific safety tips:
✓ Keep the area where you are working clear and easy to walk through. It’s tempting when you’re in the thick of a project to set materials and tools down on the floor around you without thinking about how having them there will impact you later. If you’re lucky, these mishaps are just funny; if you’re one of the unlucky, you could end up seriously hurt or, at the very least, stuck with a big mess to clean up. I have learned to pick up debris as I go along when doing demolition, and to keep tools I am not currently using tucked over to one side. And when I use a ladder, I make sure that the base is stable and there is nothing blocking my path to and from the ladder. 
[image: 034]


IT HAPPENED TO ME ONCE: A mistake I once made happened while I was tiling the walls around the tub in a bathroom my clients were remodeling. There had been a leak in the old tub, so my client’s husband had installed the new tub with new plumbing. There were still holes in the floor, under the tub, which we were waiting to close until the bathroom project was complete and we were sure the leak was fixed. I backed up to admire my tile job, and I knocked over a bucket containing about three gallons of water! Fortunately, since tiling is a very wet job, I had a lot of towels on hand. Some water did run under the tub, but it continued down through the open holes in the ceiling, so no new damage was created.





✓ Always wear your safety glasses no matter how silly you think you look in them or how small the job. Make it a habit to put on your glasses when you reach into your toolbox for the first tool you’ll be using. Clean them and put them away at the end of the project.

✓ Keep all your power tools unplugged and out of the reach of small children when not in use. Most power tools you buy come in a protective case. I store my tools in those cases, and that keeps them nicely tucked away.

✓ Dispose of any paints, thinner, solvents, or other hazardous materials in accordance with your city or town’s guidelines. My town has a hazardous-waste-removal day once each year. Until  that day, I keep the nasty stuff stored safely in an appropriate container in my garage or shed.








Picking Your Battles 

One of the biggest challenges you face when starting to take on home improvement projects is determining which ones you feel you can complete successfully. It’s important to give yourself permission to both take on projects and walk away from projects.

I suggest you make a list of all the projects you want and need to do around your house. Once you’re done, go back through the list and assess each project based on the following criteria:1. TOOLS a. What tools are needed?

b. Do I own them?

c. Can I borrow or rent them?

d. Do I want to buy them and add to my collection?



2. TIME a. How much time is involved?

b. Can the job be done in small pieces, or does it all have to happen at once?

c. Do I want to spend my time that way?

d. Is it worth it to me compared to what I would have to pay a professional?



3. COMPLEXITY a. After a little research, does it sound like something I could do?

b. Is my first reaction a strong positive, a hesitant maybe or a strong no?

c. Does it involve plumbing or electrical work and the inherent risks that go along with those kinds of projects?

d. Am I ready to take on those risks?



4. PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL DEMANDS a. Can I physically do what is required?

b. Do I have the patience?

c. Does it sound like fun?

d. How will I feel if I am successful?

e. How will I feel if I fail?
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