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Fix-It Book


Dear Reader:


This book began with the words “It’s too complicated.” At the time, I was standing in a home center, corroded bathtub drainpipe in hand. The person who spoke the words was an employee, explaining why replacing the pipe would be too difficult for me. I countered with “How hard can it be?”


It turned out that I was right. I found the right part and the right advice, and the resulting repair has been satisfyingly leak-free. It helped that I knew I could handle the pipe fix-it. More than a decade ago, faced with a stubbornly leaky basement and dripping faucets, I began turning my household repairs into newspaper how-to columns—a natural choice, given that I come from a family with a long history of fixing, renovating, and even building their own houses.


It can be difficult, however, to know where to draw that fine line between tackling fix-it jobs and calling in the professionals. That’s where this book comes in. If it helps you understand the workings of your home a little better, if it helps you turn a home fix-it problem into a solution, then it will have done its job.


Especially if it helps you turn “It’s too complicated” into “It’s fixed.”
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Top Ten Reasons
to Fix It Yourself



1. Fixing it yourself means not paying to have it fixed for you.


2. Safety, as an important part of your regular maintenance schedule, protects both your home and your family.


3. Your friends and family will be impressed with your new skills (they may even let you borrow their tools!).


4. There’s nothing like the feeling of satisfaction when you realize that—because of your efforts—your leaky faucet isn’t leaking any more.


5. Maintaining a safe and efficient home protects your most valuable investment.


6. You’ll soon be exchanging helpful hints with the friendly people you’ll meet at your local hoe improvement store.


7. Fixing small problems yourself helps to prevent them from becoming large problems that will require expert—and expensive—solutions.


8. Knowing the ins and outs of home repair will help you recognize when you need professional help and how much it should cost.


9. Easy fix-it tasks such as weatherproofing and insulating can make a big difference to your energy consumption.


10. Having good fix-it skills will help you overcome the anxiety of home ownership.




Introduction


[image: ] HOME REPAIR doesn’t have to be difficult. That’s what The Everything® Fix-It Book is all about: easy ways to keep your home in tip-top condition. In fact, you might think of it as your fix-it coach—cheering you on while providing the play-by-play instructions to ensure success.


The Everything® Fix-It Book guides you through your entire house, using a how-to, problem-solving approach to help you understand how your house works. From the foundation up to the roof, and through the inner workings of plumbing, electrical, heating, and cooling systems, this is your guide to the tips, tools, and techniques to keep everything working smoothly. After all, whether your home is a funky downtown apartment or a rambling country farmhouse, it’s likely the single biggest financial investment you’ll make. Home fix-it is about protecting that investment—making it safe and energy-efficient, extending the life of its systems, and ultimately increasing its value. And if you rent or lease, tackling fix-it tasks yourself means not having to rely on a landlord or building manager’s availability.


This book can also help you to save both time and money. Identifying and fixing small problems right away means that you can often avoid large—and expensive—repairs in the future. And there’s nothing like the sense of satisfaction that comes with doing the job yourself, from fixing a leaky faucet to insulating your attic. You’ll also find advice that’s valuable no matter where you live, whether you’re dealing with rainfall or snow loads, high humidity or searing winds, squirrels or termites. This book covers a broad range of common climate- and environment-related problems, as well as focusing on energy conservation and healthy home issues.


The Everything® Fix-It Book also provides a guideline to the complexity and time requirement for house maintenance and repair projects, and suggests where expert assistance is called for rather than home handiwork. It’s no secret that we lead busy lives these days, so it pays to know when to call in a professional. It also pays to understand the system that the pro is about to tackle. You’ll know how to explain the problem clearly, describe the job requirements more accurately, and work with the experts—plumbers, electricians, or building contractors—more easily. You’ll also be able to recognize when a contractor isn’t being straightforward with you or when someone’s attempting to overcharge or carry out a repair that isn’t necessary.


Most of all, however, this book aims to remove the intimidation factor from home fix-it projects—the overwhelming feeling you get when you’re standing in the plumbing aisle of your local building store wondering which of the myriad pieces is the exact fit for your task. Instead, The Everything® Fix-It Book can help you turn intimidation into adventure and fear into fun.


You’ll be able to set up a regular maintenance and inspection schedule that will catch problems at their earliest (and most easily solved) stage. You’ll learn how to keep the house interior as comfortable as possible, in summer and in winter. You’ll keep your heating, ventilating, and cooling appliances, your furniture, and even your floors in good condition, for longer. Most importantly, you’ll look at your house and see a mosaic of systems and structures, all working together—not a mystery.


What will it take? Just a little time, a little patience, and a little energy. Oh, and a willingness to get a little dirty won’t hurt, either. But the end result will be a home that you know intimately, inside and out—one that rewards you by sheltering your family and your financial investment. It’s worth it.[image: ]




Chapter 1



[image: ] Getting Ready for Home Repair



The key to protecting your home’s long and happy life cycle is regular and ongoing maintenance. This sounds time consuming and even intimidating, but it doesn’t have to be—you just need a place to start. To make that start, ask yourself how well you know your home. Consider not only the physical structure of your home and its systems, but also the comfort and ease that it offers to family members, and the cost of running it.


Aim for Energy Efficiency


Older houses have a well-deserved reputation for high energy costs. Depending on the age of your home, it might contain little or no modern insulation, windows that radiate both winter ice and summer heat, and attics that aren’t much more than energy evaporators. Not only does this reduce your comfort level and increase utility bills, but it also places a strain on house components such as furnaces, which must work harder to heat or cool the house.


To find out whether your home needs an energy-efficiency boost, consider an energy audit. Many utility companies offer excellent programs that evaluate where your house is “leaking” energy and advise you on how to improve it. But you can also check potential problem areas yourself (see Chapter 6). Evaluating your trouble spots will allow you to target them more accurately, giving you the best possible return on your fix-it investment.


The result will be a more comfortable house, reduced utility bills, better indoor air quality, and longer-lasting heating and cooling systems. Of course, there’s an additional benefit, and that’s to the environment. Every time you reduce your energy consumption, you also reduce the greenhouse gases produced when fossil fuels such as coal, oil, and gas are burned to produce heat and electricity. So, take a look at your home’s energy efficiency, do what you can to improve it, and then head to your local park … the trees will thank you.


Why You Need a Home Inspection


It’s not just potential homebuyers who can benefit from having their house inspected by a qualified professional home inspector. A home inspection can identify the condition of the physical structure and systems of your home, letting you know about problems that might be safety issues and about where and when potential repairs might be necessary.


Think of it as a checkup for your house’s health—and an excellent way to start learning about your house.


As the home inspector progresses through the house (which typically takes two to three hours), you’ll have a chance to see what he or she is looking at, become familiar with signs of potential problems, and ask questions. Many inspectors are happy to provide tips on maintenance during the process and in their written reports. You can use those reports to plan preventive maintenance, find problems before they find you, determine the extent of a problem that you already know about and choose ways to solve it, and help you guide future renovations.


It might be tempting to think that since you live in the house, you know it best. But a good home inspector arrives at your house armed with years of experience and technical knowledge. The inspector understands how the house was put together and what’s likely to go wrong, so a home inspection is a sound investment in your home’s future.
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The cost of a home inspection varies depending on the size of your house, its age and construction, and any specialized testing that you need—but expect to pay between $300 and $500 for an average home’s inspection.





To find a qualified home inspector, ask for recommendations from friends, business colleagues, or real estate agents. You can also check local telephone directories under such headings as “Home Inspection Services.” While some areas of the country do license home inspectors, many don’t. Look for one who belongs to a professional group such as the American Society of Home Inspectors—membership indicates that the inspector follows a code of practice and ethics.


Ask about the inspector’s background. How much experience does he or she have in residential home inspection, and what kind of education or training does he or she have in construction, architecture, or building science? Does the inspector carry valid errors and omissions insurance? Does the inspector encourage your participation in the home inspection and provide you with a written report?


Home Inspection Tips You Can Use


While you should start with a professional home inspection, you also need to inspect your home yourself on a regular basis—at least annually. Work out a systematic approach so that you include everything from the foundation up to the roof, including exteriors, interiors, and house systems such as plumbing and heating. As you go through the house, take notes and photos, making sure that you date them. You’ll then have a record from year to year of key problem areas (such as the roof, or specific foundation cracks) that will show how things are changing or aging over time.


As you inspect your home, look for problems such as water stains and for changes that are taking place. In this process, you’re focusing on identifying the symptoms. Once you’ve done that, you can investigate later to find the underlying causes (water in the basement could be coming from condensation, or from a leak).


The most common problems are related to moisture. Look out for water damage wherever connections are made in the house’s construction: around windows, at foundation corners, and where two different materials meet (such as metal flashing around a brick chimney). To check for rot in wood surfaces, bang the wood with the handle of a screwdriver or awl. If the sound is soft, rather than hard, jab the sharp end into the wood. If it goes in easily, the wood is likely rotten.
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Be aware that home inspectors shouldn’t offer you construction services or recommend particular companies. If they’ve identified a repair that’s needed, it’s a serious conflict of interest for them to also offer to solve it for you.





Start Outside


It helps to work from the big picture to the small details. Start your inspection outside, about half a block away from your house, or anywhere that allows you a good overall view of it. Look at the roof (using binoculars if necessary, which is safer than clambering around on ladders). Is the roofline level? Or does it sag anywhere, possibly indicating a problem with the structure? Check the condition of the roof coverings, chimneys, vents, and flashings. Curling, damaged or missing shingles, gaps in flashings, rust on metal chimneys, or crumbling mortar in brick chimneys indicate repairs that are needed to prevent moisture from penetrating the roof. Also check that overhead power, phone, and cable lines are well clear of outbuildings and trees.


As you move closer to your house, examine the condition of walls, window and door frames, decks, fences, the garage, driveways, sidewalks, and ground slopes (which should direct water away from the house). Gutters and downspouts should run freely, not overflow or leak anywhere. Plants should clear the house exterior by 6 to 8 inches. Look for insect trouble signs as well, such as piles of wood powder along the foundation. All roof or wall vents should be free of debris and screened to prevent animals such as squirrels from paying you unauthorized visits.


Note any loose or missing siding or trim pieces. Siding forms a seal around the house, which when damaged can allow wind to drive rain behind it. If you have brick on the house, ensure that drainage (weep) holes aren’t blocked. Crumbling mortar is also a problem. Mortar seals the masonry, protecting it from moisture that can be especially damaging to brickwork if temperatures drop below freezing. On window and door frames, look for rotting wood, flaking paint, damaged caulking or weather stripping, broken glass, or chipped putty.


Wall cracks may be an entirely normal sign that the house is settling, which all houses do. It can signal a larger problem, though, if it’s changing over time—getting bigger or shifting direction. If it’s not, sealing it will prevent water from seeping through it.


Head Inside


On the inside, start with the structure of the house, in the basement, crawlspace, or ground floor. Check that exposed framing or supports aren’t twisted, sagging, or rotting, particularly at their bases. Cracks in concrete basement floors aren’t usually a structural concern but can allow moisture to seep in. Water staining, damp spots, crumbling concrete, or a white powdery substance (called efflorescence) are all signs of moisture. Watch for signs of insects and mold as well.


As you continue through the house, check for sloping floors, and ill-fitting doors and windows. Do all doors and windows open easily? Do locks and handles operate properly? Are stair rails and carpeting secure? Check ceramic tiles. If they “give” when you press against them, the wall behind them is probably water damaged. Discolored, cracked, or missing grout means that it’s time to regrout the tiles.


Also look for condensation, particularly in winter. If it’s excessive, consider reducing the humidity in your home or increasing the ventilation. Examine areas where air circulation is reduced, such as behind curtains and inside closets, for mold or mildew.


In the attic, are there signs of water damage? Check that insulation is dry and that vents are clear. When temperatures drop below freezing, ice damming (a buildup of ice on the edges of the roof) can signal inadequate ventilation.
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As a rough guide, attics should have at least 1 square unit of passive ventilation for every 300 square units of floor space if there’s a vapor barrier in place. So, if you have 1,000 square feet of attic floor space, you should have about 3.3 square feet of venting. (Power- or wind-assisted vents will reduce the ventilation square footage needed; lack of vapor barrier will increase it.)





The Systems


Once you’ve checked the house’s structure, turn your attention to its systems: heating, electrical, and plumbing services. To check water pressure, run the sink, tub, and toilet located in the highest part of the house at the same time. If a significant drop in pressure results, there’s a problem with either the service coming into the house or the distribution within the house (ask neighbors if they have similar problems to help narrow it down). Other water problems include dripping faucets and rust stains or water damage under sinks and pipes or around toilet bases. Do all faucets, toilets, and drains work properly?


Check electrical outlets and switches for safe operation (see Chapter 19). Are all electrical cords and plugs in good condition? Exposed electrical wires, arcing, frequent blown fuses, flickering or dimming lights, damaged wires, and scorch marks around electric heating registers can mean that your electrical system isn’t up to standard. Call your local utility or a licensed electrician to further diagnose and solve the problem.


Also examine the maintenance record for systems such as furnaces, boilers, hot-water tanks, and air conditioners, which should be professionally serviced every year. If you have a fireplace, when was the last time the chimney was cleaned? Also ensure that furnace and boiler rooms are free of anything that’s flammable, from paint cans to cardboard boxes.


Your home inspection is a good time to test all smoke and carbon monoxide detectors, and ground fault circuit interrupters (GFCIs, which are electrical outlets in potentially wet areas that protect you against accidental shocks).


Every Homeowner’s Basic Tool Kit


As you assess your home, you’ll find many fix-it jobs that you can tackle yourself … but you’ll need tools. Look for the best quality that you can afford. A lifetime guarantee on a tool indicates a good standard. (There’s nothing worse than having a cheap tool break halfway through a repair job.) Along with your tools, an all-purpose glue and a sanding block with different grades of sandpaper will come in handy. And, of course, you’ll need a tool tote or box to keep everything easily at hand.




	Screwdriver set. A multibit screwdriver is definitely the most useful tool in any homeowner’s drawer. Most carry a selection of bits, including flat-bladed (slotted) ends, Phillips (cross) ends, and sometimes Robertson (square) ends, in their handle—which means that when you’re standing on top of a ladder, you need only one tool.



	Claw hammer. This is your standard hammer, with one end for pounding nails and one for removing them. Look for a drop-forged steel shank and a comfortable grip, in a 16-ounce hammer.



	Measuring tape. Look for a good-quality, retractable, 1-inch-wide, 25-foot-long measure.



	Power drill. Look for variable speed, with forward and reverse, a 3/8-inch chuck, and a good set of drill and screwdriver bits.



	Handsaws. For general use, look for a crosscut saw (which cuts across the grain of the wood and can also be used to cut with the grain, especially on plywood) about 26 inches long (which most people find easy to manage). For cutting metal, you’ll need a hacksaw, which features replaceable blades in a variety of point measures designed for different metals.
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A saw’s point measure refers to the number of points, or teeth, per inch. The larger the point number, the more teeth per inch, and the smoother the cut. A 10-point saw is good for general use. For cutting metals, generally speaking, the thinner the material you’re cutting, the more teeth per inch you need for a smooth cut.







	Utility knife. Look for a retractable, replaceable blade and good-quality construction.



	Putty knife. This tool comes in a variety of widths, including a versatile 4-inch metal blade that’s often called a wall scraper or tape knife.



	Pliers. Pliers are designed to grip and will also cut material such as wires. Long-nose pliers (also called needle-nose) are great for working with small items such as faucet seals and for cutting thin wire. Groove-joint (channel-type) pliers are adjustable and good for gripping all kinds of nuts and bolts.



	Wrenches. You’ll find 4-inch and 10-inch adjustable (crescent) wrenches useful to tighten, loosen, and grip a wide variety of items around the house.



	Level. This is handy for installing anything from shelves to washing machines. Look for a 2-foot level, which will fit most spaces easily. It should have at least two bubbles, to measure both horizontal and vertical surfaces.






When You Need a Building Permit


You’ll likely only need a building permit if your home fix-it is a major structural or systems undertaking, such as remodeling a basement, plumbing or electrical work, or building a garage or fence. If you’re in doubt, always check with your county or municipal office to find out what the requirements are. For a fence, you’ll usually need to submit a design sketch and a site plan for approval, especially if you live in a historic preservation area. Find out what’s permitted—and what isn’t—before you start planning.


Also check the time requirements. The permit approval process may take several weeks, so plan ahead. It’s not worth proceeding without a proper permit, because the municipality can order you to undo whatever you’ve done—at your own expense.


The permit process can seem an extra hassle, but it’s actually there to protect you (and your neighbors). If you’re rewiring the basement electrical system, for example, the permit will probably require a building inspector’s visit, to ensure that the wiring conforms to building codes. The inspector isn’t there to hassle you, so approach the process with an open attitude. The fault that the inspector catches may be the one that prevents a major electrical fire.


Don’t overlook the inspector as a source of expert information. It’s his or her job to be on top of the latest code changes and new materials and techniques, so a friendly five-minute chat can save you both time and money in the long run.[image: ]




Chapter 2



[image: ] Safety First



The most important reason to get to know your home and its systems is safety—because knowing how to handle emergency situations can keep you and your family alive. But safety involves much more than simply reacting to emergencies; it’s also about preventing them. This means seeing your house through the eyes of all of its occupants and visitors—from children and pets to guests and repair personnel.


Identifying Utility Shutoffs


In an emergency, you may need to shut off utilities: the water, gas, oil, or electricity supplies. Do you know where the shutoffs are? Are they clearly labeled or identified by bright paint? (You may not be in the house when they’re needed; if they’re labeled, it allows repair technicians or emergency services personnel to find them quickly.) Here’s where to look for utility supplies, when to shut them off, and how.


Water


Knowing how to shut off your water is essential. You’ll need to stop the water supply if there’s any chance that pipes could be broken (either in an impending storm, such as a hurricane, or after a tornado or earthquake), and also to handle a leaking or burst pipe or faucet, or an overflowing appliance.


When dealing with an isolated problem, such as a broken faucet or overflowing toilet, check for a shutoff valve nearby—under the sink or on the water supply pipe to the toilet tank. (For a toilet, you can temporarily stop the flow of water by lifting the lid off the tank and holding up the float ball or cup.) Otherwise, shut off the water supply to the entire house.
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Water shutoff valves


Look for the shutoff valve close to where the main water pipe enters the house. In warmer, southern climates, it could be located on the exterior. In colder areas, it’s most likely inside the house, in the basement, crawlspace, or utility room. (If you have a water meter, it could be close by.) You’re looking for a valve that has either a wheel-like handle or a lever. Turning it should shut off the water.


Check the operation of the valve at least annually, because it can seize up. If it’s difficult to turn, try using penetrating oil and leaving it for 24 hours. If you need a wrench to turn the handle, keep the wrench next to the shutoff, clearly labeled, so that it’s always there when you need it. If you can’t turn the valve off, call your utility provider.


Natural Gas


The natural gas supply to your home (often used for cooking or heating) needs to be shut off if there’s any risk that the pipes could break or are already broken (in case of a disaster such as an earthquake, tornado, hurricane, or brushfire), or if there’s a fire or gas leak.


Shutting off the gas supply is a routine task if done as a preventive measure. If gas is already leaking, however, consider your safety. A gas shutoff on the house exterior may be safer to turn off than one in the basement, but if you have any doubts—don’t. Evacuate the house, and notify emergency personnel.
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If you can smell gas, do not use any electrical switches (even to turn them off) or phones, and do not light any flame. Electrical switches, phones, and flames all present an explosion risk if natural gas is leaking.





To find the shutoff, look for your gas meter on the outside of the house or in basements, crawlspaces, or utility rooms. The shutoff valve is usually on the pipe leading to the meter and will be a handle or knob that, when turned so that it’s perpendicular to the pipe, closes the supply. You may need a wrench to operate the valve; if so, keep the wrench nearby and labeled. If you have any doubts about the shutoff location or operation, call your gas utility.


Most newer gas furnaces also have an electrical switch that is likely located on the wall near the furnace. Label the switch in case you need to turn off just the furnace (when you’re replacing the filter, for example). You should also buy a red switch plate cover for it.
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Natural gas shutoff valve


Oil and Propane Tanks


Oil or propane supplies should be shut off under the same circumstances as natural gas. For propane systems, there may be a shutoff near the heater and another on the storage tank. For oil systems there will be a valve on or near the tank. Contact your oil or propane supplier for specific details about your situation.


Propane is heavier than air, so it can sink into low-lying areas such as basements in toxic quantities. If you smell propane, don’t try to shut off valves located in the basement or crawlspace—call emergency personnel.


Electricity


The electrical supply to the house should be shut off any time that wiring could be damaged (such as in a hurricane or fire), if a severe electrical storm is forecast (lightning creates powerful electrical surges that can damage circuits and appliances), and if there’s a flood risk (water can become electrically charged if it touches electrical outlets). You’ll also need to shut off the electricity when repairing switches or outlets.


Find the main electrical panel or box for the house. It is usually located in the basement or utility room, close to where the electrical wires enter the house. You’ll find one of four main types. If you find a row or rows of individual switches, you have circuit breakers. There may be one or two large switches on the box or panel. To shut off the electricity, switch the large switches to the “off” position. If you don’t have the large switches, switch all the individual circuit breaker switches to “off.”


If you find rows of round “heads” or tubes on the panel, you have fuses. There may be a lever on the box. To shut off the power supply, move it to the “off” position. If the fuses are in cartridge boxes, you’ll need to use the handles to pull the boxes out of the panel.
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Never touch the electrical panel if you’re standing in water or if it’s smoking or arcing. If the house is flooding, wear rubber boots and gloves to ensure that no part of you touches water, and use a piece of wood to switch the breaker or lever off. If in doubt, evacuate, and notify emergency personnel.





To protect against electrical shocks, use only one hand when operating switches, levers, or cartridge boxes on an electrical panel; keep your other hand by your side, and don’t lean against anything metal such as appliances or pipes. Standing on a rubber mat or wearing rubber-soled shoes will also help. Ladders or step stools must be plastic or wood, not metal.
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Circuit breakers with a main switch
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Circuit breakers without a main switch
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Fuse box with a shut-off lever
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Cartridge-type fuse box


Sewer Lines


While the system that drains wastewater into the septic system or municipal sewer isn’t exactly a utility supply, it’s useful to know how to access it. There should be at least one 4-inch main drain access, or clean-out, and there may be other 3- or 4-inch clean-outs as well. Look for them in the basement or lowest floor, close to bathrooms or kitchens, or in utility rooms. If the sewer backs up, all of these are potential leak sites. In addition, plumbers may find one of the clean-outs to be more convenient than the others, so let them know where all are located.


Smoke and Carbon Monoxide Detectors


Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors are key home safety elements. While newer homes have smoke detectors that are wired into the house’s electrical system, check that these contain a battery backup; ff they don’t, install several battery-operated detectors, or replace the detectors with models that have battery backups. Fires don’t happen only when the power’s on.


Understanding Smoke Detectors


You’ll find two types of smoke detectors: ionization and photoelectric. Ionization detectors recognize quickly spreading fires, such as a stovetop grease fire. Photoelectric detectors are better at recognizing when a slow-burning fire is smoldering, such as a couch cushion set on fire by a cigarette. Many cheaper smoke detectors have only ionization technology. Spend a few dollars more, and choose one with both technologies instead. Ensure that the detector is approved by the Underwriters Laboratories (UL) and meets local building code requirements.


You need a smoke detector on every level of your house, especially outside sleeping areas. Avoid locations that will cause frequent false alarms, such as kitchens, steamy bathrooms, and garages. If a smoke alarm goes off frequently, don’t remove the battery; clear the air by waving a towel under the detector, and then move the detector to a better location. Install detectors on the ceiling or on the wall 6 to 12 inches below the ceiling. Avoid areas with too little or too much air circulation (such as above forced-air registers).


Test smoke detectors monthly using the test button, and test them yearly using a candle that’s just been blown out. Hold the candlewick close to the detector. If the alarm doesn’t sound, replace the battery. If the alarm is still silent, replace the detector. Keep in mind that detectors don’t last forever. They should be replaced at least every ten years. To remind yourself or a subsequent owner of the house, write the purchase date on the inside of the detector, and enter a reminder in your house records for the year that it needs replacing.


Make a habit of replacing the batteries at least once a year. The spring or fall time change or your birthday make ideal reminders. Use brand-new, nonrechargeable (alkaline) batteries.


Understanding Carbon Monoxide Detectors


Carbon monoxide is an odorless, colorless gas produced when carbon-containing fuels such as oil, natural gas, wood, or coal are burned. Inadequately maintained gas or oil appliances or fireplaces, faulty venting systems, and cars running in garages (even with the garage door open) can allow carbon monoxide to seep into your home’s air—which has the potential to kill, because carbon monoxide starves the body of oxygen.


To prevent this, keep all fresh-air vents and intakes unobstructed, and have fuel-burning appliances and their venting systems serviced annually by qualified technicians. All removable furnace panels should be kept in place. Never attempt to heat your home with gas ovens, clothes dryers, or any unvented space heater. Items such as charcoal or gas barbecues and camping heaters should never be used inside. Kerosene heaters should be used inside only if they’re rated for indoor use.
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While carbon monoxide detector technology is not considered as advanced as smoke detector technology, it is improving. Some detectors now feature a digital readout of carbon monoxide levels, and new models incorporating a battery backup can be wired into home electrical systems.





You’ll need a UL-approved detector on every level of your home, especially near sleeping areas. Additional detectors can be placed near potential carbon monoxide sources, such as gas furnaces. Test detectors at least monthly using the test button, and replace the batteries at least once a year.


If the carbon monoxide detector sounds an alarm, and no one in the house is experiencing symptoms, turn off all potential sources of carbon monoxide, open doors and windows, leave the house, and have a qualified technician check all the systems. If symptoms are present (which include sleepiness, headaches, nausea, confusion and dizziness—sometimes similar to the flu or food poisoning), immediately open the windows and doors to vent the area, and evacuate the house. If you’re well enough, turn off all appliances, such as furnaces, that could be emitting carbon monoxide; if you’re ill, however, simply leave the house. Phone emergency personnel, and seek medical attention right away. Have a qualified technician identify and repair the carbon monoxide source.


Installing and Cleaning Detectors


Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors are installed in similar ways. Most have two screws that hold the detector to the wall or ceiling. You may be able to hold the detector in position and mark the screw positions using a pencil. If not, measure the distance between the holes and transfer the measurement to the desired wall or ceiling position.


Predrill the screw holes. If there’s no stud for the screws to attach to, insert screw anchors into the holes. Drive the screws three-quarters of the way into the anchors or holes. Seat the detector over the screws. Insert the required battery, close the cover, and test the detector.


To clean detectors, check their operating instructions. Generally, you wipe the exterior cover with a damp cloth and carefully vacuum the interior. Test the alarm once you’re finished to ensure that none of the circuitry has been jarred loose. A chirping or intermittent beeping from your detector probably means that the battery needs replacing. If you replace the battery and the beeping continues, replace the detector.


Fire Extinguishers


Your home should have a fire extinguisher in the kitchen, garage, workshop, and utility room. The most versatile home-use extinguisher is rated A-B-C and is effective against many small, contained house fires. (The rating system is A, for fires based on ordinary sources such as paper and wood; B, for flammable liquids such as oil and grease; and C, for electrical fires.) If the extinguisher has a pressure gauge, check it monthly; if the pressure is too low, either have it recharged or replace it.


Fire extinguishers should be mounted on a wall where they’re easily accessible and away from potential hazards such as the stove (so that you don’t have to reach over a stove fire, for example, to grab the extinguisher). Many come with a wall-mounting bracket. To install, find a stud in the wall near the desired location. Using the bracket as a guide, mark the holes for the screws with a pencil. Drill pilot holes, and insert the screws through the bracket. Place the fire extinguisher in the bracket and snap the fastener closed.


All responsible individuals in the house should know how to use the extinguisher. The recommended technique is PASS: Pull the pin in the handle; Aim the nozzle at the base of the flames; Squeeze the trigger; and Sweep the extinguisher or nozzle from side to side, moving toward the fire. Once an extinguisher has been used, either recharge or replace it.
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Use a fire extinguisher only if the fire is small, you have a clear exit in case the flames cannot be doused, everyone else is out of the house, and the fire department has been called. Never let the flames come between you and your escape route.





Automatic-Stop Garage Door Closers


Automatic garage doors are a serious safety hazard if they’re not installed or maintained properly—especially if they were installed before 1993, when safety standards were improved. Since then, automatic garage doors are required to have an external entrapment protection system (an electric eye, a door edge sensor, or any other device that senses when it comes into contact with something, and immediately reverses the door), or a constant contact control button, which requires you to hold the open/close button all the time that the door is in motion.
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