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Thanks to my kids, Scott and Leah, for inspiring me to write this book, and to my wife, Maureen, for enduring these escapades with me.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

I finished writing The Cheap Handyman just before COVID-19 swept the globe, with all its serious and far-reaching impacts. Publication was delayed as we locked down, uncertain of what the world would bring, and I found myself feeling—like so many others—that I’d been chained to my home.

My wife wasted no time finding projects for me. Her philosophy was that too much idle time was not good for the soul. No sooner had I finished processing the fact that toilet paper and hand soap were now impossible-to-find commodities than I was handed a folded piece of paper. It was a bit yellowed on the edges, which told me she’d been saving it for a while. The honey-do list was longer than it should have been, and what better time to slap it on me than now, when I was in a saddened state and feeling powerless.

These past months have been an unexpectedly perfect time to get my hands dirty working on faulty appliances, doors that won’t close properly, or stairs that creak too much—problems that I’ve ignored for far too long. After several weeks of hard labor, pretty much everything in the house was in good order. The stove was no longer on life-support, the downstairs light switch didn’t give you a jolt anymore when you touched it, and the upstairs shower was free of the incessant, head-pounding drip. The only reprieve I was awarded was not having to paint the entire downstairs of the house. It was a crying shame that the paint stores were closed.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I was not alone in my urge to dive in on a home-improvement project. Whether out of desperation, boredom, or a desire to feel some sense of control in the world around us, many people attempted DIY projects for the first time. If that’s you, welcome to Team Handyman! I hope you know that you are not alone as you delve into uncharted waters. To go where you have not gone before is still good for your soul (and your pocketbook). There is always a great deal of personal satisfaction in completing a job successfully, but it is important to realize that you may be less than a hero from time to time, as not all jobs go as planned. An occasional jolt to the ego makes us better people. Failure is a good learning tool for future endeavors. I should know!

I hope that my experiences will give you the confidence to step out of you comfort zone, take on a new challenge, fail well and often, and fight through any issues that might present themselves.

Most of all, in an age where DIY projects are more challenging than ever, I hope that handymen and handywomen find in these pages the encouragement they need to get the job done.

Go for it, and good luck!

— Brian






“If it ain’t broke, you’re not trying.”

—RedGreen








INTRODUCTION

I remember the first time I realized I was a homeowner. My wife and I had just bought a beautiful cedar home, two bedrooms, two bathrooms, big backyard—it was the home we’d always dreamed of raising a family in. Not one month into home ownership, the furnace broke. No longer could I call the landlord—this one was up to us! From that moment on, as any homeowner can tell you, the to-do list was constant. As were the bills.

Now, anyone who knows me can tell you that I’ve always been a bit cheap. I suppose I come by it honestly: mine was an average, hardworking family—my parents taught me the value of money, and I was fortunate enough to earn a degree. Still, ask my wife and she’ll loudly recount tale after tale of my miserly ways. I’m confident that I will never live down the time our family flew standby to Ireland, or the time I gifted my friend two tickets to see Elton John, only to get a real earful from him night-of when security wouldn’t let him in—turns out the “deal” I fell for was a scam.

If there was a way to save a buck, I took it, and this is doubly true of home repairs. If hiring a contractor isn’t highway robbery, I don’t know what is! Lucky me, I’d always loved fixing things. Since I was a young boy I’ve just had to know how and why things ticked, and I spent hours tearing apart kitchen appliances and other gadgets, trying to repair them myself. It was just in my blood. I even had my own toolbox that contained a hammer, a screwdriver, a pair of pliers, and duct tape, of course.

I love spending time in hardware stores, both big and small, and I never miss an opportunity to drop into my local store. Whenever I’m within a couple miles of it, my car seems to just gravitate in that direction. I’ll roam around the store for hours, more excited than a kid in a candy shop. There are so many cool tools and not enough time to try them all out. I even worked part-time in a hardware store for a while and was delighted when I could show people the different kinds of tools out there and what they could be used for. I could share my assumed and perceived limitless knowledge.

Every task I took on, big or small, was a challenge to me. I would sometimes have a mental tug-of-war going on in my head when I looked at the scope of a job. Would I be able to pull it off or should I throw in the towel? I often broke into a sweat thinking about what could go wrong, but invariably I brushed that thought aside and forged on. By and large, the projects went well. Upgrading to LED lights, winterizing the house, patching up a wall or two, fixing a leaky toilet—all easy enough. But every once in a while, I’d get it in my head to do something above my pay grade. Electrical wiring? Sure! Why not? I mean, how different can the switch box for the pool be from a toaster?

Now before you laugh, be honest: Have you ever felt the urge to take on a do-it-yourself project when deep down inside you have serious doubts about what you might be getting yourself into? Have you ever said, “Hang on, I can totally do that myself!” even as you frantically google instructions? Have you ever shrugged off a well-intentioned hardware store employee and bought whatever you happened to have in your hand at the time rather than admit you forgot to measure before leaving home?

The lure of all that cold, hard cash you can save by doing it yourself has put many handymen and handywomen in over their heads. Before you know it, what started out as an innocuous weekend DIY project is a costly disaster. Some of my own mishaps have cost me very little, while some have cost me a great deal. Most of these experiences, however, have come at a greater cost than money itself: my pride.

My family and friends have enjoyed countless belly laughs at my failed escapades. And can I blame them? If I saw a man go ass over teakettle into a pool holding a chain saw, I’d laugh, too! Over the years, I’ve learned to laugh along with them, and ultimately it was those moments of sitting around the kitchen table reminiscing with my wife and kids, having a good laugh and seeing the smiles on their faces as they recalled my blunders, that inspired me to write this book.

The thing is, we all have a little cheap handyman or -woman in us, whether we choose to admit it or not. And while humorous stories can’t fix a broken shower door or change your oil, they have a different kind of magic: they can repair the woes of the soul.

Best of all, as the adage goes, talk is cheap!






Episode 1 A STAINED REPUTATION


When you’re a homeowner, there’s always something that needs fixing. If it isn’t the plumbing, it’s rooms that need to be repainted, or replacing stucco that falls off the ceiling every time someone slams the door, or a washing machine that works only when it feels like it, and so on. Most days, it seems like there’s always some problem or another to resolve. This day, the problem was the siding of my beautiful two-story, 2,500-square-foot, eighty-year-old cedar house—with the key word being cedar. It looked great until it was beaten up by the sun and wind. Its present fault lines and bare spots told me it was time for a face-lift.

It was a huge job to stain this monster, and not one I was eager to undertake, so I did what any prudent individual would have done and got a few estimates. But after I received the third quote, which was more than twice as much as the ones before it, I asked my wife to get the paddles ready for the “big one” I could feel coming on! I would have been ashamed to put to pen such outrageous numbers. I’d have to do the deed myself! Besides, I thought, it couldn’t be that bad. I already had the extension ladder, so I’d just need twenty gallons of stain, five cheap brushes, one can of paint thinner to clean the brushes, a bag of rags, four drop cloths, two hooks to hang the cans from the ladder, and a bottle each of Tylenol and fast-acting pain-relief cream (in preparation for the punishment my body was about to endure), and I would be ready to go. Nothing a few days and some elbow grease couldn’t accomplish.

I never considered myself a pro, but I did know enough not to stain a house on a windy day—which would be the equivalent of a child pissing into the wind. I also knew that, for the same reason, I couldn’t use a sprayer. I was in for seven long days of brush and bucket work. I waited as patiently as I could for the right day to arrive. But after biding my time for a few weeks, the clear, calm day I needed never came. With my to-do list growing by the day, I couldn’t wait any longer, so I was eventually forced to take my chances and begin with a slight hint of a breeze in the air.

With the ladder in place against the side of the house, I confirmed that all the necessary materials for the job were close at hand. As I began to climb up the two-story flight, I heard a creaking noise. At first, I thought it was the ladder but soon realized that it was my knees. It seemed to take forever to climb to the top. Looking down I felt like I was high enough to go skydiving. Then something dripped from my nose. I was relieved that it wasn’t blood—just buckets of sweat pouring from my forehead. I carefully hooked my can to the step of the ladder and set to work. With the second dip of the brush the can tilted sideways, and I watched helplessly as the handle of the can broke off. It dropped like a rock, bounced a few times across the lawn, spurting stain in all directions until it found its final resting place against my neighbor’s wrought iron fence. I was down the ladder faster than a fireman, grabbed a rag, and started frantically wiping the stain from his fence. I looked around for witnesses. None, thank goodness. No one would be the wiser. I’d deal with my brown grass at a later time.

I opened the second can, checked its handle carefully, gave it a good yank, and ascended the ladder. I worked meticulously, watching every movement of the brush. About an hour into the job it was time for a break. Back on the ground I admired my handiwork: I’d only done a small amount so far, and already the house looked new. Then something caught my eye. A closer inspection stopped me dead in my tracks. It looked like a flock of low-flying pigeons had machine-gunned their droppings all over my neighbor’s backyard. Every inch of his in-ground pool, the patio furniture, cement, and landscaping was splattered with a brown film. There were even clumps of stain dripping off the statues he had beside his pool. Here I was being so careful not to put too much stain on the brush as I lifted it out of the can so as not to risk the stain flying all over the place. I also made the brushstrokes slow and smooth to keep all the stain on the brush and not somewhere else. The white rag in my hand was even stain-free! I was quite proud of myself for thinking ahead and keeping things well under control to avoid any problems, so how the hell did the stain end up next door? Who would have ever thought that stain would drift so far with such a little breeze—amazing!

I couldn’t face the man. I was terrified! He was one of those neighbors who took such extreme pride in his backyard that his lawn was basically a putting green, which made this situation even worse. They don’t call it stain for nothing—this was going to take professionals to clean up. It wasn’t long before he stormed over, red-faced, and gave me an earful. I had to take it like a man! I nodded when he told me how we would proceed from here. I felt like a child being scolded for misbehaving.

It took about a week for the hired crew to clean up the mess I had made of my neighbor’s yard while I focused on staining the other side of my house. I could just see the cash register smoking as each day went by. It was the longest week I could remember! They did a bang-up job on my dime. A lesson learned for sure.



	Estimated cost of job:

	$700




	Actual cost of job:

	$1,800










Episode 2 LOW-HANGING PROBLEMS


That huge, destructive branch had been driving me crazy for years. The lowest offshoot of a very old oak tree hung down in the middle of the driveway like the arm of the grim reaper. My wife’s little Honda glided right under it, but it scraped the roof of my Ford pickup on every arrival, reminding me that I really, really needed to do something about that. Each time I heard it screeching on my roof, I strangled the steering wheel. I could only imagine how much paint had been ripped off the top of the truck. I didn’t even have the courage to look. As much as I loved trees, that branch had to go.

A neighbor across the street was getting their tree taken down. It was impressive to see the big truck with the lift and box on it, high up in the sky. Dressed in the usual orange reflective jacket and wearing a hard hat, the guy was slicing and dicing the branches with his chain saw. They were dropping like flies. I stood by the supervisor on the ground and watched the show for a few minutes and then popped the question. He looked across the street at my branch and, without skipping a beat, quoted me a price. His response took my breath away, so I’d do it myself. I mean, how hard could it really be?

I gathered up my own chain saw, ladder, goggles, and work gloves and asked a buddy to come over to assist me. I didn’t have a fancy orange jacket like the other guy, so I put on my old, beat-up, torn lumberjack’s jacket and baseball hat. My wife was not home, so I didn’t have to worry about her car; in order to keep my truck out of harm’s way, I moved it from my driveway over to my neighbor’s, about twenty feet away. I fired up the chain saw, and with my friend holding the ladder steady, I ascended. The chain saw made short work of the branch: within seconds it was plummeting straight down to the ground. I watched as it landed right on its end, recoil like a giant spring, and vault gracefully through the air, landing squarely on the hood of my truck parked innocently next door. It was as practiced a move as you’d see in a Cirque du Soleil performance.

The size and depth of the crease in the hood was daunting. Bad enough to see this affliction in my pride and joy, but I had just gotten her back from the body shop, where they had repainted the hood due to numerous tiny dents from walnuts dropped on it by squirrels. I always kept my vehicles in tip-top shape—each was always washed, waxed, and dent and rust free. The interior was so clean that you could eat off the floor. I was grief-stricken. I slowly came down the ladder in a depressed state. I nearly tripped over my buddy who was rolling on the ground in hysteria. I stood over him with the chain saw still running and did think for a moment of committing a criminal act.

With great hesitation and embarrassment, the next day I limped back to the body shop. I was red in the face as I told him what happened. Being the professional he was, he tried to keep a straight face as he said he hoped to do as beautiful a paint job as before. I knew I was definitely the jackass of the month in his mind. I told him to paint the roof while he was at it—might as well line his pockets with more hundred-dollar bills.



	Estimated cost of job:

	$0




	Actual cost of job:

	$1,350










Episode 3 RADIO SILENCE


We used to have a gold 1998 Honda Accord SE sedan. It was the car that I drove for years, and I really liked it. I was used to my 2012 fully loaded Ford pickup, but this baby had all the bells and whistles of a new car: power everything, leather seats, even a sunroof. Best of all, it had a great stereo. I would crank up my country tunes and sing right along with them at the top of my lungs. Everything was great until I noticed one day that the radio had started cutting in and out. There was nothing more frustrating than singing along with your favorite song and then having the radio go silent on you. Maybe it was just me, but I felt a little self-conscious singing by myself. It made me realize that I couldn’t carry a tune in a basket. It was imperative that I get the radio checked out.

I made an appointment with a car stereo shop in town to have them investigate the problem. It was a cool place. They specialized in installing new stereo systems and repairing radios. They had on display all kinds of setups ranging from inexpensive ones to others that would flatten out your wallet. The sound from these high-priced systems was just unbelievable. They made you feel as if you were in a recording studio. As much as I’d love to have had the money for a better system, I was just in to have my radio situation diagnosed.

It only took the technician a few seconds to determine the problem. There was, without a doubt, a loose wire in the back of the unit. Years of the car pounding the pavement and hitting potholes had loosened the wire. If it was reattached properly so that the connection didn’t wobble, the radio would perform perfectly. He said that even though it was an old radio, it was well worth fixing: Honda products lasted forever.

The only problem was getting at the unit. It was a nice display, but it was built right into the dash. The dash was attractive, with the bottom of it curving inward to add more styling. The main access to the back of the radio was behind the curved part of the dash. Three sections of the dash, starting from the left side of the steering wheel and moving to the right, would have to be disassembled just to get to the radio. At that point, all one had to do was slide under the dash, spot the loose wire, and fix it. The technician said it was a labor-intensive job and costly if they did it. He suggested I do it myself. Just take your time and keep your wits about you and everything should be fine. I was up for the challenge.

I moved the driver’s seat back as far as it would go and tilted the steering wheel all the way up. I noticed there were a lot of screws to be taken out and how small they were. Starting on the first section I unscrewed each one slowly and dropped it into a drinking glass, for safekeeping. With all twelve screws out, I proceeded to pull off that section of the dash. It came out about an inch and then got stuck on the plastic casing around the steering wheel. No matter how much I twisted and yanked, that damn piece would not come free. I then spent another fifteen minutes removing the steering wheel casing so that I could continue. Section by section, I moved along until I had the three sections off and safely stored in the back seat of the car. I was now two hours into the job, had scraped every knuckle, and used my entire vocabulary of swear words. On the bright side, to my surprise and delight I didn’t lose even one screw!

Taking a deep breath, I looked down at the radio that had caused me so much aggravation already. Let’s do this thing.

Sliding under the dash was a feat in itself. It was a tight fit. I really had to suck in my gut to clear the bottom of it. On my back, inch by inch, I squeezed myself inward, until my noggin was looking directly up at the back of the radio. By this point I was deeply concerned about how I was going to get out. I guessed if worst came to worst, I could scream until my wife or some passerby heard me. They could grab my legs and haul me out. There were wires coming in and out of the radio from all directions. It was impossible to know what wire was attached to what. It was so cramped under there that I couldn’t even hold a flashlight in my hand in order to suss things out. I had been smart enough to bring a pen light as well, which I wedged between my teeth. Before I had started my descent under the dash, I had turned the car key to the right one notch in order for the radio to play. It was cutting out as I started grabbing one wire at a time and jiggling it. Nothing happened with the sound until I touched this one red wire. It came right off in my hand and the music stopped. I was delighted. This was the culprit. All I had do was hit the little red plastic button, at the back of the radio that opened the hole into which the wire fit, slide in the wire, and then let go of the button and the connection would be solid. I’d be back in business. With the wire in hand, I slowly approached the red button but was diverted from my mission when my elbow banged off something and I accidently touched the red wire to a green wire near the back of the radio. There was a zap and then there was silence, total silence—not even any intermittent music now. The one small light under the dash was no longer on either. I knew I was in deep shit.

Have you ever noticed how when you’re in a rush nothing works? Clambering frantically, as I was trying to get out from under the dash and assess the damage, it was as if my head had grown three sizes. I had to fight to free it from the cramped space. My arms seemed to snag on every piece of metal under there. By the time I finally got out, I was really wound up.

I sat in the driver’s seat and took a good look at the situation. There were no function lights or gauges displaying anywhere, and the radio was dead. Everything was dead. In one fell swoop I had fried the radio and burnt out most, if not all, of the electronics in the dash. I turned off the car, dropped my head, and wished I had a hammer in my hand right now.

I made another appointment with the stereo shop and headed back. At least the power steering was still working. I don’t know why, but I didn’t dwell on it. I would have popped multiple tendons in my arms if I had to manually steer that car over to the shop. The technician was quite attentive when I told him what happened. He said I’d have to leave the car with him, as it was often a long and tedious process to track down electrical problems. He said not to sit by the phone. It reminded me of sitting in hospital waiting rooms, waiting for test results. His words were ringing in my ears: “Take your time and keep your wits about you.”

It was two days before I heard back from the technician. He said that they first checked out the fuses controlling the lights in the dash. Most of them were blown. Even after replacing them, the dash was still as black as night. They next tested the switch, which controlled all illumination in the dash, and found it not working. In went a new one and voila, everything lit up like a Christmas tree. After all that, though, and as good as the technician was, he could not find a pulse in the radio. It had to be replaced. That’s what happens when you get your wires crossed!



	Estimated cost of job:

	$0




	Actual cost of job:

	$320










Episode 4 THE GUY WHO KICKED THE HORNET’S NEST


The entrance to our attic crawl space was very small and tight. It was a challenge to fit into on a good day, but because of the high ceilings I’d had to make my own seven-foot ladder out of some two-by-fours just in order to get close to the crazy place. When not in use, I kept the ladder in the attic itself, on the floor. It took up a lot of space, so it was a logical place to store it. When I needed it, I stood on a step stool so I could reach the attic door, and I stretched as far as I could and pulled the ladder out. The only downside was that the ladder was incredibly heavy. Hauling it down was a hernia in the making for sure, but the procedure worked. I hated going up there and only did so when absolutely necessary, but this was one of those times. I was tired of tripping over the old books, fans, extra paintings, and other assorted, abandoned household items scattered all over the floors. Out of sight, out of mind was my philosophy, so rather than donate perfectly good things, I squeezed my reluctant body through the hole and into the abyss.

On the side of the wall I had installed one of those white-domed tap lights. Call me crazy, but I always felt there was some monster lurking in the corner waiting to attack me. I turned the light on and immediately heard a buzzing sound. I thought at first it was the light. I tapped it off, thinking it would confirm my suspicions. But the buzzing continued. Puzzled, I tapped it on and off a couple more times, but no dice. I’d just have to deal with the noise. I made a 180-degree turn looking for a spot to place the items and found myself staring nose to nose with a wasp nest the size of a basketball. I’d know that gray crepe paper piñata anywhere! There must have been thousands of them! I dropped a load right on the spot. This nest was massive, and the only thing keeping the wasps and me apart was a thin, plastic vapor barrier. Wasps hated light. They immediately got their knickers in a knot and now they had me in their sights. I was out of there and down the ladder like nobody’s business. Something had to be done immediately as it would only be a short matter of time before they broke through the vapor barrier.

I made some desperate calls to the numerous exterminators I had tracked down, but the quotes seemed out of this world. I believe deep down that these guys really didn’t want to come out—not that I can blame them. Going into an attic with a hive of paranoid wasps was like taking a knife to a gun fight in a dark alley.

The experts strongly suggested I watch the instructional videos online and that I could take care of this problem myself. I plunked my butt in front of my laptop and soaked up as much information as I could on how to get rid of them. As most of the videos recommended, I ran out and bought a special, potent liquid wasp killer (a machine that was similar to a large weed sprayer), a hose for the machine, and a long, three-foot-slender clear plastic wand about one half inch in diameter with a control lever on it. To be on the safe side I also bought a hazmat suit, protective plastic gloves, and a disposable respirator. I felt like I was auditioning for the next Ghostbusters movie, but at least I’d be prepared.

The video said the process was pretty straightforward. Fill the container with the liquid, make sure the top was screwed back on tightly, push one end of the hose onto the protruding stem of the container with the other end securely fastened to the end of the wand. Quietly and preferably with only a flashlight in hand so as not to upset the stinging machines, I would sneak up on the nest. With the free end of the plastic wand, I would poke a hole through the vapor barrier and continue through until the wand penetrated the nest itself. Spray copious amounts of the liquid into the structure and get the hell out of there. If all went to plan, those little buggers should have seen their last flight within a day, drop to the floor in a motionless state, and be ready for sweeping up and bagging for the next garbage pickup. A screwdriver would suffice to chip apart the nest itself for removal.

Drumming up the courage, I crawled on my gut to within about four feet of the nest, and then with my arm outstretched, I penetrated it and pushed the control lever. Nothing happened! I pushed it again and again and still no liquid came out. I dropped another load on the spot. The wasps were now officially pissed off and close to breaking through where I had made the hole. I had only seconds. I did a quick backward shuffle toward the exit, accidentally kicking the end of the ladder in my haste, sending it crashing down to the floor. Now in full panic mode I squeezed backward out of the attic, swung down with one arm like a deranged monkey, praying as I let go that I’d land without snapping an ankle. Thudding to the ground, I looked up to see if I was being followed… and noticed to my horror that I had not shut the attic door.
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