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Q: Two nails keep popping out through the wall in my living room ceiling. They reappear despite
my attempts to re-hammer them and re-patch the ceiling. Is there anything I can do short of
replacing that piece of drywall?
A: Have I got a fix for you! Install two drywall screws on either side of the nails – approximately four inches
away from each nail. Next, remove the nasty, popping nails. The screws will not pop. Patch the area with
some spackling compound, paint and be happy
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Q: The three-year-old, ceramic tile in my bathroom has one cracked piece in the middle of the
floor. How can a do-it-yourselfer like me fix this?
A: How about a nice bath mat? 1ust kidding. First, remove all of the grout that surrounds the broken tile,
using either a grout scraping tool or a linoleum knife. Next, whack the tile with a hammer breaking it into
little pieces. Remove the tile and clean the spot so it is smooth and dust-free. Apply tile adhesive and affix
the new tile. Allow it to set for 24 hours, then re-grout the tile to match. Now treat yourself to something,
like that new bath mat.
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Q: In the center of my carpeting there is a spot about the size of a baseball. I’ve tried all kinds of
cleaning methods and it won’t budge. What can I do?
A: Put a small coffee saucer face-down over the spot. Make sure that the saucer is larger than the stain.
Cut around the plate with a sharp knife, careful not to cut through the carpet pad. Remove and save the
unwanted piece of carpet. Next, from a concealed spot, perhaps under an entertainment center or sofa,
repeat the process. Use carpet tacks to install the new piece, then tack the stained piece under the couch.
Once in place, only you will know it’s there.
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Q: Occasionally, water seeps through hairline cracks in my basement walls. Can I repair it
myself or do I need to call a professional?
A: If the seepage is only occasional, try fixing it yourself using a concrete epoxy kit. Since the water is not
rushing in your basement, the epoxy should seal the leak. At ten to twenty dollars a tube, it’s worth a try.

5

Q: There is a crack in my basement’s foundation about three feet away from my sump pump
pit. Every time it rains water flows in though this crack. Can I fix it with a concrete epoxy
sealant or do I need to seal it from the outside?
A: The epoxy will not work under these conditions. It does work well when there is seepage and the
floor is only damp. You can do one of two things. First, you can dig down on the outside to expose the
foundation wall to seal it, which is the preferred way because it works best. But it requires a lot of hard
labor, or money if you don’t do it yourself. Or, you can cut a little trough in the concrete floor toward the
sump pump. Use a circular saw with a concrete blade to cut a groove in the floor. This creates a channel
for the water and guides it right into the sump pump pit. Then, put the epoxy in the vertical crack to slow
the leakage.
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Q: Water is seeping from my chimney’s clean out door. During the past thirty-one years,
this has happened only a few times after a sever rain or snow storm. Now, water leaks out
regardless of the weather. I recently replaced my old furnace with a new, 80-plus efficiency
model. Is there any correlation between this seepage and my new furnace? How can I stop it?
A: Your seepage is most likely caused by condensation from the furnace. Make sure that your chimney
has a chimney liner. Because these new, fancy furnaces are so efficient, they don’t lose as much heat
or energy. With the 80-plus efficient models, the flue feeds right into your chimney. As a result, there’s
not enough heat in that old, brick chimney to draft out the spent gases. These trapped gasses create
condensation, and may also cause carbon monoxide backup. Therefore, you must install a chimney liner
to regulate these gases when upgrading to an 80-plus efficiency furnace. In fact, it is required in most cities
and villages. Talk to your heating contractor. Also, make sure that the chimney has a chimney cap.
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Q: I’m going to install ceramic tile on my bathroom floor that currently has a 14-year-old sheet
good, linoleum floor. Do I need to pull up the existing floor before laying the ceramic? I spoke
to one contractor who said to install the ceramic tile over the original floor because the sheet
good may contain asbestos. Is this true?
A: First of all, don’t hire that contractor! There is no asbestos in a 14-year-old linoleum sheet good.
Asbestos is usually found in tile from the 1940’s or 1950’s. Now as a rule of thumb, never put a finished
floor over another finished floor. The only exception is with an old mud-set ceramic floor-the little mosaic
tiles that were popular in the 1950’s and 1960’s. As for your linoleum, take it out. Once you remove it,
install a stone-based fiber-board over the subfloor.
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Q: My house is sixteen years old. Recently, I’ve noticed stains across the ceilings and around the
top of the walls (in every room beneath attic). The stains are evenly spaced and occur where
the attic rafters cross the ceiling. They won’t wash off, how can I get rid of them?
A: It sounds like you don’t have adequate ventilation up in your attic space which is causing excessive
moisture. Those ceiling joists are absorbing the moisture, and because the rooms below the attic are
heated, this moisture is wicking through the wood and staining the ceiling. There are a few things that you
need to do. First, make sure you have an adequate number of soffit vents above the overhangs of the
house. If you cannot feel cold air coming through the vents, then you’re not getting enough ventilation.
Then, make sure that the insulation is not jammed up in the crotch of the roof – the area between the
soffit and the roof. Finally, make sure that you have enough roof vents, either the continuous ridge vents
or the mushroom vents. One mushroom vent is good for 100 square feet of attic. If you have any exhaust
fans, make sure that they are vented out of the attic space and not just dumping into the attic space.
Lastly, buy a gallon of Killz Total One and spot prime each of those ceiling rafters. Then, repaint the ceiling.
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Q: I am having trouble removing wallpaper from my bedroom walls. Do you have suggestions
for someone who can’t afford hired help?
A: Run to the paint store and buy a wallpaper wheel and a bottle of DIF Wallpaper Stripper by Zinsser.
Available in liquid and gel formulations, this is about the best darn wallpaper stripper I’ve ever seen. I like
the gel because it adheres well to the wall. First, use the wallpaper wheel to perforate the paper, then
apply the DIF according to package instructions. Once it dries, you’ll be able to scrape the wallpaper right
off, I promise.
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Q: What is your opinion about these new, laminate floors that are on the market?
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Q: The hardwood floors in my house squeak like crazy! How can I stop this short of divorcing my
early-rising husband?
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A: I prefer floors to vinyl or sheet goods. However they are more expensive. Many styles currently have
finishes that resemble wood, but when you walk on them they can feel spongy because they lie on top
of the floor like a carpet. I think that if you want a floor that looks like wood, then you should install a real
wood floor. It costs less, and is easy to repair.

A: My wife complaints about this in our house. I try to convince her that this is part of the charm of an
old home, but she knows I’m full of it. Most hardwood floors are installed over wood sleepers. The weight
of someone walking across the floor causes the sleepers and subfloor to shift, and as a result, squeak.
Spread some talcum powder over the area that squeaks. Then place a block of woof, like a small piece of
2x4, over the area and hammer the block. Use a baby sledgehammer or some heavy hammer to whack
the block of wood. This should reset some of the nails holding the hardwood in place and shale some of
talc into the grooves of the floor. The talc will keep the wood from rubbing together.
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Q: The paint on my bathroom ceiling keeps peeling. I’ve repainted it three times in the last two
years and I’m on my wit’s end! Can you help?
A: You must have a heck of wit, because I would have given up after the second time! It sounds like what
you really need is an exhaust fan to get rid of all the moisture in the bathroom. If that is not possible (or
even if it is), here is how you can stop the peeling paint. Scrape all of the loose paint, and then sand the
ceiling with B-I-N Primer Sealer, this will prepare the surface and keep the paint from peeling. Finally, paint
the surface with Perma-White Mildew-Proof Bathroom Paint by Zinsser. Any good paint store will carry
these products. Now gather your wits, and take a nice, long shower.
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Q: I am going to remodel my kitchen. Can you recommend a good counter top?
A:When it comes to buying counter tops, your main consideration is how much you want to spend. We
all have seen laminate counter tops (Formica), and the choices of color and style are really quite good
these days. The average cost of a laminate top if around $30.00 per running foot. Laminates look good
and are quite durable, but they do scratch and can fade over time. So you must be careful how you treat
them. Natural stone counter tops, like granite or marble, are a great choice from a design perspective.
There is nothing that looks quite as good as a granite counter. There is also nothing quite as expensive.
The average price for these tops is around $140.00 per running square foot (that laminate counter top
is looking better and better!). The down side is that they can stain and chip, but it can be repaired by a
professional with the right tools. Stone is probably not a practical choice if you have small children. My
personal favorite is Corian. It costs about the same as natural stone, but it does not stain, it is easy to keep
clean, and it won’t chip or fade, and it looks great. Some Corian styles even have the look of natural stone.
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Q: I am going to refinish hardwood floor in my kitchen. What is the best finish to use? With four
children, I expect a lot of traffic in that room. Once it is completed, how can I keep it clean?
A: With that many in the house, it sounds like you could use a few stop signs. The best finish in my opinion
are the water-based wood floor finishes. These are durable, non-fading, and have a limited odor so you
can live through the process. The best one on the market is Street Shoe. You can choose from several
different glass options, most people prefer the semi-gloss. To clean them, I use Murphys Oil Soap, and I
really do the floors! I wash with a damp cloth and follow with a dry cloth.
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Q: I want to paint the front of my old, wood kitchen cabinets. The doors are in good shape,
but the finish is a little dingy. What kind of preparation is required for this job? Can you
recommend a good paint to use?
A: You can easily spruce up those old cabinets for just a few dollars and in just a few days. First and
most important, clean the cabinets thoroughly. Use a course sand paper to rough up the surface and
remove any glossy finish from the face of the doors and the box. Then, sand the cabinets lightly with a
fine sandpaper. I like using a sanding sponge because it easily reaches into small crevices. Once sanded,
wipe down the fronts with some mineral spirits and a rag. Then, prime the entire surface using Bulls Eye
1-2-3 Primer Sealer by Zinsser. When priming, make sure you keep your strokes even and that there’s
no buildup of primer near the corners. Let dry for about two hours. Then, lightly sand the fronts with a
fine sand paper to blend the primer. Now, paint your cabinets using a semi-gloss or high-gloss paint. I
recommend using an oil-based paint on cabinets. It requires several coats to get a nice, deep finish, but
the surface will outlast a water-based paint at least three to one. Remember, a good paint brush can make
a big difference, so spend a few extra pennies and invest in a high quality brush.
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Q: My bedroom door hits the top of the doorjamb. Someone told me to sand the top of the door.
Will this fix it? How do I do it?
A: Doors tend to get out of whack as a home settles, a trick is to reset or remortise the door’s hinges. With
the door closed, inspect the ap between the door and the frame. In a perfect world, it should be equal –
about 1/8 of an inch, for both vertical gaps and horizontal gap at the top. In old homes this gap is almost
never uniform. In your case, the top of the door just opposite the hinge is hitting the doorjamb. Remove
the bottom hinge from the jamb (not the door). Using a sharp chisel, scrape away about 1/8 of an inch
of the jamb to recess the hinge. Use the palm of your hand instead of a hammer to hit the chisel, it will
give you more control. Now, reinstall the hinge, and open and close the door to your heart’s content. This
method usually solves sagging doors in a house and is better than sanding or planning a door, because if
you’re not really accurate, your door will look like it belongs in a fun house at the circus.
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Q: My basement has really ugly paneling. Will it look better if I paint it? What materials should I
use?
A: Refer to question 15 above about painting your kitchen cabinets. You use the same method to paint
your paneling. This is a great way to brighten up a room. This look is really popular right now. So if you
need ideas, check out any decorating magazine.
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Q: There is a crack in my drywall that will not go away. Every year I fill it, sand it, prime it and
paint it, but it keeps coming back. How can I get rid of this problem once and for all?
A: You could move it? All right, maybe not. You’re not going to like this answer, but it will solve your
problem. Chances are this area is a stress point in your home, and movement in your home will always
open it up. Locate the studs that are at least sixteen inches away from both sides of the crack. Then, cut
out the drywall, and create a rectangle hole that is larger than the length of the crack – about a foot longer
on both sides (Figure 6). Install a new piece of drywall, and fasten it using drywall screws. Then, apply joint
tape and joint compound, sand, and paint. You just worked your tail off, but it’s the last time you have to
deal with that crack.
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Q: I am going to paint my dining room dark blue. Are there any special preparations required
before I paint my walls with such a dark color?
A: Dark colors have become really popular. The key is ti begin with a clean and smooth wall, then cover it
with at least four coats of paint. After you clean the wall, sand and prime it using an acrylic-based primer.
Ask your paint dealer to add a little tint to the primer so the finish paint covers better. Take your time
painting, the more coats you apply, the deeper the finish will appear on the wall.
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Q: The crawl space in my home has a foul odor that gets worse in the summer months. What
can I do to get rid of the smell?
A: My guess is that the space is not properly ventilated. First, see if there is moisture seeping in from
somewhere such as a crack in the foundation, or a down spout dumping water too close to the
foundation. If this checks out, make sure you have foundation vents at each end of your home. These
allow air to flow through the space. You can also install exhaust fans that will help remove any moisture
and fumes. Finally, a properly prepared crawl space contains a layer of plastic that covers the ground dirt,
and a layer of gravel that covers the plastic. If you do not have this plastic layer, you should install it.
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Q: My home has an unfinished, walk-up attic. In the summer it gets so hot that it heats up the
entire second floor. I usually ventilate that space by putting a fan in one window and opening
another window across the room. Is there something more permanent I can do that will work
better?
A: Sure, you need an attic fan that is cut through the roof and set up with a thermostat. Broan
Manufacturing Co. makes a very quiet fan with a self-controlled thermostat. When it gets hot up there, the
fan starts automatically until the temperature cools down. However if you’re not too handy, you’ll need to
hire a couple of professionals to do the job – a roofer to install the fan, and an electrician to wire it up. I
have one in my home, and it works great.
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Q: My kids have created some of their best art work on my dining room walls using crayons and
markets. How do I clean it? To combat future wall murals, is there a paint I can use that is easy
to clean?
A: Those little buggers! Clean off as much as you can using acetone and a sponge. Then, spot prime the
walls using Bulls Eye 1-2-3 Primer Sealer by Zinnser. Now you can repaint. Use a paint with an eggshell
(enamel) finish. It is harder and less shiny than a semi-gloss, which in turn is easy to clean. Nothing will
combat market drawing on your wall, but you’ll have a fighting chance against the crayons. Just think, years
from now you’ll be laughing about this.
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Q: My old wood windows always stick in the summertime. I put baby powder in the track which
seems to correct the problem, but only temporarily. How can I keep them from jamming for
good?
A: I am surprised baby powder worked at all, it is not a very good lubricant. Wood is constantly expanding
and contracting, especially in the extreme temperatures of summer and winter. Combine that with
rain and humidity, and you’ve got a “sticky” situation on your hands, especially if the window frames are
painted. To keep them from jamming, remove the sash from the window frame and sand down the vertical
portions of the sash. If you cannot remove the sash, take a block of wood that fits just inside the vertical
jamb of the window and tap it with a hammer (Figure 7). This will widen the opening and allow the window
to open and close with ease.
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Q: When I turn on my ceiling fan, it wobbles like crazy. Is there anything I can do to stop this?
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Q: My upstairs bathroom has an awful lot of mildew. Is there anything I can do to remove it and
prevent mold from returning?

A: Most ceiling dans come with a balancing kit. If you don’t know what it was when you bought your fan,
you might have thrown it away. Most hardware stores or home centers sell these kits. Each contains a
small white clip that resembles a clothespin and a self-adhesive lead weight. Attach the clip to one blade
and turn on the fan. Continue this process, placing the clip onto each blade, until you locate the wobble.
Now, attach the lead weight to the back half of the blade.

A: You did not mention if you have an exhaust fan. If not, have one installed. Buy a fan that has a cubic feet
per minute (cfm) rating of 100, which means that it exhausts the air at a rate of 100 cfm. Also, to ensure
quiet operation select a fan with a low sone rating. Use the fan after each shower and run it a minimum of
thirty minutes. Finally, repaint the bathroom with a mildew proof paint. I recommend Perma-White MildewProof Bathroom Paint by Zinnser.
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Q: The tile in my bathroom shower is moldy and crumbling in some spots. Do I need to replace
all the grout or can I just clean some spots and replace the others? How do I do it?
A: If the tile is in god shape, not faded or cracked, and the wall behind the tile is not spongy, then yes
you can repair the grout in those areas. The key here is to thoroughly remove all of the old grout. But let
me warn you, after you finish this job your forearms will be aching. Use either a grout scraping tool or a
linoleum knife to scrape out the old grout all the way down to the backing. Then vacuum out any dust
(figure 8). Once it is cleaned out and dry, you can apply the new grout. I use a product manufactured by
TEC it is available in a ton of colors and it works great. Mix according to the package directions and apply it
with a grout float (it looks like a rectangular iron). Make sure you wipe off the excess grout from the face of
the tile before it completely dries, this will save you from more scrubbing (and aching arms) later.
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