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Foreword


To put Mag Ruffman into perspective, you have to first of all acknowledge how difficult it is to surprise the same people continually over a long period of time. Mag does it with ease. I’ve known her for almost twenty years, and I still have no idea what she’s going to do next. But whatever it is, it will be innovative and interesting and entertaining. My first contact with Mag was when my wife and I were auditioning people for a comedy series called The Comedy Mill. She came in to the audition not particularly prepared, but we soon realized we weren’t either. She lit up the room. And it was a pretty dark room. Some people have talent. Some people have personality. Mag has both. (Some have neither, but that’s what politics is for.) The truth is, Mag has done a lot of things and has had success in all of them. From musical theater to television comedy to film drama to animation to painting to needlework and, of course, to plumbing. Her résumé is twice the size of this book. And above all, she is a great laugher. Whenever she comes to a taping of my show, I can pick out her laughter in any crowd—and not always because she’s the only one laughing. That’s because Mag is a great friend. She’s very easy to talk to. She has a way of listening and supporting whatever it is you’re up to, while applying a little gentle nudging through asking questions that you’re the only one in the world who can answer. She brings that same attitude to the world of repairs and renovations, convincing us all that we can celebrate rotted floors and leaky basements because they give us an opportunity to empower ourselves in a world that otherwise ignores us. And you’re going to realize in this book that Mag is one of those people who can use funny words and still know what she’s talking about. Mag can make anything unboring. If I’d known her earlier in high school, I probably would have passed chemistry. Mag has a lot of that too. So I suggest you treat this book as a friend. Read it now for the fun of it and then look after it, and one day when you need it, it will be there for you. That’s what Mag does best. When one of my sons was seven or eight years old, we were talking about Mag, whom he’d always liked, and it led to discussing the optimistic approach to life. I asked him, “Is the glass half full or half empty?” He thought for a minute and then answered, “It depends whether you’re filling it or emptying it.” Mag Ruffman is filling it.


– Steve Smith, The Red Green Show
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A Note from Mag


I started my career in musical theater, and if I’d stayed with it, these pages would be the script and score of a lively musical about home repair, instead of a book. My musical, entitled Vent, would be an all-singing exploration of deep emotions about grout, mold, and furnace filters. Wouldn’t you pay eighty bucks to see that?


I figure that by writing a book I’m offering the world a less-expensive and quieter form of entertainment. And I’m not stopping there. As a special bonus, I’m including many in-focus photographs, which offer slightly higher visual accuracy than the rear balcony of most theaters.


By now you might be starting to feel pretty good about this book. But wait, I can make you feel even better. Here’s my promise: Even if you’ve never held a screwdriver, you can successfully complete all the projects and repairs in this book.


The reason I know you can do this stuff is because every chapter has received the Stamp of Improbable Achievement, meaning that someone with extremely limited prospects has already accomplished each task. No telling who that person might be, although her initials are MR, which is two-thirds of Mrs., which means I’m more than slightly married, for those who’ve been asking.


Consider this: I don’t have the physical coordination to make it through a single day without spilling something (coffee, brake fluid, paint stripper) or staining something (furniture, body parts, reputation).


If I can do something badly, you can do it better. I’ll applaud your success. Just notify me as soon as you’ve done something admirable and I’ll send you a substandard recording of myself clapping (and possibly singing about ducts and toilet tanks).


But don’t send photos of your wonderful project, especially if it came out better than mine, which it will. There’s only so much I can take, and most of that is when nobody’s looking.


If you’re still with me, I’m glad you’re willing to join my special club of people who like to try things that build character and sometimes ruin clothing. Be brazen. Be strong. ToolGirls and ToolGuys are the world’s secret weapon against negligence and apathy. Together we march against dry rot, gutter gunk, and mildew. We’re on fire.
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Some people would call the repairs in this chapter “minor,” but that’s a scary word. “Minor” doesn’t take your personality into account. A repair may be minor for some people, but for others (and I’m usually in the “others” group), it requires reserves of skill and concentration way past what’s stashed in our personality wallet. So you can end up in a sort of ego debt. You might not be up to doing what you’re trying to do, but the word “minor” keeps reverberating in your ears like a bad 1970s hit. You keep going because your ego says, “It’s minor, nimrod.” (Notice how the word “nimrod” has the same letters as the word “minor,” with the addition of a d. That’s no accident. D-minor is the key composers use for all repair-themed music.)


Self-Motivation


The best way to deal with ego debt is to give yourself a little pep talk. Here’s what I’ve learned about self-motivation: Never use the first person in your pep talk. Saying “I can do it” is completely ineffectual. Why? Because you don’t believe yourself.


Never use the second person either. Because saying “Come on, you can do it” reminds you of every time you’ve said that to someone who was screwing up badly. So what kind of a message are you sending yourself? An insincere one that’s not helpful.


No, if you need a pep talk, use the third person. Example: “She yanked on the toilet, her tight loins straining against the fabric of her jeans.” See? The third person adds a sense of observation and distance from the actual repair, while making you appear better toned. If that’s not motivating, I don’t know what is.


Patience


When you’re preparing to attempt a repair, always allow yourself triple the time you think it’s going to take. Remember, time has a way of moving way faster than the speed of the average repair, so it won’t be long before you’re so far behind you can see your own rear end.


Reality


The maintenance procedures in this chapter are “minor” in the following ways:


• You don’t need very many tools.


• Most of these repairs can be done alone, so no one will ever know how much trouble you got into.


• Instructions include enough technical lingo to enable you to brag about your repair without anyone being able to guess what you actually accomplished.
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Grout, Damn Spot!
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The importance of sealing grout lines


We’ve just moved and things are not going well. The basement has an indeterminate funk that has settled in my sinuses, the shower faucet leaks, and there are rodents partying in the attic at 4 AM. I’ve got ants in places I didn’t think you could have ants, and they’re producing vast piles of sawdust. Also, it rained the day we moved in, so the piano got wet and now all the white keys have delaminated. This means that I have to play my favorite polkas using only the black keys.


These are the kinds of household setbacks that would torment a great mind. Consequently, I don’t suffer. In fact, these problems are a relief. After all, a girl’s worst enemy is free time because when the mind wanders, the hands are never far behind. So it’s good to be busy. For example, I often keep busy by creating outlines for a dramatic series on housekeeping.




As Sophia Loren said, “Mistakes are part of the dues one pays for a full life.” When you’ve made so many mistakes that you’ve paid your dues for the next century, you know you have a full life. To me, this is a charitable opportunity. When people complain that their lives are empty, I’m happy to donate some of my mistakes.





Diary of a Bad Homeowner, Episode One


She wakes up facedown beside a pool of spit. Oh wait, it’s not spit. It’s hydrochloric acid. Well, same thing, really. She rolls away from the caustic puddle, vaguely surprised to find herself napping on the kitchen floor. Then she remembers why she’s there. She turns her head and dully surveys the arsenal of household chemicals with which she has tried, and failed, to achieve results. She has the darkest, grimiest grout lines in the country, and so far, no existing substance has lightened the grout to even a rich mocha, let alone white.


She rolls onto her back, the chill of the tile floor penetrating her thin shirt. “How can a highly evolved human be defeated by simple grime?” she moans, fearing she has the IQ of mildew. (Although, actually, mildew is quite smart. And devious. Anyone with a shower stall knows that. But back to our story.)




TIPS


As if turned out, the problem with my grout lines was that they were coated with polyurethane, circa 1980. A really harsh paint stripper was the only thing that worked. Normal grime will come clean with any of the following approaches:


• Zep Grout Cleaner (contains sodium hypochlorite, which etches the surface, dissolving stains).


• OxiClean stain remover (contains hydrogen peroxide, which bleaches the grout lines). Mix the OxiClean powder with wafer to make a thin paste, apply to grout, scrub with toothbrush, sponge off.


• Mild scouring preparations such as Vim or abrasive powders such as Comet are other options.
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A day in the life of a bad homeowner.


She reviews her strategies, struggling to understand. She has scoured her grout lines with trisodium phosphate, Comet, hydrogen peroxide, ammonia, chlorine bleach, tile stripper, lemon juice, vinegar, and baking soda. She has hooked up her Dremel rotary tool and tried various attachments to abrade the grime; the stone-grinding cone sort of worked but kept skidding out of the grout lines, etching exotic patterns on the tile surface. Finally she uses a commercial floor-stripping preparation hopped up with hydrochloric acid, but it too was utterly unhelpful.


She stares at the ceiling, imagining the house years before she’d bought it. Once upon a time, the kitchen floor had been new—that would have been the time to apply sealant on the grout lines. But no. Those naked grout lines went untreated until they absorbed every spill and splatter that came their way.


She feels a flicker of pity for the once-resplendent grout, now bonded permanently with the color of neglect. She sighs. Her mood hangs over the room like fumes from a derailed train that had been carrying chemicals through a low-lying area but now sprawls on its side, oozing noxious gases like a rhino in a zoo after a big meal of dank swamp vegetation. Moral: If people would just use grout sealant, nobody would ever have the day this woman is having. And cut to cheery detergent commercial.


Like it? Please write the networks.


Seriously, apply grout sealant after you’ve installed tile, or after stripping a grouted floor. With new tile you’ll need to wait a week for the fresh grout to cure fully. Then seal by painting the grout lines with a couple of coats of sealant. It’s quick. It’s easy. It is so worth doing. If you don’t believe me, come over to my place and help me with my grimy grout. Bring a blowtorch. Or napalm. Thanks for listening.




SAFETY ALERT!


• Don’t ever combine household ehemicals, especially chlorine bleach and ammonia. When mixed together they become toxic, acrid, and highly caustic to your lungs.


• Use chemical-resistant nitrile gloves when handling chemicals.


• Wear safety glasses to prated your peepers.


• Observe the caution data on the labels, especially if there’s a picture of on exptosion.






Filter Tips
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Changing your furnace filter


Do you ever wonder what household dust is actually made of? Well, I found out. A lot of it is dead skin. When you scratch, towel off, file your nails, dress or undress, you are discarding bits of dead epidermis, which become household dust. So, in fact, “dusting” the furniture is really “de-skinning.” There are other treats mixed in with the dead skin, like pollen, plant and mold spores, pet dander, lint, bacteria, and dust-mite poop.


To make matters worse, most North Americans spend 90 percent of their time indoors. And with all the modern emphasis on efficiency, some homes are so airtight that airborne particles get trapped indoors and can’t escape. This means that the air inside many homes is two to five times more polluted than outdoor air!


Your furnace filter can help your family avoid allergies, asthma, sinus infections, the flu, and bronchitis by lowering the particle count in your home. If your current furnace filter is inefficient, old, or dirty, the air you’re breathing is probably thick with particles. A failing filter means the job of cleaning the air falls to your hardworking nose and sinuses, which is probably why our culture is facing a wave of chronic respiratory diseases, and why Americans spend more than $37 billion a year on costs linked to respiratory problems, according to the American Lung Association (November 2004). By comparison, furnace filters are cheap.


You will find the filter aisle rife with variety. Choosing the right filter is easier than it looks, because many of them are so lame you won’t want them. This is what’s available:




The great James Thurber wrote, “It is better to know some of the questions them all answers.” But when: you’re trying to locate your furnace filter, you need answers. So if James Thurber was your next-door neighbor, you probably wouldn’t want his help with filter maintenance. But if he comes over anyway, just give him two bucks and say, “It is better to have some of the money for a six-pack than to have to buy all the beer.”
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There’s α dizzying array of filters to choose from.


Disposable panel filters, low-priced and virtually useless, shield the blower and coils of your furnace. These babies don’t trap smaller airborne contaminants that mess with your health. They’re made of cloth, fiberglass, open-cell foam, or synthetic fibers. They’re so porous you can see through them. They remove 10 percent or less of the particles from your air (and only the really big ones). They’re often sold in three-packs, which camouflages their flimsy composition.


Washable/reusable filters seem like a good idea, but it’s hard to get them truly clean even with the garden hose set on Obliterate. Many washable filters are ineffective at capturing small particles and allergens (e.g., smoke), according to research supported by the American Lung Association. If you do decide to use this kind, buy one that is electrostatic and be ruthless in your cleaning procedures.


Pleated filters are just flat filters with pleats, which increase the surface area so more particles are collected. However, these filters can get clogged up with particles, making it harder for air to pass through, so your fan works harder and your furnace runs longer. Therefore you must change these filters frequently to ensure proper airflow. High-efficiency pleated filters are made of electrostatically charged fibers designed to attract tiny particles that other filters don’t catch, including smoke. High-efficiency filters, like the Filtrete from 3M, capture up to thirty times more allergens than standard fiberglass filters. The Filtrete is recommended by the American Lung Association. Since really small particles are the worst culprits, making up 99 percent of contaminants in indoor air, these filters are a great idea. Replace them every three months. They cost about $25 and are well worth it. You’ll breathe better, and you won’t have to dust as often.




TIPS


• Make sure your furnace is compatible with the brand of filter you choose. If in doubt, check with the furnace manufacturer.


• A pair of pantyhose does not make an efficient dust filter for your dryer. The last time bought a second-hand dryer, it came with a pair of support hose tied onto the exhaust. Each leg was swollen with dryer lint. The person who sold me the dryer explained that the pantyhose acts as both lint collector and humidifier, since the moist air from the dryer fills the house after escaping the pantyhose. I said, “So that explains your persistent cough.” Please ensure; your dryer is properly vented. End of lecture.


• For more information, visit www.lungusa.org.





Getting Started


Before changing your filter, turn off the power to the furnace fan by using the switch on the furnace, or by turning your home’s thermostat off. Locate the filter. This can be straightforward or irritating, depending on your furnace model and your level of alertness. Hint: Your filter is located in the return grill, in the main return near the furnace, or inside the furnace near the blower. It could also be hidden behind a door or panel that lifts or swings open. The door or panel will be indistinguishable from the rest of the ductwork, and it won’t open without a fight. If you can’t find the filter, blame your parents for their choices that somehow led to you living in a cold climate where you have to know stuff about furnaces. Then consult the furnace manual. If all else fails, call a heating contractor and watch him or her change the filter. For future reference, paint huge arrows all over the furnace indicating the location of the filter.


Out with the Old and In with the New


Grasp the edge of the filter and slide it out of its channel. Before installing, look for an arrow on the edge of your new filter. This arrow indicates the required direction of airflow. Position the filter so the arrow points toward the blower motor and related machinery. Putting the filter in backwards decreases its efficiency, so get it right.


Timing Is Everything


Most households should replace filters every three months. However, if you’ve been doing dusty renovations, burning candles, or smoking inside the house, you’ll need to change your filter more often. If anyone in your family suffers from asthma, allergies, or breathing problems, try changing your filter monthly to keep the indoor air as clean as possible. As an additional precaution, run your furnace fan continuously throughout the year. The filter can only trap contaminants if the blower is running.



Wet It Be
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Handling condensation problems in basements


It was a dank and steamy night. The house smelled acrid, and this time it wasn’t my cooking. My cooking doesn’t smell like mildewy running shoes, unless I fry cabbage, and I don’t fry cabbage. So no, it wasn’t my cooking. But the air smelled bad. Like a wet dog. Only I don’t have a dog. The process of elimination was wearing me out. But I had to know where the odor was coming from.


I found myself in the basement. Not philosophically but literally. The smell was worse there. I opened the door to the laundry room. The stink hit me like a fat man in a bad suit. When I came to, I needed more than a stiff drink. I needed a dehumidifier.




There’s an old saying that nothing is realty work unless you’d rather be doing something else, so whenever I feel like I’d rather be doing something else, I do it. That way when I’m ninety-five I’ll be able to say, “I’ve never worked a day in my life” and everyone at the nursing home will think I’m rich.





The fact is, we had just moved in a week ago. It wasn’t hot and humid when we bought the place, so it had smelled fine. But now the laundry room reeked like a barn full of cats with slack personal hygiene. It was my job to eliminate the stench.


I looked no further than the rotting carpet under the plumbing lines. Stained with old lime, that carpet had a look I hadn’t seen since the 1970s, and I didn’t like the 1970s. I tugged on a corner of the carpet. Some bonehead had glued it to the subfloor. My evening was just getting better and better because now I could use my brand-new carpet knife. I made short work of ripping the carpet into strips and pulling it up. The plywood underneath was as damp and spongy as a damp sponge. It was so mushy I could’ve written my name in it. But I wasn’t in the mood for calligraphy.
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A hygrometer measures temperature and moisture level.


I looked around. Water was collecting in that basement like teenagers in a convenience store parking lot. The concrete walls and cold-water pipes were covered in condensation, which was dripping steadily onto the floor. It was bad. I needed to know how bad. I whipped out my pocket hygrometer. It registered 68 percent relative humidity. The only time I’ve seen readings that high was in the summer of 1989 in the back of a van. This basement was in trouble.
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Mildew sucks! Don’t let this happen to you.


Prolonged dampness is a Sunday picnic for mildew, mold, and rot. In hot, humid weather, moisture condenses on the coldest surface available. It happens in basements, and it happens on beer bottles. But just slide one of those classy foam jackets onto a beer bottle and, bingo, no more condensation. That gave me an idea.


I set up a fan to blow air across the soggy plywood. The light breeze would drive off some of the moisture, but it wouldn’t be nearly enough, not with 68 percent relative humidity.




TIPS


• No one likes a spotty I tool. if you’re storing your tools in a damp basement, put a charcoal briquette in the toolbox to absorb moisture and prevent rust spots.


• If it’s already too late, clean rusty tools by soaking them overnight in undiluted white vinegar.


• If you don’t like the idea of soaking your tools, make a paste of baking soda and fresh lemon juice and rub the paste onto the spotty tool with a soft cloth until the rust





I needed to think. I slipped out into the night and got into my truck. The engine kicked in like the startled rasp of an adolescent boy with adenoid trouble. I started to drive.


Sure, I could insulate the pipes with those preformed foam sleeves they sell at the hardware store. But did I have to insulate every square inch of the cold walls and airconditioning ducts too? Or was there some other way to stop moisture from condensing on the cold surfaces? What about the sodden subfloor? Should I rip it out and replace it, or wait until it dried to see if it still stunk? And how was I going to get the subfloor dry in 68 percent humidity?


By the time I pulled into the hardware store parking lot, I was calm. I picked up a dehumidifier to reduce the basement’s humidity. I got three lengths of foam sleeving for the plumbing pipes, and one gallon of Zinsser B-I-N stain-blocking primer to seal the plywood subfloor once it dried. The primer would lock any stink in and protect the plywood from growing more mildew. Then, as an afterthought, I went for an additional gallon of mildew-resistant porch and floor paint, because once mildew invades, it lurks like an evil warlord in a historical romance novel.


I drove home and wrapped the pipes with the self-sealing foam sleeves. Easier than putting doll clothes on a cat. Next I plugged in the dehumidifier. It was humming contentedly when I closed the door to the laundry room and went to bed my favorite way: smiling. The next morning that dehumidifier had sucked a gallon of water out of the air and it was still pulling. I was a happy woman, but there was one thing that could make me even happier. I connected a garden hose to the dehumidifier and ran it to the basement drain. Now I’ll never have to check the dehumidifier reservoir again.




SAFETY ALERT!


• Can I be your morher, just for a moment? “Quit that or you’ll put your eye out!” Wear safety glasses when using a utility knife or carpet blade. The blades can break and go flying.


• B-I-N primer is alcoholbased. You’ll get woozy if you breathe the fumes.; Wear a respirator mask and make sure the work area is well ventilated.





Just as I was thinking it doesn’t get much better than this, it did. I whipped out my hygrometer again. Down to 36 percent. My heart beat a little faster. The plywood was dry now, so I vacuumed, cracked open the B-I-N primer, and sealed the whole floor. No more residual moldy smell. No more condensation, anywhere.


Maybe someday humans will grow nose hairs fine enough to strain mildew spores out of the atmosphere. But until then, mildew is just botany gone horribly wrong. Let’s fight this thing in the basements and in the bathrooms, until one day, old people will say, “Remember that time we had that mildew problem?” And none of the youngsters will know what they’re talking about.
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UNLEASH YOUR INNER TOOL GIRL
with the help of TV's first lady of home improvement, Mag Ruffman. This licensed building
contractor employs her sassy sense of humor and characteristic wit to empower readers to
take home repair into their own capable hands.
Whether you're a beginner, a first-time homeowner, or an apartment-dweller who's fed up
with a lazy landlord, this savvy Tool Girl provides the courage and the know-how you'll need
to conquer over forty household repairs and projects—and she makes you laugh along the way.
“You can pay big money for a self-esteem seminar, or you can buy
yourself a cordless drill. | reccommend the cordless drill.”—Mag
How Hard Can It Be? takes a fresh approach to dorit-yaurself repair. Fullof expert, practical
a by ional photos, this entertaining primer describes how to

+ Find a stud, drill a hole, and drive a screw
* Maintain your caulk and vanquish grout stains

* Install curtains, assemble lattice panels, and replace holey screens

+ Build custom shelving to solve all of your spatial issues

 Create trompe ['oeil rugs and faux hardwood flooring

- Thwart unwelcome guests like mice, ants, and fashion-eating insects

* Construct fun furniture for the kids and chests for the hopeful—and much more

Mag Ruffman began her career in theater and appeared in Anne of Green Gables (Alice Lawson)
and Road to Avonlea (Aunt Olivia). Next, she swapped her corset for a tool belt to host three
seasons of the Women's Television Network's popular and quirky show about home repair, A
Repair to Remember. She is also creator, host, writer, and producer of the series Anything I
Can Do, a home and garden show that airs on over forty PBS stations in North America. In
addition to her TV schedule, Mag writes a series of home repair and project manuals and is
developing a line of hand tools. She is also a celebrity spokesperson with Habitat for Humanity.
In her spare time she tortures her ego by playing golf. Visit her at www.homeenvy.com.

Category: Home





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg
INTENANCE






OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781451663068.jpg
How Haxd can 1t Be?

Repaurs and Projects





