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ByRobKobylasz
For MediaNews Group

As the weather starts
to warm up and the days
slowly become longer, you
may start to wonder if
spring is a good time to
take on any of the home im-
provement projects you’ve
added to your to-do list over
the winter. The answer is —

it depends on
what type of
project you’re
considering
doing.
For many

of us, win-
ter is a time
when we
spend a lot
of time in
our homes.

So naturally, home renova-
tions pick up in the spring
when the sun comes out
and we are feeling moti-
vated to begin tackling
some of the projects you’ve
been in such close proxim-
ity to all winter.
Aside from the obvious

spring home projects, such
as landscaping, here are
some of the best projects
to take on before the sum-
mer heat.

Replacing your
windows

During the cold win-
ter months, you may have
noticed some of your win-
dows are beginning to get
drafty. If that’s the case,
then springtime is the per-
fect time to replace your
windows to help keep the
heat out of your homewhen
summer arrives.
If you’re unsure if you

need new windows, check
them for the following
signs:
• Gaps around the win-

dow frame or a rotting
frame• Air leaks when the
window is closed•Damaged
weather stripping• Conden-

sation building up inside
double- or triple-panedwin-
dows
If your windows are rela-

tively new, some companies
offer warranties to fix some
of the issues above. If you
don’t know who installed
your windows, a call to your
city or township’s building
department may help find
the name of the contractor
on the permit.

Upgrading your
insulation

A poorly insulated home
can cost you hundreds
of dollars in heating and
cooling costs over a year.
According to the Depart-
ment of Energy, adding in-
sulation to your attic, floors,
crawl spaces and accessible
basement rim joists can
save you up to 20% on your
home’s heating and cooling

costs.
You may need to update

your home’s insulation if
you notice:
• Ice dams on your roof•

Fluctuating temperatures
in rooms throughout your
home• High energy bills•
Cold walls, floors or ceilings

Undergoing interior
remodeling

Spring can be a great

time to start an interior re-
modeling project, such as a
bathroom, kitchen or base-
ment. The thought of being
stuck in your home during
a remodeling project in the
winter can cause some to
delay deciding to start work
until the weather turns for
the better.
No matter the steps

taken to reduce the mess,
when you’re remodeling,
there’s bound to be a little

dust. By choosing to start
an interior remodeling proj-
ect in the springtime when
the weather is warm and
you can get out of the house,
it’s less likely to affect your
daily routine as much as it
could in other seasons.

Repairing or installing
new gutters

Spring showers can
wreak havoc on your home’s

AROUNDTHEHOUSE

Spring is the perfect season for home renovations

PHOTO COURTESY OF ROB KOBYLASZ

A basement remodel done by Cambridge Construction & Remodeling, LLC.

Rob
Kobylasz
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PHOTO COURTESY OF ROB KOBYLASZ

A bathroom remodel done by Cambridge Construction & Remodeling, LLC.

foundation if your gutters
are not functioning how
they should. The main job
of your gutter system is to
move water away from your
home’s foundation. If they
are damaged or clogged,
rainwater will continue to
pool around your founda-
tion, eventually leading to
some problems.
If you’re not sure if you

need new gutters, check
for cracks or breaks at the
seams, peeling paint or wa-
ter damage around areas
where the gutters should be
directing water away from.

Applying a new coat of
paint

If you’re a DIYer, painting
one or more rooms in your

house can be a quick, rel-
atively inexpensive way to
rejuvenate your home. And
spring is one of the most
popular times people de-
cide to paint.Withwarming
weather, you’re able to open
up your windows while you
work, removing any fumes.
If you’re not up for paint-

ing yourself, hiring a profes-
sional can help ensure your

home’s new paint job is one
you’re satisfied with.

Time andmoney
When it comes to home

renovations, choosing the
right time for you and your
lifestyle is extremely impor-
tant. Many choose spring
because of the numerous
benefits of the season. Not
only does it offer you the

freedom to get outside dur-
ing the project, but it’s also
the time when contractors
take advantage of the lon-
ger days and are less likely
to experience delays due to
winter weather, leading to a
more seamless and efficient
project Contractors’ sched-
ules typically fill up quickly
for the summer, so spring
allows you to get in front of

the summer rush, ensuring
you get your project done in
a timely manner.

Rob Kobylasz is a licensed
residential builder in
Michigan and owner of
Cambridge Construction
& Remodeling, LLC, a
home renovation company
inmetropolitan Detroit.
Contact him at 734-931-0017.
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ByMichelle Brunner
Special to The Washington Post

Most of the time, DIY
floral arranging involves
bringing home a bouquet or
two of cut flowers, deposit-
ing them in a generic glass
vase scrounged from under
the sink and then wonder-
ing why they look a bit …
off. But it doesn’t have to be
this way.
Part of the skill of flower

arranging is matching the
blooms to the vessel, so we
presented floral designers
with three types of con-
tainers to get their fool-
proof tips on how to create
artful, professional-looking
arrangements at home—no
experience necessary.
Here’s what they recom-

mend:

Container: Short and
squat

Recommended flowers:
Hydrangeas, roses, dahl-
ias, carnations, ranunculus,
pincushion flowers, sea oats
Pro tip: Buy twice as

many flowers as you think
you need.
When it comes to design-

ing an arrangement for a
compact vase, more is def-
initely more. “If you’re do-
ing a low, tight arrange-
ment, better to have it be
full and lush than have it
look sparse,” says Ami Wil-
ber, floral event decor de-
signer at the Hillwood Mu-
seum. Plan to buy enough
flowers to fill twice the size
of the vase opening. “Once
you cut them down to size,
they often don’t take up as
much space as you thought
they would,” she says.
To begin any arrange-

ment, use floral shears or
sharp scissors to cut the
end of each flower at a
45-degree angle, and strip
the foliage from the part of
the stems that will be sub-

merged in water.
Short stems are less sta-

ble, so youmay want to add
some support to a low ar-
rangement.
One easy trick is to tape

a grid across the top of the
container with clear floral
tape or Scotch tape. “It al-
lows you to have an arma-
ture for the flowers to slip
into, so it holds the shape
and style of the design bet-
ter,” says Rachel Gang of
Helen Olivia Floral Design
in Alexandria, Virginia.
Fill the container with

water first, then begin the
arrangement with one or
two “mass flowers.” A mass
f lower is a single-stem
bloom with one large, full
head. Gang likes to start
with a hydrangea, or two,
because it provides a for-
giving base and takes up
a lot of real estate in the
vase, then she adds roses or
dahlias, and smaller flowers
such as ranunculus or scabi-
osa, also known as pincush-
ion flowers.
For a budget-conscious

option,Wilber suggests old-
school carnations. “I know
that some people might
have a strong aversion to
them, but they lend a nice
textural quality to this type
of arrangement,” she says.
Grasses, such as sea oats

and seeded eucalyptus, can
help fill out the arrange-
ment. “Even if the container
is really squat, I still like to
have some sort of wispy ges-
ture that comes up from the
body of the arrangement to
lend it a bit of movement.
Just make sure it doesn’t
block the view of the peo-
ple sitting across the table
from you,” says Wilber.

Container: Tall and
cylindrical

Recommended flowers:
Delphiniums, larkspurs,
gladioli, sunflowers, lilies,

pompon dahlias, cosmos
Pro tip: To give short

stems a boost, fill the bot-
tom of your vase with peb-
bles or lemons and limes.
Tall arrangements are

meant to be showy, and
their verticality is a part
of their drama. “My rule of
thumb is that the arrange-
ment should be no more
than 1 1/2 times the height
of the container, and that’s
to create stability for the
arrangement,” says Wilber.
“Anything taller than that
and you run the risk of hav-
ing it not be balanced.”
For a 12-inch vase, the

flowers should add nomore
than 18 inches in height, so
the arrangement would be
30 inches tall, measuring
from the base of the vessel.
If your stems are too short
to touch the bottom,Wilber
recommends filling the first
few inches of your container
with pebbles or lemons and
limes.
Jeanne Ha, founder and

president of Washington
Flower School in Takoma
Park, Maryland, likes to
start with tall “line flowers”
to establish the arrange-
ment’s highest point. “A
line flower will have a long,
sturdy stem and florets that
grow along the stem, such
as delphinium, larkspur or
gladioli,” she says. Other
examples of line flowers in-
clude snapdragons, Veroni-
cas and bells of Ireland.
Next, Ha creates “the

face” of the arrangement
with the main, or focal
point, flowers. These could
include any long-stemmed
blooms such as sunflowers,
lilies, calla lilies and some
roses.
For the placement of the

main flowers, Wilber likes
to think in odd-number in-
crements. “For instance,
you could create a triangle
with three large focal-point
flowers, then fill in that tri-

DECORATING

How to arrange flowers like a professional

WASHINGTON POST PHOTO BY MARVIN JOSEPH

Ami Wilber, floral event decor designer at the Hillwood Museum, sourced most of the
flowers for the arrangements in this story from the grounds of the Hillwood Museum in
Washington, D.C.

|SPECIALSECTION | SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 20246



angle with other blooms,
such as pompon dahlias or
smaller zinnias,” she says.
Stagger the largest

blooms for a more natu-
ral look. And don’t forget
greenery. Wilber recom-
mends incorporating foli-
age and grasses for texture
and movement. “You want
something with a draping
quality so the arrangement
doesn’t feel too static in the
container,” she says.
Or, keep it very simple. If

you don’t want tomess with
a lot of different blooms, Ha
suggests sticking to just one
type of line flower, such as
a bunch of delphinium, for
a classic look.

Container: Pedestal
bowl
Recommended flowers:

Dahlias, peonies, roses,
tulips, ranunculus, euca-
lyptus
Pro tip: Adding struc-

tural reinforcement, such
as floral frog, is usually
necessary with this type
of container.
No other vessel lends it-

self to romantic floral ar-
rangements quite like a
pedestal bowl, a container
that often made appear-
ances in Dutch and Flem-
ish botanical paintings of
the 17th century. But the
wide-mouthed shape pres-

ents a challenge for the
home arranger. “It’s shal-
low with a very large open-
ing, so mechanics become
even more important,” says
Gang.
For structural reinforce-

ment, use a floral frog or
line the inside of the vase
with a cushion of chicken
wire. For the latter, cut a
square of chicken wire and
fold it into a pillow or ball
shape, twisting any sharp
ends inward so they don’t
scratch your container.
Nestle it into the vase. This
should create a framework
for stems to slide into eas-
ily. Taping a grid over the
opening can help, too.

Wilber begins by filling
in greenery and branches
— which make up the tall-
est part of the arrange-
ment — to create an archi-
tectural skeleton. “I like to
green 75% of the arrange-
ment before bringing in
flowers,” she says. For fo-
liage, she recommends eu-
calyptus, ruscus, ferns,
oak leaf branches or mag-
nolia leaves. Place larger
blooms such as dahlias,
peonies or roses near the
base of the arrangement
— this will create a bit of
support for the other flow-
ers. Next, bring in blooms
with some movement or
curve to the stem, such as

tulips or ranunculus. Wil-
ber is especially fond of the
larger Cloony ranunculus.
“If you think of the Dutch
Masters, they painted lil-
ies, tulips, roses, that sort
of thing, so you can let that
theme guide you,” she says.
Finally, artful imperfec-
tion is the key to this look,
so incorporate an element
that seems loose or off-kil-
ter, such as a wayward ten-
dril or a cascading vine.
For the palette, Wilber

likes working with con-
trasting colors, such as
blues and oranges, because
it makes for a more dy-
namic arrangement. Gang
prefers to stick to hues that

neighbor each other on the
color wheel — for example,
a citrusy palette of coral,
orange and peach. If you
opt to go monochrome, in-
corporate different tones
and textures to keep the
arrangement interest-
ing. And make sure your
blooms are properly hy-
drated. Says Ha, “On the
first night after an ar-
rangement is finished, the
flowers drink the most, so
refill the water to the top
the next morning.”

Michelle Brunner is a
writer in D.C. who covers
interior design and
culture.

WASHINGTON POST PHOTO BY MARVIN JOSEPH

Ami Wilber, floral event decor designer at the Hillwood Museum, created this short arrangement using dahlias, hydrangeas, ranunculus, celosia, basil and sea oats.
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ByMelindaMyers

Anytime is a great time
to add a few houseplants
to your home.
Adding greenery in-

doors expands your gar-
dening opportunities and
provides the many benefits
of living with and tending
plants. It can boost your
mood and reduce stress
while adding beauty or nu-
tritious food to your home.
Increase productivity

and creativity by includ-
ing plants in your home or
work office. Greenery helps
reduce stress even when
working at your desk or
tackling homework at the
end of a long day.
Set a few plants on or

near your desk or other
workspace.
Expand your growing

opportunities with the
help of stylish, energy-ef-
ficient full spectrum plant
lights to fit any décor while
directing light where it is
needed to promote healthy
plant growth.
Boost the flavor and nu-

trition of meals year-round
by growing leafy greens
and herbs in a sunny win-
dow or under artificial
lights. Start plants from
seeds or purchase trans-
plants to grow indoors.
Place your indoor

kitchen garden in a
brightly lit location, free of
cold drafts and with easy
access to harvest and use.
Turn family meals and

friend gatherings into
unique and memora-
ble experiences by enlist-
ing them to harvest some
greens for their salad
and herbs to season their
meals.
Grow ferns, orchids,

bromeliads and other hu-
midity-loving plants in
your bathroom.
Consider these and

other low-light plants

like cast iron, pothos and
philodendron if natu-
ral light is limited. You’ll
enjoy stepping out of the
shower into a mini tropical
zone allowing you to ease
into your day.
Get a good night’s sleep

with a bit of homegrown
aromatherapy in the bed-
room.
Grow lavender, rose-

mary, chamomile and
other soothing herbs in
your bedroom near a
sunny window, on a shelf,
or in another naturally or
artificially lit, bright loca-
tion. Just give the plants
a pet to release their fra-
grance into the air before
crawling into bed for a
long restful sleep.
Create a miniature trop-

ical, moss or desert garden
in a terrarium to serve as
a focal point in any room
or as a centerpiece on the
dining room table.
Use an open terrarium

for succulents and other
plants that need airflow,
lower humidity, and space
to grow.
Enlist closed terrari-

ums for moss and tropical
plants that benefit from
the high humidity and
condensation that pro-
vides continual watering.
Indoor greenery al-

ways makes a nice addi-
tion when rethinking or
refreshing your home dé-
cor in any space. You and
your family will enjoy the
beauty and many other
benefits plants provide.

Melinda Myers is the
author of more than
20 gardening books,
including “Small
Space Gardening” and
“Midwest Gardener’s
Handbook, 2nd Edition.”
Myers is a columnist and
contributing editor for
Birds & Blooms magazine
and her website is
MelindaMyers.com.

GREENERY

Brighten every room in your home with plants

PHOTO COURTESY OF MELINDAMYERS.COM

Terrarium
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ByStacey Colino
Special To The Washington Post

Plants don’t interrupt
when you’re speaking. They
don’t argue or ask difficult
questions. And regardless
of whether they’re actu-
ally listening, research has
shown them to be a calm-
ing presence. It’s no won-
der, then, that so many of
us talk to ours.
In a 2022 survey by Trees.

com, 50% of the 1,250 re-
spondents reported talking
to their plants and/or trees.
When asked why, 65% said
they believe it helps them
grow. The research, how-
ever, isn’t definitive about
this point. While studies
have found that vibrations
caused by sound do affect
plants, the jury’s still out on
whether the human voice
offers any specific benefit.
For many plant own-

ers, though, the science is
beside the point. Marquis
Matson, co-founder of the
blog the Indoor Nursery,
says she talks to her plants
every day because “it feels
nice. … I think plants get a
sense of community from
my talking to them and that
keeps them going.”
“One thing humans are

really good at is anthropo-
morphizing—we talk to all
kinds of things that aren’t
human, like our dogs and
cats,” says CindyMcPherson
Frantz, a professor of psy-
chology and environmental
studies at Oberlin College in
Ohio. “We’re hardwired to
project a sentient mind, in-
tentionality, or feelings onto
other beings or objects —
and to want to connect to
things outside ourselves.
Plants can fulfill that need.”
On the plant side of the

equation, a study in a 2003
issue of the journal Ultra-
sonics investigated the ef-
fects of classical music and
the sounds of birds, insects
and water on the growth of

Chinese cabbage and cu-
cumber. The conclusion?
Both forms of sound expo-
sure increased the vegeta-
bles’ growth.
In a 2015 study published

in the International Journal
of Integrative Sciences, In-
novation and Technology,
researchers exposed mari-
gold and chickpea plants to
light Indianmusic aswell as
to traffic noise: They found
that both types of plants
grew and developed better
— gaining increased height,
a greater number of leaves,
and a healthier look— after
being exposed to the music
for four hours per day, but
not to the traffic sounds.
“Plants definitely re-

spond to vibrations in their
environment, which can
cause plants to grow dif-
ferently and become more
resistant to falling over,”
says Heidi Appel, a profes-
sor of environmental sci-
ences at the University of
Toledo in Ohio. “Those vi-
brations can come from
airborne sounds or insects
moving on the plants them-
selves. And plants will re-
spond differently to tones
and music than to silence.”
Still, she points out: “While
sound absolutely matters
to plants, we don’t know if
talking to themmakes them
grow differently.”
Despite the lack of stud-

ies and evidence about the
benefits of talking to your
plants, there is at least one
theoretical perk: “If we
identify with a living organ-
ism that we’re tasked with
taking care of, we’re going
to take better care of it,” Ap-
pel says.
For example, if talking to

your plants helps you feel
more connected to them,
you might water, dust and
prune them more regularly
and take other measures to
care for them and help them
thrive.
Regardless of whether

talking to the plants helps
them, does it help us, as hu-
man beings? In that same
2022 Trees.com survey, 62%
of the participants who re-
ported chatting up their
greenery said they did so
because it helped their own
mental health.
Theymay have been onto

something: Plenty of re-
search shows that taking
care of plants is beneficial
to our well-being.
One study in a 2018 is-

sue of the journal Hort-
Science found that trans-
planting plants reduced
mental stress and anxiety in
young adults. And regularly
spending anhour gardening
has been found to improve
mood and reduce stress
among healthy women, ac-
cording to a study in a 2022
issue of PLoS One.

Stefan Bucur of Lewis-
ville, Texas, says he and his
wife,Maegan, regularly talk
to their plants. “Taking care
of plants and interacting
with them can be amindful
and calming practice, and
talking to them enhances
this experience,” says Bu-
cur, founder and owner
of Rhythm of the Home, a
home improvement web-
site. “In addition, talking to
plants can help us practice
gratitude and appreciation.”
While there isn’t pub-

lished research on whether
talking to plants is thera-
peutic for people, there are
plausible reasons it might
be, experts say. For one
thing, itmay come to us nat-
urally. “As humans, we of-
ten speak to what we’re car-
ing for — it’s built-in,” says
Patricia Hasbach, a psy-

chotherapist with North-
west EcoTherapy in Eu-
gene, Oregon, and author of
“Grounded: A Guided Jour-
nal to Help You Reconnect
with the Power of Nature —
and Yourself.” “It helps us be
very present or mindful.”
For another thing, it

can be a way of expressing
thoughts and feelings out
loud, in an effort to make
sense of them. “I think of
talking to plants as a way
of talking to ourselves,” says
Kenneth R. Yeager, a social
worker and director of the
Stress Trauma and Resil-
ience Program at Ohio State
University. “As we’re talking
to our plants, we’re talking
to ourselves — and formal-
izing our thought process.”
In other words, talking to
the flora in your home can
be a way of tuning in to the

ways you talk to yourself
(aka your self-talk) and ex-
ploring how you’re think-
ing about something. “Put-
ting our thoughts and feel-
ings intowords is somewhat
therapeutic,” Frantz says.
Talking to your plants

is also a relatively low-risk
proposition. “You might
not want to do it in front of
someone else,” says Eliza-
beth Diehl, director of ther-
apeutic horticulture at the
Wilmot Botanical Gardens
College of Medicine at the
University of Florida. How-
ever, when you talk to your
plants, they are, quite lit-
erally, a captive audience.
“Plants don’t judge,” Diehl
says. “You can be who you
want to be and say what you
want to say — and they’re
happy just for you to be tak-
ing care of them.”

GREENERY

The case for talking to your houseplants

PHOTO COURTESY OF METRO EDITORIAL SERVICES

While studies have found that vibrations caused by sound do affect plants, the jury’s still out on whether the human
voice offers any specific benefit.
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ByKalinaNewman
Special to The Washington Post

On TikTok, a subgenre
exists for cleaning hacks
that promise to easily turn
grimy bathrooms, serious
spills and piles of dishes
into sparkling, organized
neatness.
Of course, we know the

internet isn’t always the
most truthful. As someone
who is addicted to watching
#CleanTok videos and who
could definitely use a few
home improvement point-
ers, I set out to test some
of the most viral cleaning
advice. Could the tips actu-
ally help me tidy my apart-
ment better while also sav-
ing me time?
Read on for the results,

ordered from best to worst
and ranked on cleanliness,
efficiency and “hackabil-
ity” — i.e., the likelihood I
would try it again or sug-
gest it to a friend.

Dust baseboards and
trim with dryer sheets

In a video that was
viewed more than 500,000
times, user @ken.c.long
asks: “Have you ever used
dryer sheets to clean your
baseboards? Well, maybe
you should.” Not only will
this trick clean the base-
boards, he claims, but the
film left behind by the
sheets will also prevent
more dust from accumu-
lating.
I’ll admit: I was biased

going into this hack be-
cause I’ve done it before
and can attest that it ab-
solutely works. One sweep
with a dryer sheet along the
trim ofmywalls picks up all

visible dust and dirt. This
time, I ran the sheets along
my doors and door frames
because I haven’t been as
mindful about dusting
there and I was very satis-
fied by howmuch they were
able to clean. Two weeks
later, I checked the same
spots, and, sure enough,
they were still dust-free. So,
if you already have a pack-
age of dryer sheets, you’ve
also got an effective duster
— and preventive measure.
Cleanliness: 5/5
Efficiency: 5/5
Hackability: 5/5

Fight pet hair with one
rubber glove

Animal rescuer Felicia
Wilson shared her secret
to keeping her home free
of pet hair last April, and it
has since gainedmore than
a half-million views. The
key? A rubber dish glove.
That’s it. Put one on and
run it over a surface with a
lot of pet hair, and the hair
will allegedly cling to the
glove and come right off.
My cat Honey loves

to hang out on my vel-
vet couch, leaving behind

plenty of hair. Quick back-
story: I was once influenced
by TikTok to buy an approx-
imately $30 reusable con-
traption called the Chom-
Chom pet hair remover. It’s
definitely better than your
average lint roller, but the
clingy part wore out af-
ter about a year. All in all,
not worth the money, in
my opinion. Would TikTok
again steer me to a subpar
pet hair solution?
Not this time! Using a

glove I already owned, I fol-
lowedWilson’s instructions.
It took six or seven firm

sweeps to collect all the cat
hair, but the glove picked it
up and left my couch and
my cat’s favorite blanket to-
tally fur-free.
Cleanliness: 4/5
Efficiency: 4/5
Hackability: 4/5

Deodorize your
garbage disposal with
pantry items

Nearly 100,000 people
have liked a video in which
user@partyideas4you (pre-
viously @homehacksfo-
ryou) describes a favorite

“kitchen cleaning hack”:
Pour about two cups of
baking soda into the gar-
bage disposal, let it sit for
30 minutes, add white dis-
tilled vinegar until it stops
fizzing, then finish with
a pot of boiling water to
deep-clean your disposal
and keep it smelling fresh.
Repeat about once a week.
If you’re worried about

potentially messing up your
disposal like I was, plumb-
ing expert Paul Abrams
fromRoto-Rooter Plumbing
& Water Cleanup assured
me via email that baking
soda and vinegar make an
excellent cleaning combina-
tion though he did offer a
few revisions to the TikTok
instructions.
Abrams says two cups of

baking soda may be a little
heavy for a single applica-
tion and that you can opt
for one cup of baking soda
and one cup of vinegar in-
stead. And he does not rec-
ommend using the boil-
ing water unless your sink
is made of stainless steel
or porcelain over steel be-
cause superhot water can
cause cracks “in some of
the newer composite sink
materials,” such as quartz
or granite, and “very hot
water from the tap is more
than adequate.” Luckily, my
sink is stainless steel.
In preparation, I made

sure to run plenty of on-
ions and garlic down the
disposal. Cleaning it was
a simple, if lengthy, pro-
cess. I gave a few solid
shakes of Arm & Hammer
to coat the drain, then let
it sit for a half-hour. It took
a few glugs of vinegar —
no more than a cup — un-
til the fizzing stopped. Fi-

AROUNDTHEHOUSE

We tested five TikTok cleaning
hacks. Here’s what worked
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One hack involves using vinegar to clean a garbage disposal.

|SPECIALSECTION | SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 202410



nally, I tipped in the pot of
boiling water.
Once everything had

drained, I immediately no-
ticed the sink looked spar-
kling clean and that any
lingering food smells were
gone. I plan on incorporat-
ing this into my cleaning
routine once a month. For
a two-person apartment,
once a week feels like over-
kill.
Cleanliness: 5/5
Efficiency: 3/5
Hackability: 3/5

Use a Swiffer for
sparkling windows

Jacqueline Stein’s video,
viewed more than 65,000
times, assures viewers that
cleaning windows with a
microfiber towel attached
to a Swiffer sweeper “takes
less than 5 minutes and
your windows will be GOR-
GEOUS!”
I have tall windows that I

ordinarily need a step stool
to clean, so I thought, “Al-
right, let’s give it a go.” After
dousing a microfiber towel
with cleaner, I secured it
onto the corners of the
Swiffer pad. (I used Safe-
way brand glass cleaner; in
the video, Stein uses a mix-
ture of vinegar, water and
dish soap.)
The Swiffer immediately

felt very clumsy and awk-
ward to use; there was lit-
tle control or glide, and it
kept flopping around.
Looking back, Stein had

suggested dunking the
Swiffer into a bucket of
cleaning solution. I figured
my own materials would
be fine, but it took a lot of
sprays to soak the towel,
and even then, not much
was transferred onto the
windows.
In the end, I had to ask

my 6-foot-3 fiance to di-
rectly spray the windows
for me.
The consensus?
A step stool, rag and

spray (or actual window-
cleaning kit) would have
done a better job.
Cleanliness: 3/5
Efficiency: 1/5
Hackability: 1/5

Clean your disposal
with ice

Maybe I did something
wrong, but this hack sim-
ply did not work for me.
Professional organizer

Jamie Hayes went viral
over the summer for run-
ning lots of ice and water
through her garbage dis-
posal until it essentially
vomited up a disgusting,
brown liquid.
Not only did nothing

happen when I tried, but
ice also got stuck and came

close to breaking my dis-
posal. I consulted Abrams,
who said readers shouldn’t
feel dissuaded by my fail-
ure.
Next time, he suggested

adding a bit of ice with the
aforementioned baking
soda and vinegar, or with
a degreasing dishwashing
liquid, such as Dawn.
“We think adding ice

cubes helps with the clean-
ing process, and it helps to
knock off stuck-on food
particles,” Abrams says.
Nonetheless, for me, it

was a zero in all categories.
Would not recommend.
Cleanliness: 0/5
Efficiency: 0/5
Hackability: 0/5

Where I drew the line:
Stick a container of
Fabuloso in your toilet
tank
Wary from my garbage-

disposal mishap, I decided
not to pursue this hack
from TikTok user @lexi_
gray_, who cut a hole in a
bottle of the cleaning so-

lution Fabuloso and kept
it in her toilet tank. Es-
sentially, every time she
flushed, a bit of Fabuloso
was released into the tank
and bowl, allegedly fresh-
ening up the toilet auto-
matically.
I envisioned my cat

drinking toilet water laced
with chemicals, plus the
comments for the video
screamed: DO NOT DO
THIS. Abrams confirmed
that commenters were cor-
rect.
He warns that the bot-

tle could fall out of position
and block moving parts in-
side your toilet tank, either
keeping the toilet from
working altogether or caus-
ing it to run continuously.
And because the shape and
size of toilet tanks vary, the
likelihood that this would
work for everyone is slim.
Some things just can’t be
hacked.

Kalina Newman is a
freelance writer in D.C.
who covers food and
culture.
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Using a Swiffer for sparkling windows is one hack looked into.
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ByAnnieMidori
Atherton
Special To The Washington Post

I’ve always hated flipping
on a bright light first thing
in the morning. Until re-
cently, I assumed there was
nothing to be done about
this — at least not without
buying a new bedside lamp
or paying an electrician.
Then I read that I could
simply get a cheap dimmer
that attaches to any old
lamp. Now, when I wake
up, I slide it to the lowest
possible brightness and
sip coffee in groggy peace.
For $20, I significantly im-
proved how I start each day.
My dimmer-DIY was a

lightbulbmoment (bad pun
intended). It got me think-
ing of all the other easy
fixes that could probably
make our apartment more
comfortable or attractive.
Home decor and DIY ex-

perts confirmed I was right.
Here are 10ways to upgrade
your space for $20 or less:

1. Upgrade your
lighting

As I learned with the ta-
ble lamp dimmer, lighting
can seriously affect your
mood. Adding it tomy lamp
was simple: I just plugged
it into the wall outlet, then
plugged my lamp into it, as
you would with an exten-
sion cord.
Or, try trading a regu-

lar bulb for a smart light-
bulb, whose brightness
and temperature you con-
trol through your phone
(no special smart home
system required). Monica
Benavidez, the interior styl-
ist behind DIY blog Mon-
ica Wants It, recommends
the kind by Bulbrite which
cost about $18 each (or less
if you buy a pack of several).
“If I’m crafting, I want the
brightest and coolest set-

ting, but when I’m working
on my blog in the evenings
I prefer warm, dim light,”
she says.

2. Make over light
switches

You might not realize it,
but switch plates (the cov-
ers over light switches and
outlets) can visually clut-
ter up a wall. To stream-
line them, Lauren Comer,
of home decor blog Pinch
Plate Party, suggests swap-
ping in the kind that con-
ceals the screws, which you
can find for under $5 each.
With a bigger budget, you
could also choose a color

that better matches the
room— for instance, replac-
ing white with brass.

3. Feature museum
art

Many large museums,
including the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art and the
Smithsonian, include down-
loadable public domain art
on their websites that’s free
to anyone. Just be sure to
download a high-resolution
version so it won’t be blurry
when printed.
“Once I find art I like, I

print posters using a one-
hour photo service to cre-
ate my own art for super

cheap,” says Benavidez, who
has printed 16-by-20-inch
images for as little as $8.
“Then, I use thrifted frames
to create a gallery wall. It’s
a great way to get high-end
looking art.”

4. Make our own giant
art

Extra-large art can get
expensive, but you can
make your own using lit-
tle more than wood fur-
ring strips (long, flat pieces
that cost a couple of dollars
apiece at hardware stores),
and — of all things — a
shower curtain.
To start, use four 1-by-3-

inch furring strips to build
a frame, says Cara Ne-
whart, an interior designer
and host of the Make Space
podcast. She suggests us-
ing a miter box to make it
easier to cut the strips in
a straight line (or try ask-
ing an employee at a hard-
ware store to cut them for
you). From there, you can
attach them together us-
ing staples and a $5 bottle
of wood glue. Next, stretch
the shower curtain over the
frame and staple the edges.

5. Add decorative
trays or boxes

Towrangle keys,mail and

other household ephemera,
interior designer Cassan-
dra LaValle suggests buying
decorative boxes or trays.
Visual clutter can contrib-
ute to stress, but having
nice places for everyday
items helps keep the chaos
at bay. While small storage
solutions, sometimes called
“trinket dishes,” are cheap
at large retailers, you can
also find unique pieces at
thrift stores. Vintage candy
bowls, for instance, make
elegant holding places for
jewelry and toiletries such
as cotton balls or Q-tips.

6. Adopt a plant
Research shows that

houseplants can make
us feel happier and more
peaceful in our homes.
Though large or rare plants
tend to get pricey, more
common types — such as
pothos and snake plants —
can easily be found for un-
der $20. Research care in-
structions in advance to
choose a variety that will
thrive in your space.
Or maybe you have a

plant that just needs a snaz-
zier home. Retailers have a
host of stylish planter op-
tions for under $20.

7. Get creative with
discounted paint

Home improvement
stores often sell “mistint”
paint at a steep discount.
In many cases, these paints
have been returned by cus-
tomers who realized they’d
chosen the wrong color.
“It’s kind of a crap shoot

in terms of what will be
available, but they’re defi-
nitely worth checking out,”
says Benavidez, who has
used this strategy to buy a
gallon of paint for $15.
Depending on the cost,

you might be able to coat a
small accent wall for under
$20 (use a paint calculator

MONEYMATTERS

10 ways to get a nicer home with just $20
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Wallpaper can be used to give items a new look.
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lator to estimate howmuch you’ll
need).
You could also paint a door or

trim work, or an old piece of fur-
niture.

8. Refresh cabinet
hardware

While cabinet knobs and han-
dles range widely in price, Bena-
videz says you can update your ex-
isting hardware using only spray
paint.
She transformed the chrome

drawer pulls in her bathroom
with gold paint for $6 to $8. Be-
fore painting, she sprayed all the

chrome parts with heavy-duty
primer, letting them dry by a fan
for 20 minutes. Then she applied
a light coat of gold, let it dry, and
repeated the process a few more
times.
“That’s a quick afternoon proj-

ect that can make a big impact,”
she says. “It still looks great five
years later.”

9. Add pattern with fabric
To add a jolt of pattern to a rel-

atively small surface area, such
as an accent wall or the inside of
a bookshelf, try fabric as a less
expensive alternative to wallpa-
per.

Lifestyle blogger Amber Oliver
used a floral print she found for
a wall in her former home office.
To attach the material, she

sprayed Elmer’s Craftbond Spray
Adhesive directly onto the wall,
then had a friend help her care-
fully spread the fabric over it. In
a few spots, Oliver added staples
to keep edges in place, but she
says one benefit of such a busy
print is that it hides imperfec-
tions.
Another perk of choosing fab-

ric over wallpaper: It’s easier to
remove.
Oliver says her accent wall

held up for several years before

she moved, at which point she
peeled the fabric off without leav-
ing a mark. Though this specific
project cost about $40, she has
used the method on the interior
of a bookshelf for less than $20.
And, of course, the cost of fabric
varies widely, so you can decide
how much or how little you want
to spend.

10. Make wallpaper
furniture

DIY blogger Carrie Waller
loved the vintage end table she’d
found secondhand, but not its
sponge-painted top, so she cov-

ered it with about $5 worth of
peel-and-stick wallpaper.
She sanded down the painted

surface, then cleaned it with tack
cloth and a dry towel. (If your
tabletop is smooth already, you
could possibly skip these steps.)
She applied the wallpaper, using
a wallpaper smoothing tool to get
rid of air bubbles and a handled
razor blade to trim edges. She
says it took only about 30 min-
utes to transform the table.

Annie Midori Atherton is a
writer in Seattle who covers
culture, lifestyle, business and
parenting.
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Home improvement stores often sell “mistinted” paint at a steep discount. Depending on the cost, you might be able to coat a small accent wall for under $20.
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By Laura Daily
Special To The Washington Post

For two years, Jennifer
Flynn has been reaching
out to dozens of highly rec-
ommended home improve-
ment companies, handy-
men, painters and oth-
ers for some projects at
her home. Many have not
shown up for appointments,
even after confirming them.
Others haven’t returned her
calls. Still others come out
and promise an estimate,
only to ghost. “I’ll contact
them and they’ll either re-
spond they’re too busy or
don’t respond at all,” she
says.
It’s a frustration shared

by many. “It’s harder than
ever to get tradesmen to
commit to a job because
there is so much work out
there and they can afford to
pick and choose,” says Kim-
berly Greenwell, a home ed-
ucation expert and host of
My Southern Home TV.
The situation is unlikely

to improve in the near fu-
ture.
There aren’t enough

tradespeople to go around.
Inflation has driven up the
cost of doing business. And
professionals are weary of
spending their time and
money to give a free esti-
mate to people who are un-
likely to hire them.
The shortage of skilled

tradespeople has been at
least a decade in the mak-
ing, says Chris Egner, the
chairman of the board of
the National Association of
the Remodeling Industry.
“For the last 10 years, few

people have chosen to learn
a trade because it wasn’t
seen as a viable career op-
tion. On top of that, during

the pandemic, those trades-
people near retirement age
left the field. It’s starting to
get better as younger people
understand skilled trades-
men can earn good money
and eventually open their
own business, but a 10-year
gap takes a long time to re-
build,” he says.
On top of that, costs for

materials, labor, insurance

and fuel have as much as
tripled since 2020. Accord-
ing to Egner, who owns a
design, build and remodel
firm in Milwaukee, that
means businesses deter-
mine which jobs maximize
profit.
A roofer is going to

choose a full-blown roof
replacement, for example,
over a one-hour roof repair.

A remodeling company
would rather deploy a crew
to a home converting an
unfinished basement into a
bedroom with an en suite
bathroom than a job replac-
ing a bathtub with a shower
stall. Others set aminimum
price before considering a
job.
Then there are compar-

ison-shopping consum-

ers just testing the waters,
who — to the tradespeople
— feel like a waste of time.
“I have 50 people calling
with zero interest in hir-
ing me. They simply want
a free estimate so they can
find the cheapest price,”
says Alan Archuleta, chair-
man of the National Asso-
ciation of Home Builders
Remodelers Council. “Why

would I drive to your home
and give anything to you for
free?” To combat this, Ar-
chuleta charges for detailed
estimates.
These bank-ready pro-

posals range from $300 for
a master bath remodel to
$5,000 for a home addition.
If you hire his company, the
proposal fee is credited to-
ward the job.

MONEYMATTERS

Why it’s hard to hire a handyman
or contractor; what to do about it
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A license doesn’t guarantee quality work, but it does increase the chances that your contractor will have the skills to do the job.

|SPECIALSECTION | SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 202414



In the meantime, Fly-
nn’s to-do list keeps grow-
ing: Replace a bathroom ex-
haust fan, cement cap three
pipes, remove a broken aw-
ning, fix a leaking sink, re-
pair a fireplace flue, redo
kitchen cabinets, caulk a
portion of roof flashing,
unstick three painted win-
dows, repaint the kitchen
and more.
She isn’t afraid to DIY,

but she knows her limita-
tions; tile, cabinets and an
acceptable paint job with
no drips are not in her skill
set. “What do I have to say
to get tradesmen to takeme
seriously?” she wonders. “Is
there something I should be
saying or not saying? Am I
too anxious or not anxious
enough?”
Greenwell says a home-

owner may need to cast
the net as far as possible to
find a qualified and reputa-
ble company, independent
tradesperson or handyper-
son. Ask friends, neighbors,
co-workers, your social me-
dia network and members
of your faith community.
The main question you

should ask is not “Are you
happy with the work?”
but “Would you use them
again?” Should you find
someonewho has a good re-
lationship with a handyper-
son or tradesperson, have
themmake an introductory
call on your behalf.
If you strike out there,

try a local real estate agent.
“They are a great resource
and typically keep a list of
roofers, plumbers, electri-
cians and handymen to rec-

ommend to their clients,”
Greenwell says. Reach out
to apartment managers or
your homeowners associa-
tion, if you belong to one.
Ask department managers
at local home improvement
or hardware stores for rec-
ommendations.
The NARI website has

a list of members you can
search by Zip code and spe-
cialty. Those who live in ru-
ral areas may need to use
the Zip code of the nearest
major city and may pay a
fee for someone to come a
longer distance.
Archuleta also suggests

finding a local or state home
builders association. Call
their office, tell them you
are looking for a qualified
remodeler and ask if they
can give you a name. If the

recommended remodeler
says the job is too small, ask
if they know someone more
suited to the task. Another
option is the local franchise
of a national brand such as
those under the Neighborly
banner, which owns Mr.
Handyman and Mr. Elec-
tric, among others.
Once you find prospec-

tive tradespeople, share as
much information as you
can upfront. Email images
of the project.
Use Zoom or FaceTime

andwalk around your home
with your tablet or phone
to show them that hole in
the wall or broken win-
dow. Being willing to have
a virtual meeting instead
of expecting them to drive
to your home for a 5-min-
ute meetup shows that you

value their time. If, like
Flynn, you have a long list
of projects, combine them
into one larger job. Time is
money for busy tradespeo-
ple. A full day or multiple
days of work can be more
appealing than an hour-
long task.
Be open and honest about

your project and your bud-
get. If you aren’t sure what
the project will cost, ask
about similar projects in
the area. “Typically, a pro-
fessional should be able
to give you a price range,”
says Egner. Once you’ve re-
viewed your financial situ-
ation or secured a line of
credit, then you can ask for
a more detailed estimate.
Another tip from Archul-

eta:When you domake con-
tact, say, “I’m looking for a

qualified remodeler willing
to get my home up-to-date,
willing to pay for an esti-
mate andwant toworkwith
a qualified person. How can
we work together?”
“Remember, I’m inter-

viewing you as much as
you are interviewing me,”
he says.
And don’t be afraid to

be a squeaky wheel, says
Greenwell. “That trades-
man may not have staff to
call you back, so you have to
take ownership of your proj-
ect,” she says. “Don’t be ob-
noxious, but do follow up, so
they know you are serious.”
Finally, in today’s tight

market, expect that some
tradespeople will be no-
shows or ghost you. If that’s
the case, be glad you aren’t
working with them.
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Inflation has driven up the cost of doing business, causing some contractors to be weary of spending time andmoney to give a free estimate to people who are unlikely to actually hire them.
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ByKathrynO’Shea
Evans
Special To The Washington Post

When it comes to design-
ing a home interior that re-
flects you and your lifestyle,
nothing beats customizing
everything from the bath-
room tile to the drawer
pulls. But when so much
of the housing built since
WorldWar II falls under the
broad umbrella of cookie-
cutter, it can be challeng-
ing to create a personal-
ized space.
Modern farmhouse — an

architectural style known
for its white exteriors with
black windows, blonde
wood floors and an unob-
trusive neutral color palette
— is just the latest mass-
produced style to dominate
neighborhoods, including
those nowhere near a farm.
It instantly appeals to

the Instagram generation
in part because it seems
to harness both yesteryear
and today’s clean lines in
equal measure.
“The look gives ‘Little

House on the Prairie,’ but
without the diphtheria,”
says Mark Eckstrom of Stu-
dio Eckström in Omaha.
“‘The Waltons’ with Wi-Fi.”
But not everyone wants

to buy the farm — or a
mass-produced Colonial,
split-foyer or boxy ranch,
for that matter. “Many peo-
ple are coming to us saying,
‘I do not want that,’” says
Jim Rill, of the Bethesda,
Maryland-firm Rill Archi-

tects, of the modern farm-
house style.
Or if they love it, they

may want to tweak it to be
more individualized. We
consulted the pros to fig-
ure out how to make any
cookie-cutter space feel
more current and custom,
from the inside out.
Here are their sugges-

tions:

1. Focus on yourself
When you’re creating

your forever home, keep
“you” front and center.
“Some of our clients are in-
terested in pulling ideas
from the modern farm-
house aesthetic, but many
are seeking guidance on
how to create a home that
doesn’t look like all of the
other homes in their neigh-
borhood,” says Lauren Ma-
gee ofWinnDesign + Build.
Noz Nozawa, a designer

in the San Francisco Bay
Area, says this approach
works with all types of
homes. “Every project
starts with honoring a cli-
ent’s own story, no mat-
ter what style of home they
have,” she says. “I try to see
past what might be con-
sidered ‘generic’ in a home
and identify high-poten-
tial nooks or details or mo-
ments that we can celebrate
through our design process.
“We will tailor and cus-

tom-size our design ideas,
whether they are built-ins
or furniture or window cov-
erings or art pieces, and if
I’ve done a good job, our

DECORATING

4 ways to
personalize a
cookie-cutter

home
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“Board ‘n batten” is a centuries-old siding design that encapsulates the appeal of farmhouse-style homes.
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designs allow our clients to see
themselves and their point of view
reflected in the spaces they get to
live in,” she adds.
For example, you might trans-

form a small closet off the kitchen
into a Downton Abbey-worthy
pantry by installing beadboard,
shelving with brass rails and
soapstone counters, then paint-
ing it a high-gloss (and truly cin-
ematic) grass green. Or convert an
empty basement closet into a daz-
zling wet bar complete with Ama-
zonite countertops and pixelated
mosaic tile backsplash (both re-
cent Nozawa projects).

2. Remember how you
actually live

Robert J. Bell, of Bell Design
Inc. in D.C., says functionality is
key. Youwant to ask yourself what

your goals are, he says, whether
you’re hankering for a quiet writ-
er’s retreat or a showstopping en-
tertaining space. “As long as the
basic structure of the home is well
built and the property is laid out
well, we can work to add func-
tionality and details that create
special spaces from an unallur-
ing white box,” Bell says.
He would replace a flat white

subway tile backsplash, for exam-
ple, with something more unex-
pected yet functional, such as a
dimensional tile from Heath Ce-
ramics in an ultramarine matte
glaze. Or evict bland, mass-pro-
duced drawer pulls in favor of un-
coated brass handles “meant to
age beautifully.”

3. Go for color and texture
Vibrant color can give a ge-

neric or relatively simple struc-

ture a more tailored look, says
Rill, who is a fan of the inky col-
ors of British cult paint brand Far-
row & Ball.
Dallas designer Bonnie Achari-

yakosol agrees, saying that paint
and wallpaper are the easiest way
to warm up a space. It doesn’t
need to take over the entire room;
you can paint the lower cabinets
in your otherwise white kitchen
an unexpected color, or hang
wallpaper with a subtle graphic
motif in the powder room.
Nozawa achieved a bespoke

feel for two Bay Area clients with
modern farmhouse-esque homes
by bringing in riots of color in the
rugs and furnishings and install-
ing dramatic light fixtures.
The same goes for interest-

ing textures. “I think a lot of
modern farmhouses are lacking
warmth and texture,” Achariya-

kosol says. Some of her textural
go-to’s: handmade zellige tiles
that are intentionally imperfect,
lime-washed or grass cloth walls
and plasterwork vessels with pa-
tina. “Texture is the gateway drug
to a warm home, and I love it!”
she says.

4. Pay attention to details
When Houston-based de-

signer Paloma Contreras, au-
thor of the new book “The New
Classic Home,” was working on
a farmhouse presiding over sig-
nificant acreage in rural Texas,
she employed authentic finishes:
reclaimed Texas white oak here,
French limestone there. The re-
sult feels genuine and timeless,
not trendy.
Outside, sometimes it’s the lit-

tlest touches that add up to a lot.
Even painting your window trim

and shutters a fairy-tale hue can
be transformative, Eckstrom says,
noting that he loves the verdigris
color of Farrow & Ball’s Arsenic.
“We love the whimsy of a dec-

orative Pennsylvania Dutch-style
Hex sign adhered below the ga-
ble end of a roofline,” says Eck-
strom. He is installing them on
the upper floor of a project client’s
classic American four-square
with a green metal roof, which
was inspired by Russian dachas.
“Choose a star or sun motif in
bright or complementary bold col-
ors — it will become something to
wish and smile upon daily.”
Andwe can practically guaran-

tee that it won’t look anything like
your neighbors.

Kathryn O’Shea-Evans is a
design and travel writer in
Colorado.

PHOTO COURTESY OF METRO CREATIVE CONNECTION

To embrace everything that a home should be — an inviting place to gather with friends and family — add farmhouse-style touches to your home, indoors and out.
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ByMichelle Brunner
Special to The Washington Post

“What’s your favorite
color?” is a question we’ve
all been asked countless
times, so it’s not surprising
that when we decide to re-
fresh a roomwemight start
in the paint aisle. “People
run to the hardware store
and they look at all the
paint chips like it’s a candy
display,” says Atlanta in-
terior designer and televi-
sion personality Vern Yip.
“Everybody is so used to
talking about design from
a color standpoint that they
want to start with paint, but
paint is the easiest thing to
decide later.”
According to design

pros, there’s a logical or-
der to decorating a room,
and the paint-color-first ap-
proach may not be the wis-
est method (more on that in
a bit). Read on to find out
what steps you should take
early in the process — and
what decisions you can save
for the home stretch.

1. Identify your
decorating hero

Every room should begin
with something you love,
whether it’s a thrift store
painting, a collection of vin-
tage badminton rackets you
want to display on the wall,
or a textile you picked up
on vacation years ago. Dur-
ing a trip to Thailand, Yip
fell in love with a silk fab-
ric, which he brought back
and used to upholster his
sofas. That choice inspired
the direction for the rest of
his living room. “I try to get
people toworkwith the idea
that they’re not just deco-
rating a space, they’re creat-

ing a home that’s uniquely
designed to represent them
aesthetically and support
them functionally,” he says.
“When you walk in a room,
you should feel an imme-
diate connection, and it’s
hard to do that when you
just buy a bunch of stuff
randomly at the store.”

2. Pick a general color
— not a specific one

“Going into a room de-
sign with a general idea of
the color that you want to
use is better than not think-
ing about it at all, but you
don’t need to nail down
the exact hue,” says San-

dra Meyer of Ella Scott De-
sign in Bethesda,Maryland.
For example, it’s fine to ap-
proach a room knowing you
want to use the color blue
in some impactful way, but
if you’re debating the mer-
its of Benjamin Moore’s
Water’s Edge vs. Farrow &
Ball’s De Nimes, you might

be getting too granular too
early.

3. Make a space plan
Thinking about how you

want the room laid out will
give you valuable insight
for all the other decisions
that follow. “Having a space
plan that provides enough

seating, appropriate tables,
and accounts for traffic flow
will help dictate things like
your rug size,” says Rich-
mond designer Janie Mol-
ster. There are a number of
user-friendly apps, such as
RoomSketcher, Floor Plan
Creator and Planner 5D,
that can help you devise

AROUNDTHEHOUSE

There’s an order to decorating a space.
Designers share their 9 steps

PHOTO COURTESY OF GORDON GREGORY

The apricot-colored Chinoiserie secretary on the left wall kick-started the bold pink and saffron scheme in this cheerful Florida living space by Janie
Molster Designs.
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a layout by entering the dimen-
sions of your room and furnish-
ings. Retailers such as Ikea and
the Williams-Sonoma family of
brands (including Pottery Barn
and West Elm) offer their own
space-planning tools that come
preloaded with the dimensions of
theirmerchandise. Not so tech-in-
clined? Do like the pros and map
out furniture dimensions on the
floor with blue painter’s tape to
get a sense of how pieces spatially
relate to each other.

4. Bring in major impact
items

“Focus on getting your big
pieces in early — that way you
have more flexibility in buying
the smaller items like a side ta-
ble or a bar cart,” says Meyer.
The same holds true for hard-to-
find or highly specific design ele-
ments. If you have your eye on a
bold floral wallpaper, Yip recom-
mends choosing it early because
it can inspire the overall palette.
Trying to shoehorn it into your
room later, hoping it goes with ev-
erything you’ve already bought,
could end in disappointment.

5. Focus on the rug
It’s much easier to match a

paint color to the rug than vice
versa, so don’t wait until all your
furniture is in place and the paint
is dry to consider what should go
underfoot. “The floor is one of the
biggest expanses in a room, so the
rug should definitely not be an af-
terthought; it should be chosen
early in the mix, right along with
the big anchoring pieces of furni-
ture,” says Molster. For small en-
closed rooms, she suggests a sin-
gle large rug, while open-concept
spaces can benefit from multiple
area rugs delineating different
zones.

6. Be intentional with art
Resist thinking of art as a fin-

ishing touch or a space filler.
What you hang in your home
is an act of self-expression, so
it should never be a throwaway
choice made in a fit of impatience
to fill an empty wall. “A lot of peo-
ple will end up buying artwork
at the end of the project, picking
something that coordinates with
the drapes or the wall color, but
that is the worst way to buy art
because then it’s just a place filler
and there’s no emotional connec-

tion to it,” says Yip.
Instead, the pros recommend

thinking about what kinds of
pieces you’d want to display early
in the process. If you already have
a burgeoning collection, think
about how you’d like to integrate
it into a space. Yip stresses that
art doesn’t have to cost a small
fortune or come from a gallery. “It
can be something you bought at a
yard sale from your college days.
The most important thing is that
it helps tell your story,” he says.

7. Paint your walls
Once you’ve acquired some of

your room’s bigger pieces such as
the sofa and the rug, you’re in a
better position to choose the ex-
act wall color. “There are thou-
sands of choices and you can al-
ways customize a color if you
can’t find the right one,” says Yip.
“It’s the easiest component to de-
cide later, so instead of putting it
upfront, the exact color should be
finalized towards the end.”

8. Add accessories
Molster says most of her cli-

ents spend so much energy fix-
ated on throw pillows and lamps
that she often has to issue a mor-
atorium on “pillow talk” until
practical things like sofa frames
are ordered. “Accessories are fun,
small choices that seem a little
less overwhelming for people, so
they’re naturally drawn to them,
but they shouldn’t distract from
making the bigger decisions,” she
says. Think of accessories as the
reward; you’ve made all the hard
decisions, stayed on track and on
budget. Now it’s time to shop for
those fun, whimsical elements
that make a room interesting.

9. Leave room for growth
The final piece of advice from

our experts: Don’t ever finish the
project — at least not completely.
The best rooms aren’t frozen in
time; they’re constantly evolving
with their inhabitants. “Whether
you’re a trained professional or a
homeowner who just likes design,
no one’s taste stays the same,”
says Molster. “Always leave some
space to find that perfect piece of
art while traveling or a wonder-
ful tchotchke to occupy an empty
spot on your bookshelf.”

Michelle Brunner is a writer in
D.C. who covers interior design
and culture.

PHOTO COURTESY OF KIP DAWKINS

In this dining room by Janie Molster Designs, a selection of antique portraits inspired the furnishings and
overall vibe of the space.
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ByMichael Pollick
Wealth of Geeks

According to Better
Homes and Gardens, the
right interior paint scheme
can add up to $5,000 to the
overall value of a home. It’s
also one of themost accessi-
ble home improvement proj-
ects for homeowners, with
professional advice read-

ily available and affordable
supplies and equipment.
Besides raising home val-

ues, interior and exterior
painting also allows home-
owners to personalize their
surroundings and express
their household’s unique
personality.
The process begins with

some basic prep work but
usually ends with a look

that sets the clock back to
the home’s earliest days.

The science of paint
color

The interior paint se-
lection process often be-
gins with a dizzying array
of paint swatches: samples
printed on cardstock that
reflect the paint supplier’s

range of products.
The gradations between

shades can be very subtle,
so it helps to understand
the basic science behind
color.

Primary and
secondary colors

Three primary colors —
red, blue and yellow— form

the basis of all other colors
in the spectrum.
Mixing at least two of

these essential colors re-
sults in secondary colors,
such as green, orange and
purple.
The creation of interior

paint relies on the percent-
age of primary and second-
ary color pigments added to
the neutral white base.

Hue and tone

Hue refers to the variety
or intensity of a color and is
often used interchangeably
with tone, tint or shade. For
example, blue is a primary
color, and its hues, such as
aqua ormarine, have differ-
ent values of blue based on
their relative lightness or
darkness.

Ivory, eggshell, ecru or cream?
Choosing the right interior paint color

PHOTO COURTESY OF WEALTH OF GEEKS

Painting the interior of a house is one of the most accessible home improvement projects for homeowners.

WALLS
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Tone is a hue created by
adding gray pigment to an
existing primary or sec-
ondary color blend. Two in-
terior paints can have the
same hue, but different
tones based on the ratio
of gray pigment. Tones are
often described as bright,
soft, muted or dull.

Tint and shade
While the addition of

gray pigment determines
tone, tint is determined by
adding white pigment. A
lighter tint results from a
higher percentage of white
pigment, while a darker
tint results from little to no
white pigment.
While tint and shade are

often used interchange-
ably, shade is actually the
hue achieved by adding
black pigment. Shade has
more to do with the light-
ness or darkness of interior
paint as it appears in nor-
mal lighting conditions.

Color temperature and
mood

Interior designers often
refer to a color’s tempera-
ture, usually categorizing it
as warm or cool. Warm col-
ors, typically reds, oranges
and yellows, suggest heat
or fire. This has a comfort-
ing or exciting effect on the
room’s occupants.
Cool colors, generally

blues, purples and greens,
create visual references to
water and nature. These
hues have a calming effect
on visitors to the space.
The psychological effect

of a color on occupants is
considered its mood. Some
cooler colors are also con-
sidered passive in mood,
ideal for bedrooms and
small, intimate spaces.
Active colors such as

reds, oranges and yellows
are stimulating, which
makes them better suited
for kitchens, offices, and ac-
cent walls.
Earth tones, such as

brown, gray or white, fall
into the neutral mood cat-
egory. Neutral interior
paints are popular choices
for large living spaces since

they are less likely to dis-
tract visitors. Painting a
house in a neutral color is
a common practice before
putting it on the market.

Forming a color
scheme

Even if the interior paint-
ing plan involves neutral
whites in every room, there
should still be an overall
decision on a color palette.
This is where the concept of
complementary or accent
colors comes into play. On
the color spectrum wheel,
certain colors mesh better
with other colors to create
a pleasing visual contrast.
An accent wall provides a
splash of a complementary
color to break up a mono-
chromatic space. Contrast-
ing colors on window trims
or moldings also help add
visual excitement to an oth-
erwise neutral room.
Karen Kelly, a freelance

food and travel writer at

Seasonal Cravings, says:
“We never thought picking
a white paint color for our
new house would be such
an effort, but it was. My
husband painted so many
shades of Benjamin Moore
whites on walls and trim it
was overwhelming. We fi-
nally went with the popu-
lar warm shade of ‘Cloud
White’ and couldn’t be
happier. When picking col-
ors, we always use the sam-
ples to paint big swatches
on our walls, paying atten-
tion to how the light hits
the room at different times
of the day. We live with it
for a few days, and then it’s
much easier to decide.”

Choosing the right
finish

The same interior paint
color can have a completely
different impact depending
on its finish and the level of
reflection created by resins
added to the paint.

Here are the most com-
mon finishes available for
interior paints:
• Matte: A matte fin-

ish has a minimal sheen
when dry, creating a chalk-
like appearance. While a
matte finish can be applied
to any surface, it is typi-
cally used for ceilings. The
color value of a matte finish
looks lighter than the origi-
nal swatch hue.
• Eggshell: An eggshell

finish has a very low sheen,
much like an actual egg’s
shell. The finish is smooth
and light, however. The
color of a dry eggshell-fin-
ish paint is truer to the orig-
inal swatch color.
• Satin: A satin finish is

popular because of its soft,
pearl-like sheen when dry.
It also remains true to the
original paint color’s hue.
• Semi-gloss: A semi-

gloss finish creates a shiny,
sleek appearance that re-
flectsmore light and bright-
ens the room by naturally

reflecting light. Semi-gloss
paints often appear darker
on the wall than expected.
• High-gloss: A high-

gloss finish reflects the
most amount of light of any
paint finish. It is very shiny
in appearance and more
likely to be used on accent
spaces (doors, moldings,
cabinets) than entire walls.

Field testing paint
colors

One key to choosing the
right interior paint color
is to take the paint shade
from the swatch card to the
wall itself. A small sample
of paint is not going to pro-
vide enough real-time in-
formation for an entire in-
terior makeover.
Paint a large square of a

sampler paint color directly
on a wall or poster board.
This is a good way to judge
how the paint will actu-
ally look in a room. Paint
at least two coats after ap-

plying a primer to hide the
original color. Paint test
strips at eye level to view
them from a distance. Paint
test strips on two walls for
larger rooms. The paint
may look different depend-
ing on lighting conditions.
Sample different finishes if
possible.
Chhavi Agarwal at Mrs.

Daaku Studio says: “A year
back, we decided to re-
paint our house in a more
fun way instead of paint-
ing it white. We looked at
many photos and videos to
eventually like a color that
is quite dark, close to teal,
but darker. To balance out
the colors, we decided to
paint all the doors white.
Our family, the interior con-
sultant, and friends were all
against it, but we decided
to give it a go. It turned out
beautiful, and we loved it.”

Find color inspiration
Sometimes, the contents

of the room, especially the
furniture or flooring, help
with the decision-making
process.
Heidi Bender at Tons of

Thanks shares: “We chose
forest green for two of our
bedroom walls. The other
two are wood paneling.
Anyway, the painters we
hired thought that forest
green was way too dark
for a bedroom. However,
our bedroom is small and
we only sleep in our bed-
room. The room isn’t big
enough for chairs or what-
ever else people put in huge
master bedrooms. It made
sense to us to have a dark
color to help the room feel
darker for sleeping, as at
that time, the neighbor’s
porch light was on during
the night and would shine
in our window.”
Taking inspiration from

artwork or a bold fabric
color is also a possibility.
The key is to find a color
that creates a definitemood
and reflects the energy of
that specific space.

This article was produced
by Media Decision and
syndicated by Wealth of
Geeks.
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Standing in front of an array of hundreds — perhaps thousands — of colors at the hardware store can be intimidating,
but it needn’t be, officials say.
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By Jennifer Barger
Special to The Washington Post

It’s a decorating truth
nearly universally acknowl-
edged: Putting new paint
on your walls is the best
way to change the look of a
space quickly and cheaply.
“Paint has superpowers:
It can make a plain room
look more expensive or
even brighten up features
you hate, like dingy floors,”
says Julia Marcum, a prod-
uct designer and DIY home
blogger.
And in most cases (bar-

ring, perhaps, treacherous
staircases or areas with ex-
ceptionally high ceilings),
painting a room in your
home is almost always a
project you can tackle your-
self.
Before you get rolling,

you’ll want to brush up on
the best practices for prep-
ping your space, choosing
the right tools and pulling
off an expert-level applica-
tion.
Here’s our step-by-step

guide — created with the
help of painting pros — to
ensure things go smoothly.

1. Choose a paint color
It’s easy to get over-

whelmed by the rainbow
of paint colors available at
paint or hardware stores.
“There are literally 2 mil-
lion choices,” Marcum says.
To zero in on the right one
for your space, you’ll need
to view it in your room’s
lighting (natural and arti-
ficial) at different times of
the day.
Obtain a few swatches

and tape them to the wall of
your room. Better yet, buy
sample-size paint pots and
apply the shades to a white
poster board that you hang
up, or order peel-and-stick
swatches. (Unless your wall
is a basic white, painting
the samples directly onto it

might distort the shades.)
Traditionally, a room’s

trim and ceilings have been
painted white.
But that’s no longer a

hard-and-fast rule. “I like a
monochrome look, with the
same color on the trim and
walls in different paint fin-
ishes,” says TomPreston, an
interior designer. “It’s more
cohesive and can make the
ceilings look higher.” Pres-
ton and other pros also say
it’s perfectly acceptable to
use the wall color — or even
an entirely different hue —

on the ceiling. Basically, you
can have fun!

2. Choose a finish
Once you’ve decided on

a color, you’ll also have to
choose a finish, which af-
fects how glossy and dura-
ble the paint will be once
it’s dry.
Most paints come in in-

creasingly reflective op-
tions, ranging from flat
(no shine) to high gloss.
The shinier the paint, the
smoother your walls will
need to be, since glossier

finishes accentuate imper-
fections.
Eggshell — one step up

from flat — is a popular
choice for walls in non-
damp locations, such as liv-
ing rooms and bedrooms,
because it’s glossy enough
to be scrubbable yet flat
enough that it doesn’t show
too many flaws.
If you’re painting trim in

those areas, go with a satin-
or semi-gloss for durability
and contrast.
In bathrooms and kitch-

ens, you’ll probably want to

use at least a satin finish on
the walls, so you can easily
clean them and the paint
holds up better against
moisture.
You can stick to satin or

use something glossier on
the trim.
For ceilings, which aren’t

as susceptible to grubby fin-
gerprints and other wear
and tear, you can use flat
paint, which is typically
the toughest to scrub clean.
It’s also a good bet for ceil-
ings because it won’t reflect
too much light and detract

from the rest of the room.

3. Determine how
much paint and primer
you need

Use a paint calculator
to figure out how many
gallons you’ll need for the
room you’re painting, keep-
ing in mind that you’ll gen-
erally want enough for two
coats.
Depending on what

shade is already on the
walls, you may also need a
primer. “We generally have
our paint suppliers tint the
primer gray if we’re doing
a dramatic color change,”
says Chuck Khiel of Fred
Home Improvement in
Bethesda, Maryland. “It re-
ally helps block the previ-
ous color.”
Primer is a base coat that

helps your topcoat adhere
and blocks stains, imperfec-
tions and mold. It’s not al-
ways necessary, especially if
you’re painting from a light
color to a dark one, or you
choose a paint with a built-
in primer. But it does help
ensure a smooth applica-
tion.
If you’re changing a room

from dark to light — for in-
stance, from royal blue to
baby pink — you will defi-
nitely need a separate coat
of primer.
And if your walls are

plaster, modern latex paint
may not adhere to them, so
you’ll probably want to start
with an oil-based primer
such as Kilz.

4. Protect yourself
When you’re prepping

your walls for new paint
— a process that includes
sanding — wearing safety
goggles and a face mask
or respirator can protect
you from potentially harm-
ful particles. You should be
especially careful if your
house was built before 1978

DECORATING

8 steps to painting a room like a pro

PHOTO BY JACOB JEFFERSON, COURTESY OF CITY OF PONTIAC

Delia Corke, City of Pontiac Grants Coordinator, is one of the volunteers who painted the kitchen walls at Ruth Peterson
Senior Center in Pontiac.
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and might have residual
lead paint.
Although many newer

paint formulas are low in
VOCs (voluble organic com-
pounds), it’s better for your
lungs and your eyes to wear
protective face and eye gear
while painting.
Open a window if possi-

ble, and keep it cracked un-
til the paint is thoroughly
dry, which usually takes a
day.

5. Prep your walls
Just as you would wash

your face before applying
makeup, you must patch,
clean and prepare your
walls before putting paint
on them. “You need to
sand and wash down your
walls to get rid of grease,
oil and dust,” says Patrick
O’Donnell, Farrow & Ball’s
international brand ambas-
sador and a color consul-
tant. “It’s eye-wateringly
dull.”
First, clean your walls

(and your ceiling if you’re
painting it, too) using a so-
lution of dish detergent and
warm water. Then, with a
cellulose sponge, wipe off
the solution using a gen-
tle circular motion. When
the walls are dry, patch
any holes or cracks by ap-
plying joint compound
with a putty knife. Then
sand the surfaces with 220-
grit sandpaper, by hand or
with a sanding pole. (Elec-
tric hand sanders are usu-
ally too harsh for this pur-
pose.) If your trim or mold-
ing needs smoothing, try a
sanding sponge that can get
into tight spaces.
Finally, remove light

switch and outlet covers,
roll up rugs and move any
furniture to the center of
the room.
Cover “anything you

don’t want sprinkled or
spattered with a dropcloth
or plastic sheeting,” says
Shannon Duvall, co-owner
of house painting company
HD Paint and Stain in Bel-
leville, Illinois.

6. Tape
Use blue painter’s tape

for crisp, professional-look-

ing lines and to keep paint
from bleeding into places
it shouldn’t. Duvall pre-
fers a tape with “edge lock”
that helps prevent leakage.
Tape off the section directly
abutting the section you’re
painting. For example, tape
along the trim and ceiling
before painting the walls,
and tape along the edges of
the walls before painting
the trim or ceiling.
Apply the tape in 6-inch

increments, whichmakes it
easier to keep in a straight
line. Press down firmly as
you go, then seal it by run-
ning a putty knife or damp
cloth along the length.Most
manufacturers recommend
letting the tape “set” for 30
to 90 minutes before paint-
ing, to allow it to fully ad-
here.
Some experts say the cor-

rect paint brush and paint-
ing technique makes this
whole process unneces-
sary: “I think a really good,
2-inch, short-handled paint
brush eliminates the need
to tape off,” Marcum says.
But if you’re a painting nov-
ice, taping is the surest way
to keep your job neat.

7. Get painting with
the correct tools

Most painters recom-
mend a combination of
rolling and brushing on the
paint. Start with the ceil-
ing, then move onto the
walls, and finish with the
trim. You’ll need a paint key
(free atmost paint stores) or
a putty knife to open your
can of paint.
Stir it with a chopstick or

stirring stick (another paint

store freebie) to blend all the
pigments. Start by “cutting
in” — the process of care-
fully applying a straight line
of paint with a 2- to 4-inch
angled brush — along the
edge of the wall where it
touches the molding, trim
or floor.
You’ll also need to cut in

around light switches, door
and window frames, and
other narrow spots. Dip the
brush about halfway into
the paint and tap off any ex-
cess before applying it gen-
tly but firmly to the wall.
Then cover the bulk of the
walls and ceiling using a
roller. Most experts recom-
mend a 9-inch roller with a
1/2- to 1-inch nap.
Pour paint into a roller

tray (a plastic disposable
one or a more eco-friendly
reusable one), then cover

the roller with paint via
short, rapid dips. Roll on the
paint while the edges you’ve
brushed on are still wet. Ex-
perts recommend rolling in
a tight “W” pattern to en-
sure full coverage, going
vertically first, then hori-
zontally to ensure complete
coverage.
Let the paint dry between

coats — generally two to
four hours, but check the
recommendations on your
can. For trim, use a 2-inch
angled brush and “long,
single strokes,” Duvall says.
“The fewer brushmarks, the
better, since shinier trim
paint will show more im-
perfections.”

8. Remove tape and
clean up

Once you’ve applied the

last coat, allow it to par-
tially dry (generally two to
four hours), then remove the
blue painter’s tape by pull-
ing gently and slowly at a
45-degree angle.
If you wait to peel it off

until the paint has totally
dried, you’ll probably take
some of the paint along
with it.
If you’ve used latex paint,

clean the brushes and roll-
ers using soap and warm
water to ensure they will be
in good condition for your
next project.
Brush combs and a rag to

wipe off the initial globs of
paint also can help.
If you’ve used oil-based

paints and primer, you’ll
need to clean brushes and
rollers with a solvent; look
on your paint can for recom-
mendations.
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Painting your home doesn’t have to be intimidating if you do the right prep work.

SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 2024 | SPECIALSECTION | 23



ByAnnieMidori
Atherton
Special To The Washington Post

Shawn Bo-Abrams, who
is renovating his house in
Washington state with his
husband, Leon Bo-Abrams,
was eager to get rid of the
carpet covering their top
floor. “I have four animals,
and they all like to shed,
so it’s just easier to have a
cleaner environment with-
out carpet,” he says.
Since the hardwood un-

derneath was in rough
shape, the couple thought
painting it dark brown
would give it a fresh look.
The hardest part was

deciding to actually do it.
“We were quite nervous,”
Shawn says. “We would go
to Home Depot and ask a
ton of questions. Then we’d
be like, oh no, we’re not go-
ing to do that. … I swear,
we went back and forth like
four times.”
Their ambivalence is un-

derstandable. Painting your
floors is not an easily re-
versible decision, and the
job will have to stand up to
a lot of wear and tear. But
if you’re willing to put in
the work, it can be a cost-
effective way to transform
a space.
The key is to thoroughly

research the best process
and paint for your type of
floor and to not skip any
steps.
Ultimately, the Bo-

Abramses took the plunge
and love the result. “It re-
ally changed how the entire
upstairs felt,” Shawn says.

Why paint floors?
Themost obvious reason:

It’s significantly cheaper
than ripping out and replac-
ing the floor.
The Bo-Abramses used

Behr paint made for both
interior and exterior sur-
faces that cost roughly $200
for five gallons. (Shawn

shares videos about their
process on Instagram.)
Kristen Coutts, a DIY

hobbyist turned contractor,
says she landed on the idea
while looking for budget-
friendly ways to upgrade
a client’s tiled entryway.
“We were trying to come
up with something that we
felt would be durable and
easy to maintain,” she says.
Putting in new tile

would’ve cost more than
$2,000, she says.
By comparison, painting

the existing tile required
about $50 worth of paint.
(The total for all the prod-
ucts she used, including
primer and sealant, was
higher. But she used only
a portion of each can and
plans to use the rest for
other projects).

Choose colors wisely
Whatever color you

choose will have a big im-
pact on the room.
And because we’re talk-

ing about the floor —which
gets dirtier and more beat
up than just about any-
where else — you’ll want to
consider your lifestyle.
A white floor could be

beautiful, but if you wear
shoes inside, or have a
dog that sheds dark fur,
it’s probably not the best
choice, says Kenna Stout,
design director at Brio In-
terior Design in Seattle. At
the same time, dark paint
colors will show dust more
easily.
In her own home, Stout

had the staircase painted
leafy green. “Amedium tone
is probably the easiest to
maintain in that you won’t
see every speck of dust,” she
says.

Painting tile is riskier
than painting wood

Arielle Decker, a DIY con-
tent creator in New Jersey,
says that when she shared

her decision to paint her
tile hallway with a tan and
white checkerboard pat-
tern, she was met with in-
dignation. “Somany people
said, ‘Don’t do this! It will
never last!’” But a year later,
Decker says the paint job
has held up, even with two
dogs and two kids running
around. “It doesn’t have
any knicks or scratches,”
she says. “It really worked
out well.”
Still, many experts cau-

tion against painting tile.
Brad Hoffman, a profes-
sional painter for 35 years
who shares tips at Brad-
ThePainter.com, is one of
them. “Painted tile is just
never going to hold up in
the long run,” he says. He
feels the same way about
painting laminate.
Jeff Dupont, owner of

Sound Painting Solutions in
Seattle, agrees that painted
tile often doesn’t last. But
if you want to try, he em-
phasizes the importance of
choosing paint specifically
meant for tile.
Decker used Sherwin-

Williams Porch & Floor
Enamel, an interior/exterior
paint made for high-traffic
areas. For her client’s en-
tryway, Coutts used Rust-
Oleum Interior Chalked
Paint, which is designed for
a variety of surfaces, includ-
ing ceramic.

Prepare the floor well
Proper prep work will

make or break a paint job.
Begin by removing all

furniture from the room.
It’s generally best to sand
wood floors before prim-
ing and painting, Hoffman
says.
You can use a palm

sander or regular sandpa-
per (he advises starting
with coarse grit and finish-
ing with medium).
Or rent a floor sander

from a hardware store.
To get tile ready for new

FLOORING

How to paint your floors so they’ll look great for years

PHOTO COURTESY OF SHAWN BO-ABRAMS

Shawn Bo-Abrams, right, and his husband, Leon Bo-Abrams, painted their old wood floors
dark brown.
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paint, Dupont suggests us-
ing stripper to remove the
existing glaze or sealer.
Whether you’re working

with wood or tile, clean
the floors thoroughly be-
fore painting.
Start by vacuuming,

then mop with warm,
soapy water. (For tile, Du-
pont says you can also use
Krud Kutter.) Rinse well
and allow the surface to
dry completely.

Don’t skip primer
Primer will make your

paint job more durable.
For wood, Hoffman sug-
gests an all-purpose, in-
terior primer to seal the
surface and help the paint
stick.
For tile, consider a

heavy-duty primer like
Insl-X Stix waterborne
bonding primer, which
can be used on many types
of surfaces. For her check-
erboard hallway,
Decker used Rust-Ole-

um’s f loor-coating kit,
which comes with a base
coat and top coat and can
be used on many materi-
als, including tile, wood
and laminate.
To paint on the primer,

use an angled-sash brush
to “cut in” the edges (the
term for using a brush to
paint a border and get-
ting to the places a roller
can’t).
Then, use a roller to

cover the rest.
An adjustable extension

pole can make the job eas-
ier on your back.

It’s also wise to start
on the opposite wall of the
door so that you can work
your way out.

Paint with care
Choose a paint that is

clearly intended for floors,
or floors and patios, such
as Tough Shield by INSL-
X.
And make sure it’s fit

for interiors.
An inter ior/exter ior

paint is fine, but a product
meant only for an outside
space may contain toxic
chemicals unsuitable for
indoors, Hoffman says.

For a solid color, use the
same brushing and rolling
techniques as you did with
the primer.
You’ll likely need mul-

tiple coats — the Bo-
Abramses applied four
to attain the look they
wanted.
Though the painting it-

self can go quickly, you’ll
need to abide by the dry
time specified in your
paint’s instructions.
To apply a pattern over

your base color, consider
using a stencil. Coutts
used a foam paint roller
and a geometric design
that she found online to
create a repeating motif
in her client’s entryway.
The corners were the

trickiest part, she says,
and required her to hand-
paint the design where the
stencil wouldn’t fit.
She advises using as lit-

tle paint as possible and a
light touch to avoid sloppy
lines.
Hoffman offers another

tip to improve your floor’s
chances of holding up.
“As you’re painting, keep
a vacuum handy because
there’s always dust set-
tling,” he says. “I’ll paint
a section and then, if
needed, give a quick vac-
uum before I paint more
because there are par-
ticles of dust that get in
your paint.
Later, when someone

walks on it and scrapes
that, that’s going to start
the paint peeling.”

To seal or not to seal
You can choose to fin-

ish a paint job with a coat
of sealant. Coutts, for in-
stance, used a polycrylic
top coat by Minwax.
But according to Hoff-

man, you don’t need it:
“These days, big compa-
nies have formulated floor
paint to be very tough.”
Sealant could also make it
harder to repaint the sur-
face in the future, he says.

Annie Midori Atherton is
a writer in Seattle who
covers culture, lifestyle,
business and parenting.

PHOTO COURTESY OF ARIELLE DECKER

Arielle Decker used Sherwin-Williams Porch & Floor Enamel, an interior/exterior paint made for high-traffic areas, to
make over her tile floor.
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ByRachel Kurzius
The Washington Post

Ceilings are usually the
forgotten, fifth wall — kept
white and bare, even if the
rest of a room has beenme-
ticulously decorated.
But to professional de-

signers, neglecting the ceil-
ing amounts to leaving a
space incomplete.
“I cannot finish a room

without addressing what
we will be doing to the
ceiling,” says Ashley Whi-
teside, an interior designer
in Raleigh, North Carolina.
“There is no, ‘Yes, obviously
we will leave it white.’ Be-
cause this is an opportu-
nity. It completely changes
the entire juju of a room.”
Interior print and fash-

ion designer Dani Dazey
says that “doing something
with your ceiling actually
makes the room feel bigger
andmore grand, and draws
your eyes upward. It really
can be such a statement.”
Herewith, pros share

some of their favorite ways
to give the long-ignored
fifth wall the love it de-
serves.

Paint the ceiling the
same color as the
walls

Despite what the paint
jobs in most rooms would
lead you to believe, there is
no law that says you have
to stop painting when you
reach the ceiling.
“When the walls and the

ceiling are the same color,
you’re just surrounded by
this luscious color,” says
Liz Johnson, owner of Liz
Johnson Design Studio and
president of Design Collec-
tive DC. “It makes a space
more cozy, like a warm hug
— you feel enveloped.” She
says this is particularly true
in small rooms.
But this project isn’t

quite as simple as coating

your ceiling in the exact
same hue as your walls.
If you want the entire

space to appear the same,
the trick is to have your ceil-
ing paint mixed so that it’s
10% to 20% lighter than the
wall paint.
Otherwise, your ceiling

will always appear darker,
since light doesn’t hit it the
same way.

“It’s not a vertical plane,”
explains Charles Almonte,
an architect and interior
designer in Silver Spring,
Maryland. “The horizontal
plane gives a different in-
tensity to the color. It’s al-
ways going to be in shade,
so to speak, because it’s
not going to get the same
amount of daylight as a ver-
tical surface.”

Paint your ceiling a
contrasting color or
texture
It’s a much “bolder state-

ment,” as Almonte puts it,
to paint your ceiling an en-
tirely different color than
your walls.
Going dark, even black,

says Johnson, “adds visual
depth and actually makes

the room appear larger and
taller.” But softer hues also
have benefits. Kelley Prox-
mire, an interior decora-
tor in Bethesda, Maryland,
suggests sky blue or light
peach. “I paint a lot of ceil-
ings, particularly in bed-
rooms,” she says. “When
you’re in bed, you’re look-
ing up.”
Soft pink is particularly

flattering: “It just makes ev-
eryone glow, similar to sit-
ting in candlelight,” White-
side says.
For wallpapered rooms,

a painted ceiling can bring
the whole look together.
“Pick a color that mimics
the mood of the wallpa-
per,” says Johnson, who sug-
gests going with the domi-
nant color in amulticolored

WALLS

Your ceiling deserves some love. Here are 5 ideas

PHOTO COURTESY OF ASHLEY WHITESIDE

Your statement wall can be the one above you when you put wallpaper on your ceiling.
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pattern.
You can also use paint to add

texture. In one recent project,
Almonte applied a coat of paint
to the ceiling, then pressed it
with a broom before it dried. “It
just gives a little bit of dimen-
sion to the space rather than
just a flat feeling,” he says. Plus,
texture can help hide imperfec-
tions.
Nina Farmer, owner of Nina

Farmer Interiors in Boston, says
she often uses Moroccan plaster
on ceilings. “There is a reflective
quality, but not in the same way
that you would get out of, like, a
lacquer or high gloss,” she says.
“It creates a nice, tranquil, sub-
dued feeling.”

Wallpaper your ceiling
Adding a pattern to the ceil-

ing gives “an unexpected wow
factor when you walk into the
room,” says Johnson, who favors
a wallpaper with a shimmer or
texture that contrasts with the
walls.
Proxmire has used the same

wallpaper on all four walls and
the ceiling — but if you go this
route, you’ll have to be careful
about selecting a pattern. Some
designs — such as abstract or
geometric prints, or cloud mo-
tifs — are more forgiving than
others.
That way, if it’s not possible

to exactly match up the pat-
tern where the walls and ceil-
ingmeet, no onewill ever notice.
Joanne Rodríguez, principal

at Joanne Rodríguez Interior
Design in Washington, dodges
that hurdle by using two dif-
ferent, complementary wallpa-
pers. For example, she might
use a large-scale floral print on
the walls, and find a diamond
or square pattern in the same
color palette “that coordinates
with it.”
Keep in mind that how you

orient a pattern matters. If
you’ve got a striped wallpaper
on a ceiling in a long room, for
instance, you’d want the stripes
to be perpendicular to the long
wall “to balance out that elon-
gated-ness of the room,” Al-
monte says.

Install ceiling tiles or
slatted wood

In an older house, ceiling tiles
can enhance a vintage look.

They’re often made of tin, mica
or copper, and come in a vari-
ety of colors. “It can be a budget
buster, but it’s gorgeous,” says
Rodríguez. Just make sure you
use tiles specifically designed for
the ceiling because they’re light-
weight.
Installing wooden slats on

the ceiling, Whiteside says,
makes “such a statement and it
lends well to a ton of styles,” de-
pending on the wood you select.
Beadboard, for instance, gives a
French country or shabby chic
look. Lighter wood might skew
organic-modern, while a darker
stain creates an industrial vibe.
An experienced DIYer could

pull off either of these projects
with the right tools. But if you’re
unsure of your abilities, it’s prob-
ably best to hire a professional.

Install molding or ceiling
medallions

When applied correctly, mold-
ing and ceiling medallions can
look like they’ve been part of a
home since it was built.
“I love to have fun with the

molding,” Dazey says. “It’s just
such a fun way to add what
seems like architectural signifi-
cance when it’s really just a piece
of wood attached to the wall.”
She describes the installation

process as “very easy” as long as
you have some basic woodwork-
ing skills. And the supplies can
be procured from any big-box
hardware store.
Simpler moldings with fewer

layers will work better in a room
with low ceilings, while you can
go for something larger or more
extravagant in a space with
higher ceilings.
Dazey is also a big fan of the

ceiling medallion — an archi-
tectural flourish that gets in-
stalled around light fixtures: “It
canmake a blank-box room look
like it’s charming and like it was
built that way.”
Putting one up “is an after-

noon project,” Whiteside says.
Wood versions require nails,

but foam or plastic-compos-
ite medallions are lightweight
enough that you can stick them
to the ceiling with adhesive.
Whatever material you use,
you’ll want to caulk around the
edges “because it’ll never look
finished until you do,” White-
side says.

PHOTO COURTESY OF NINA FARMER INTERIORS

Painting the ceiling a dark hue adds visual depth to a room, while a lighter color can bring a relaxed feel.
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ByAnnieMidori
Atherton
Special To The Washington Post

Chanel Boeve-Roth was
browsing an estate sale
near her home in North
Bend,Wash., when she spot-
ted some emerald, hanging
lights and a celery-hued
chair in the shape of a hand.
The combination sparked
the entire vision for her
front room.
“I just knew, after seeing

them, that I wanted that
whole space to be cohesive
and green,” she says. The
result “is a place where I’ll
make a cocktail, sit down
and just relax after work.”
Color trends come and

go. Each year, Pantone re-
leases its color of the year
(2023’s is magenta), and de-
sign experts hail one shade
or another as “the new neu-
tral.” But going all in on a
monochrome palette, for
no reason other than you
love it, can simplify the de-
sign process while creating
drama and a specific mood.
In a world of all-white

kitchens and endless shades
of gray, here’s how to em-
brace your favorite color
with abandon.

Let statement pieces
lead the way

Boeve-Roth, a self-pro-
claimed “maximalist” who
often shares photos of her
home on Instagram, loves
decorating rooms in only
one color.
Her living room features

an orange couch and retro
orange decor, and she’s in
the process of redoing her
bedroom in all red. In each
case, the color scheme was
determined somewhat by
happenstance: After find-
ing a vintage statement
piece that caught her eye,
she decided to let it dictate
the rest of the room.
The same estate sale with

the green treasures yielded

the orange lamp that served
as the starting point for Bo-
eve-Roth’s living room. It’s
a nostalgic color for her, re-
minding her of her grand-
parent’s home. “I love col-
lecting things and the idea
of filling a spacewith things
that make you happy,” she
says.
She took her time hunt-

ing for other thrifted items
to fill out each room, often

for bargain prices. A paint-
ing of a field in her front
room was a $10 score at
Goodwill.

Consider the colors
you like to wear

Annie Lowengart, an in-
terior designer and founder
of the firm Ann Lowengart
Interiors in Marin County,
California, begins her proj-

ects by giving clients de-
tailed questionnaires to
learn about their prefer-
ences, including clothing
styles.
Often, the results steer

them toward a color that
she digs into for a particu-
lar room.
For one client, Lowengart

did an all-pink library. They
came to the idea after dis-
cussing the client’s fashion

choices. “She has a beauti-
ful wardrobe,” Lowengart
says. “I’ve seen her in a lot
of formal events. She’s worn
Carolina Herrera and Oscar
de la Renta and she really
loves pink.”
To use your wardrobe to

guide your decor, Lowen-
gart advises thinking be-
yond the colors you wear
most often, since, for many
people, those may be black

and neutrals. Instead, con-
sider which pieces “light
you up,” she says. Maybe
you gravitate toward tur-
quoise accessories or a pur-
ple scarf. Then consider
that color in the context of
the room. If a bright pur-
ple living room seems too
loud, perhaps amoremuted
version — such as lavender
or mauve — could work in-
stead.

DECORATING

Go all in on your favorite color with a monochrome room

PHOTO COURTESY OF ANN LOWENGART

When painting a room a dark shade, designer Ann Lowengart recommends using a high-gloss finish.
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Vary textures and tones

Varying textures and different
tones of the same color helps break
up a monochrome aesthetic, says
Jonathan Lo, a designer and edi-
tor-in-chief of the design blog the
Octopian. “Otherwise, you run the
risk of it becoming super matchy-
matchy.”
A good approach, he says, is

to start with a neutral base and
slowly add in color. “I started
with a blank slate of warm white
walls, then added the big furni-
ture pieces, keeping them in wood
tones and upholstery in whites and
creams,” he says, describing what
eventually turned into an orange
guest room in his home. “Finally,
I added the color as accents.” He
also mixed in analogous colors
(those that are next to each other
on the color wheel), which, in the
case of orange, meant reds and yel-
lows.
Layering textures keeps your

eye moving in the space and adds
depth to a room, he says. “Different
surfaces reflect light differently, so
having both matte and glossy tex-
tures will help prevent the room
from feeling flat.”
Lowengart says that withmono-

chromatic rooms, she adapts the
principles of classic color theory.
“60% of a given room will be one
color, 30% is a secondary color,
and that last 10% is a third color,”
she says. “We could use very differ-
ent colors in that mix, but we also
could use different shades of the
same color. That’s a great way to
balance the space because it feels
grounded in something.”
Maria Killam, founder of the

Killam Colour System, says a
monochromatic room is easier to
pull off with blues and greens, pos-
sibly because they both appear so
often in nature.
With other colors — say, purple

— she says it’s more important to
choose shades with the same un-
dertone.
Another consideration: Ensur-

ing that “clean” colors (which Kil-
lam defines as “bright and fresh”),
aren’t clashing with “dirty” col-
ors (which, despite the negative-
sounding connotation, is just
how she describes colors that are
“muted and earthy”).
In a monochromatic red room,

for instance, candy apple red (a
clean color), would not look great
with burgundy (a dirty one), she
says.

Go glossy with dark paint

The key to coating a room in a
bold color, says Lowengart, is to
use high-gloss enamel paint, such
as Hollandlac Brilliant 98.
She bedecked a library in Los

Altos, California, in rich blues,
which appear in the paint color,
the ZAK+FOX drapery and the
sofas by Jonathan Adler that she
had reupholstered in an indigo fab-
ric from Cowtan & Tout. Against
the monochrome palette, doz-
ens of books, organized by color,
stand out. For the library’s walls,
the painter on the project mixed
a small amount of the Hollandlac
Brilliant with Gentleman’s Gray by
Benjamin Moore (a bit of a misno-
mer, as the hue is described as a
“blackened teal blue”). “With sat-
urated colors, what I’ve found over
and over again is that you can go
as dark and intense as you like if
you add high gloss,” Lowengart
says. “It gives it a vibrancy, so it
feels very upbeat, even if it’s a re-
ally dark color.”

Let the color palette evolve
Sometimes, a more focused pal-

ette emerges over time. When Lo
began decorating his guest room,
he felt inspired by Hawaii, where
he often visits.
“The original idea was to create

a sort of retreat vibe, and bring a
bit of that tropical flair to lovely,
suburban Irvine,” he says.
One of the first pieces he bought

for the room was a white couch.
“I had a hard time finding a color
palette in the beginning,” he says.
He’d seen an image of a mid-cen-
tury space filled with pillows of all
colors and wanted to emulate the
look. “I thought, if I kept the couch
neutral, I could get away with us-
ing all the colors that I wanted. But
then over the years, I started swap-
ping stuff, and it started to take on
more orange, warm tones.”
He painted an accent wall bright

orange, then later toned it down to
a softer coral. Above the couch, he
added a woven vintage art piece
from an antique store in Palm
Springs, California. The many
throw pillows were picked up one
by one from different sources, in-
cluding Target, West Elm, H&M
and Jonathan Adler.

Annie Midori Atherton is a
writer in Seattle who covers
culture, lifestyle, business and
parenting.

PHOTO COURTESY OF CHANEL BOEVE-ROTH

The funky, hand-shaped chair was one of the first pieces that Chanel Boeve-Roth picked up for her green
sitting room.
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Special to The Washington Post

To paint a side of a white
refrigerator, you have a few
options, including one that
doesn’t need a primer.
That option is Rust-

Oleum appliance epoxy, a
brush-on, oil-based paint
that comes only in white.
Although epoxy is in the
name, this is a ready-to-use
enamel, without the need to
mix in a catalyst like most
epoxies.
It is designed and mar-

keted for refinishing the
exteriors of refrigerators,
dishwashers, laundry ma-
chines and other indoor
metal surfaces.
Not only does it not re-

quire a primer, but theman-
ufacturer recommends
against using one. Instead,
instructions call for remov-

ing any loose paint or rust
with a wire brush or sand-
paper and lightly sanding
the whole surface to help
the paint stick better. Sand-
paper with 150 grit should
work well.
Then wash with soap

and water. You’ve already
removed the grease, but
if you hadn’t, you’d want
to use a degreasing deter-
gent. Rinse by repeatedly
wiping the surface with a
clean cloth and clean water.
Let it dry and you’re

ready to paint. Because
this product is an oil paint,
make sure to have good ven-
tilation, and don’t have any
open flames or lighted cig-
arettes nearby. Use a brush
to paint the edges, then
fill in the main area with
a foam roller. Use mineral
spirits or paint thinner to
clean your tools after the

job.
If the front is still in good

shape, you’re better off just
painting the damaged side.
Besides reducing yourwork,
this would retain the man-
ufacturer’s finish on the
front, which is almost cer-
tainly more durable than
any new paint you could
apply.
If you don’t paint the un-

damaged side of the refrig-
erator and the two sides
wind up with a slightly dif-
ferent sheen or color, it’s
likely that no one would no-
tice. Painting only one side
would also ensure that you
have enough paint to add a
second coat where it mat-
ters.
Of course, you need to

move the refrigerator away
from the wall to paint it.
Refrigerators can be heavy
enough to dent some floor-

ing.
Prevent that by moving

the refrigerator onto thin
plywood. Tip the appliance
back just enough to get the
wheels over the edge of the
plywood, then “walk” the
refrigerator out from the
wall by moving it at an an-
gle from side to side.
There are other options

for painting an appliance,
which would work if you
wanted a color other than
white, or if you wanted to
use only water-based paint.
Painting pros would prob-
ably use DTM (direct-to-
metal) paint and apply it
with an airless spray gun,
but these paints can also
be applied with a brush or
roller.
Benjamin Moore ultra

spec DTM acrylic can be
tinted to almost any color
and is available in quarts.

Or you could use a wa-
ter-based enamel labeled
as good for use on cabinets.
Cabinets and refrigerators
both collect fingerprints
and need to stand up to re-
peated cleaning, so paint
needs are similar. Check the
label to determine whether
you need a primer and then
check the primer label to
make sure you get one that
will work on steel.
Many water-based prim-

ers formulated to stick to
slick surfaces list alumi-
num, but not steel, as a
suitable surface, presum-
ably because they wouldn’t
stop rust from forming. On
previously painted metal,
it doesn’t require a primer,
just scuff-sanding to de-
gloss the surface.
If spots of bare metal

show, you could use a little
of the paint to spot-prime,

saving you from buying a
separate primer.
And, of course, you

could go the spray paint
route. Before you decide on
spray paint, though, think
through the details. You
would need to unplug a re-
frigerator or freezer, empty
it of food and remove any
ice buildup.
Then you would need

to move the appliance to
a place where overspray
wouldn’t be a problem,
probably a temporary spray
booth that you rig up. You’d
need to remove or mask off
handles.
And for a refrigerator

or a freezer, where you’d
want the paint to continue
around the door to the edge
of the seal, you would need
to use thin plastic and tape
to protect the flange and in-
terior.

How to refresh a beat-up refrigerator with paint
BILL PUGLIANO — GETTY IMAGES

If even a new coat of paint won’t fix an old refrigerator, DTE Energy’s recycling program will pick it up and give you a $50gift card.

KITCHEN
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ByHannahHolland
Special To The Washington Post

Want to make over sec-
ondhand furniture, give
cabinet hardware a new fin-
ish or revive an old lamp?
The answer is probably two
words: spray paint.
This DIYer ’s secret

weapon is affordable, ver-
satile and easy to use — if
you know how.
Here’s how to get a flaw-

less finish every time:

1. Get your supplies
One of the best parts of

spray painting is how little
equipment you need to do
a good job.
Experts say you’ll need

three different coats: spray
primer, spray paint in what-
ever color and finish you’ve
chosen, and spray-on sealer.
You will also need sanding
blocks, sanding sheets, or a
wire brush depending on
the material you’re spray
painting, and tack cloth.
When it comes to choos-

ing a paint, the finish op-
tions can seem overwhelm-
ing. But there are some gen-
eral pointers to help you
decide. “High-gloss spray
paints provide a slick sur-
face that is easily cleaned
and provides the best color
protection, especially when
the item painted is left out-
side,” says Dennis Fiorilli,
director of product excel-
lence at Sherwin Williams.
The drawback: High-gloss
or metallic will more eas-
ily show imperfections. A
matte or textured finish, on
the other hand, will camou-
flage flaws but isn’t as easy
to clean, or as resistant to
stains and sun damage.
In many cases, a satin

finish — which falls be-
tween matte and glossy —
is a safe bet, says MinChan
Koo, associate brand man-
ager for spray paint com-
pany Krylon.

2. Protect your space
Spray painting outside or

in a garage with the doors
open is ideal. If that’s not
possible, there are ways to
make an indoor space work.
“The most important

thing is creating a well-ven-
tilated area,” says Amanda
Conley, the blogger behind
Determined DIY. “Air flow
helps with dry time and
so you don’t breathe in
(fumes).” Before you do any-
thing else, open windows
and doors, and turn on a
fan. And, as Fiorilli stresses,
spray paint is flammable, so
this is not the time to light
a cigarette or candle.
Whether outside or in,

you’ll want to protect the
surface beneath your proj-
ect. Gena Jaffe, a popular
DIYer on Instagram, saves
flattened delivery boxes
to reuse as floor-covering,
though a regular drop cloth
would work, too. If you’re
spraying indoors, Sher-
een Farooq, the DIYer be-
hind Instagram account @
pretty.and.functional, sug-
gests investing in a spray
tent — a collapsible, light-
weight structure that will
protect your walls and fur-

niture.

3. Protect yourself
Just like your floors, you

need to protect yourself.
Bob Glass, merchant and
paint specialist at Home
Depot, recommends “using
latex gloves, eye protection,
protective clothing, and
face protection, such as a
disposable respirator when
spray painting.”
Heavy-duty respirator

masks are a good reus-
able option if you’re plan-
ning multiple projects, but
Jaffe says sturdy dispos-
able masks, such as N95s,
can work, too. She recom-
mends wearing clear gog-
gles for eye protection, es-
pecially while sanding.

4. Clean your surface
Paint will adhere best

to surfaces that Fiorilli de-
scribes as, “clean, dull and
dry.” Whether you’re paint-
ing a plastic planter, ametal
picture frame, or a piece of
wood furniture, you’ll want
to give it a thorough scrub
first. Says Glass: “Remove
all dirt, grease, oil, salt or
chemical contaminants by
washing the surface with

a commercial detergent”
or another suitable cleaner
like good old dish soap.
Then thoroughly rinse with
water and let the piece com-
pletely dry.

5. Sand it
Next, grab your sand-

ing tools. Whether spray
painting something wood,
metal or plastic, if you don’t
sand first, experts say you
risk your new paint color
quickly chipping off.
On a piece of wood furni-

ture, any old lacquer, stain
or paint has to come off. For
that kind of heavy sanding
and stripping, says Glass,
“you need coarse sandpa-
per measuring 40 to 60
grit.” Farooq says sanding
blocks are easier to use for a
project that requires exten-
sive sanding, or for getting
into smaller spaces (such as
between the gaps on a lad-
der-back chair).
To sand metal items,

Conley recommends us-
ing a wire brush. She takes
one to her outdoor fire pit
every year, scraping off
any old flakes of paint and
rust, before applying its an-
nual coat of new paint. She

advises getting rid of as
much of the rust as possi-
ble, otherwise it could show
through. A good primer ap-
plication will help prevent
this, too, Conley notes.
Sanding is also impor-

tant when painting plastic
or glass, but for a different
reason. Instead of sanding
to create a smooth surface,
you’ll want to sand to scuff
up these items so the paint
has something to grab on
to. “Start with a 120-grit
for light removal, and fin-
ish with a 220-grit for in-
creased smoothness,” Koo
says.
Finally, go over your

piece — no matter what
it’s made of — with a tack
cloth, a special type of cloth
treated with a tacky mate-
rial (hence the name) that
will help remove any re-
maining particles left be-
hind from sanding.

6. Prime it
Priming is nonnegotia-

ble, especially if your sand-
ing job was lackluster, to
ensure the longevity of
the paint. For rusty metal
items, Conley and Glass
both advise priming with
Rust-Oleum brand primer
so the old rust doesn’t peek
through. Stain-blocking
primers, such as one made
by Zinsser, says Fiorilli, are
great for covering up other
imperfections, such as dark
knots in a wood surface.
You’ll want to apply a

thin, even coat. Glass sug-
gests starting by vigorously
shaking the can of primer
for “one minute after the
mixing ball begins to rat-
tle.” Then, “Hold the can up-
right 10 to 16 inches from
the surface and spray in a
steady back-and-forth mo-
tion, slightly overlapping
each stroke.”
The primer must be to-

tally dry before moving on
to painting. “The primer is

going to appear like it dried
right away, but give it an
hour,” Farooq says.
Once you’re sure it’s dry,

lightly sand the primed sur-
face. Glass recommends us-
ing “a super fine sandpa-
per with 360 to 600 grit.”
In a pinch, Farooq says you
can also gently sand with a
brown paper bag.

7. Spray paint it
Before spray painting

your piece, Fiorilli sug-
gests “spraying onto a scrap
piece of cardboard or pa-
per to get a feel for how the
can sprays.” Once you have
the hang of it, apply a thin,
even coat of your paint, em-
ploying the same back-and-
forth motion that you used
with the primer. Koo reit-
erates that “thin coats” are
the key.
One last bit of advice

from Glass: “Keep the can
the same distance from the
surface during the dura-
tion of paint application.”
(Applying too much paint
to one spot can cause it to
build up and more easily
chip off later.)
You’ll likely need at least

two coats of spray paint for
an even finish. Remember
to let each coat fully dry be-
fore applying the next one.

8. Seal it
Sealing with a spray-on

clear coat is particularly
important for protecting
glass and metal pieces, or
anything that is going to be
handled a lot.
Simply apply your sealer

with the same technique
you used for your primer
and paint. Sealing, Koo
notes, can also be a fix for
paint-choice remorse: “If
you don’t love the sheen you
selected at first, you can al-
ways consider applying an-
other clear coat with your
desired sheen.” Satin to
matte in a snap.

DECORATING

How to spray paint just about anything
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Cans of spray paint come in all shades of color.
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By JeanneHuber
Special to The Washington Post

You face a few different
issues: how to prep brick
and tile so paint sticks,
which paint to use and how
to apply the paint evenly to
such textured surfaces.
There’s considerable dis-

agreement about whether
you need high-tempera-
ture paint for the bricks and

hearth or whether regular
paint will work.
Benjamin Moore and

Behr, twomajor paint man-
ufacturers, both offer ad-
vice online suggesting reg-
ular paint is sufficient.
But many other online

sources say to use high-tem-
perature paint, such as the
Stove Bright brand stocked
by many fireplace shops.
High-temperature paint

is rated to perform well up
to 1,200 degrees Fahren-
heit, so it might seem like
the obvious, always-safe
choice given the conflict-
ing advice.
But Leslie Arbgast, a re-

ceptionist for Forrest Tech-
nical Coatings who often
answers customers’ ques-
tions, cringed when asked
if it would work on a tile
hearth, as well as a brick

surround.
High-temperature paint

dries at room temperature,
and once dry it sticks well
to bricks, tile and many
other surfaces without a
need to prime first.
It won’t peel, she said.

But to truly cure and be-
come hard enough to resist
scratches, it needs heat —
around 450 degrees. Get-
ting to that temperature

isn’t an issue when it’s used
to paint metal stoves, metal
fireplace inserts, or even
barbecues.
But brick around a fire-

place and the tiles on a
hearth should not get that
hot, meaning high-temper-
ature paint could easily
scratch, especially on the
hearth, she said.
So regular paint is the

better option. Benjamin

Moore has instructions and
a YouTube video about how
to transform a brick fire-
place with paint, and the
steps should work well even
on just the single course of
bricks on your surround
and the tile hearth.
The first step, as always

with any painting project, is
to get the surface clean and
free of debris. First, cover
the floor with plastic to pro-

How to paint the brick and tile around a gas fireplace insert

PHOTO COURTESY OF METRO EDITORIAL SERVICES

High-temperature paint is rated to perform well up to 1,200degrees Fahrenheit, but some are skeptical if it would work on a tile hearth or a brick surround.

DECORATING

|SPECIALSECTION | SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 202432



PHOTO COURTESY OF METRO EDITORIAL SERVICES

You face a few different issues: how to prep brick and tile so paint sticks, which paint to use and how to apply the paint evenly to such textured surfaces.

tect it.
For bricks and the mor-

tar joints between the
bricks and the tiles, use a
stiff brush to scrub away
any loose grit.
Benjamin Moore recom-

mends using a wire brush,
but the Brick Industry As-
sociation, a trade group,
says wire bristles can
scratch bricks; they recom-
mend stiff plastic or natu-
ral-fiber bristles instead.
Because you are planning
to paint the bricks, though,
the type of bristles proba-
bly doesn’t matter.

Vacuum up the debris,
then clean the bricks and
tile.
Benjamin Moore recom-

mends an all-purpose cit-
rus cleaner, but you could
use a mixture of clear hand
dishwashing detergent and
water instead.
The Brick Industry As-

sociation says to wet the
bricks first with plain wa-
ter so the soapy water and
the soot it picks up stay
close to the surface, where
you can wipe or vacuum
them away.
Use a masonry sponge,

which holds a lot of mois-
ture, as an applicator. Wipe
off the wash water with a
clean sponge or vacuum it
away with a shop vac (not
a household vacuum or an
ash vacuum, which aren’t
safe to use for liquids).
Wait at least 24 hours for

the bricks to dry.
Then mask off surround-

ing surfaces with painter’s
tape and make sure there
is plastic covering the floor.
Apply primer — the key to
getting regular paint to
stick to both bricks and
tiles.

Use a brush, perhaps one
with angled bristles 1 1/2
inches wide, to paint bricks
along themasking tape and
the mortar joints between
the bricks.
Then use a roller with a

cover designed for rough
surfaces — probably with
a 3/8-inch or 1/2-inch nap
— or to spread primer over
the faces of the brick. Or,
because you are paint-
ing such a narrow band
of bricks, you might want
to use only a brush for the
whole job. Paint the hearth
after you finish the bricks.

Because brick is rough
and porous, you will prob-
ably see numerous indenta-
tions that didn’t get paint.
Rather than try to dab
primer and then paint into
all these divots, wait an
hour or two for the primer
to dry, then fill the crev-
ices with paintable acrylic
caulk.
After two hours, the

caulk will be dry enough
for you to apply the first
coat of the final paint.
Choose a water-based

paint with relatively little
gloss, such as matte or egg-

shell, if you want to make
texture differences in the
brick less noticeable. If ease
of cleaning and good light
reflection matter more to
you, go with semi-gloss.
Wait the time recom-

mended on the paint la-
bel before applying a sec-
ond coat.
Be aware that water-

based paints dry quickly,
often in an hour or two,
but they take more time
to cure. Be careful not to
scratch the paint, and avoid
washing it for at least two
weeks.
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By Jamie Killin
Special to The Washington Post

If you’ve found your-
self on the DIY home im-
provement side of TikTok,
you’ve probably seen influ-
encers touting peel-and-
stick tiles as an easy, inex-
pensive, renter-friendly way
to spruce up floors, back-
splashes, accent walls and
even showers — no contrac-
tor required. But is it really
that simple? I decided to
find out.
The shower in my guest

bathroommade the perfect
target. The tile wasn’t tomy
taste, but the bathroom is
rarely used, so I didn’t want
to spend a lot of money up-
grading it. Before embark-
ing on my peel-and-stick
mission, I spoke with ex-
perts to get their best ad-
vice.
Here’s their guidance,

coupled with my own ex-
perience:

Select the right tile
Choosing a peel-and-

stick tile for a spot such as
a backsplash or accent wall,
which probably won’t get
too wet or hot, is relatively
straightforward. But for a
project like mine, I learned
you have to be more dis-
cerning.
“You have to find a prod-

uct that you trust,” says
Stephanie Bloom, who’s
amassed more than 23 mil-
lion likes for her DIY reno-
vations on TikTok. “There’s
tons of products. You can
go on Amazon and it’s go-
ing to pull up 300 different
peel-and-stick tile options,
so you have to look at the
description of each tile and
make sure it’s truly water-
proof.” Look for a product
whose description clearly
states that it can be used
in the shower, she says.
Bloom also suggested

that I might instead use
tile decals for my project.
Made of vinyl, these lay di-

rectly over existing tiles
and don’t require map-
ping out a new tile pattern
or grouting edges. I un-
fortunately wasn’t able to
find any that matched the
shape and size of my exist-
ing tile, but I would try this
option for a future project.
(This method will not work
if you’re dealing with a fi-
berglass shower or another
flat surface.)
Ultimately, I selected a

traditional peel-and-stick
tile with fake grouted lines
by Artemuro in a bright
green color with a subway
shape. If I were to go back
and do it again, I would opt
for square tile, which I be-
lieve would have been easier
to place. The intricacies of
the subway pattern became
one of themost challenging
aspects of my install.

Prep your surface
One of the most impor-

tant parts of the process is
also the simplest — clean-
ing your surface so the tile’s
adhesive will stick firmly to
the wall.
“Even the slightest

amount of dust can lead to
peel-and-stick not sticking
as well,” Bloom says.
To prepare my shower, I

used an all-purpose cleaner
with a paper towel to wipe
down the entire area set to
be tiled. I purposely avoided
using a cleaning cloth that
could leave behind fibers.

Begin tile placement
There are two schools

of thought about how to
place peel-and-stick tile in
a shower.
Cameron Johnson, CEO

of Nickson Living, an inte-
rior design company that
specializes in rentals and
frequently uses peel-and-
stick tile, advises starting in
the middle of each wall and
working outward. Bloom
recommends starting on
the far-left-hand side and
working to the right.

After handling an instal-
lation myself, I can see the
benefits of both options. I
decided to follow Johnson’s
advice and start in themid-
dle of my wall to create a
more symmetrical pattern
on both sides, but this ne-
cessitated more cuts. Start-
ing flush against a clean
edge on the left side would
have required only cutting
the tiles one time, when I
reached the end of the wall
on the far right.
Johnson also recom-

mends using a template to
plan where each tile will
go. “For a novice, youmight
want to use chalk or paint-
er’s tape to map out your
layout,” he says. “You can
make yourself amap so that
you know you can live with
the layout before you actu-
ally put the peel-and-stick
tiles up.”
I can confirm that I wish

I had done this. I didn’t
think it would be worth
the added time, and that
was a mistake. My first er-
ror was lining up my two
center sheets of subway tile
— not staggering them— so
I ended up with a perfectly
stacked pattern, instead of
the usual staggered design,
right in the middle of the
back wall. I also had issues
with uneven spacing the
rest of the way.
Luckily, I’d gotten some

invaluable advice from
Trina Sholin, a renovation
expert who specializes in
RVs (which, she says, are
great candidates for peel-
and-stick makeovers since
the material is lighter
weight than real tile). She
encouraged me to lightly
attach the peel-and-stick
sheets before fully setting
them, which allowed me
to make adjustments as I
worked.
“You can typically take

the tile off and put it back
on about three times, so
what I do is put it up there
just lightly at first —maybe

DECORATING

Peel-and-stick tile is all over social media. But is it that easy?

PHOTO FOR THE WASHINGTON POST BY MICHAEL DUERINCKX

Jamie Killin starts in the center of a shower wall to build out the design.
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just tap your four corners
to see if you like it — stand
back and see if you really
like it, then really press it
on there,” Sholin says.

Cut tiles to fit in
corners and around
fixtures

I found cutting the peel-
and-stick tile to fit the
edges of my shower and
around the faucet and
showerhead to be the most
difficult part of the instal-
lation by far.
Bloom supplied one piece

of advice that helped: Us-
ing a pencil, trace around
hardware onto the tile’s
paper backing to create a
template.
From there, I would

cut my template, check it
against the shower, tape it
to the peel-and-stick tile
sheet and cut around it.
Note: Even with a de-

cent blade from my peel-
and-stick tile kit, cutting
through the thick plastic
was tough.
This strategy worked

pretty well for the edges
of my shower, but the tile
I was cutting to fit around
my faucet and showerhead
still looked off. About half-
way through the process, I
bought a contour gauge for
tracing circular pieces that
made the process infinitely
easier.

Make sure the tile
sticks on securely

Once your pattern is
placed, it’s important to
press down the tiles firmly
enough to ensure they’ll
stay put and to get rid of
air bubbles.
“You might want to use

a rolling pin to get the air
bubbles out and make the
tile nice and straight on the
wall,” Johnson says. “They
have these things called
floor rollers, too, but it’s
basically just like a rolling
pin that allows you to ap-
ply pressure to get the tile
as flat as possible.”
I primarily used a

smoother that came in a
peel-and-stick kit that I

bought for this project,
but a rolling pin probably
would’ve worked just as
well.

Finish the project with
a professional touch

Each of the experts I
talked to recommended us-
ing caulk or PVC quarter-
round to seal the project,
clean up imperfect edges
and give the tile a more
professional look.
“The edges may not

align perfectly, so you’ll
likely want to use some
caulk along the corners,”
Johnson says. “It will also
make the tile look finished
and more like regular por-
celain tile.”
Rather than traditional

caulk, I decided to keep
with the peel-and-stick ap-
proach and use InstaTrim
self-adhesive caulk tape.
While it looked nice at first,
within a day, it shrank in
length and started peeling
off. I had better luck with
a flat adhesive trim, which
helped to disguise my im-
perfect cuts and matched
the color of the peel-and-
stick tile’s grout lines.

Final verdict
With tile, trim, a smooth-

ing tool and the contour
gauge, this project ended
up costing just under $500,
even after selecting a less
expensive peel-and-stick
option. And it wasn’t quick:
All told, I spent about 10
days on it.
Add in the beginner mis-

takes and general difficulty
of the project, and I can’t
say this DIY was worth the
trouble.
However, I do love that

I was able to experiment
with a fun tile color I might
not have chosen for a more
permanent change. I’ve
taken it for a test run, and
the tile has held up under
the water and heat. Plus,
every time I look at it, the
mistakes seemmoreminor.

Jamie Killin is a writer
in Arizona who covers
business, hospitality and
lifestyle.
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The finished product cost just under $500and took Jamie Killin 10days to complete.
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By Laura Daily
Special to The Washington Post

With washers and dryers
running $700 each and re-
frigerators costing upward
of $2,000 in many cases,
new appliances are a big
investment.
But if you need or want

one — or a full set — sooner
than later, there are ways to
save money while still get-
ting what you want. Here
are tips and tricks for find-
ing the best deals on appli-
ances, without sacrificing
on quality.

Repair before you buy
Before you drop big

bucks on a new model, see
if yours can be fixed. “If you
are happy with your appli-
ance and its features, it’s
worth finding out what is
wrong,” says Kevin Brasler,
executive editor with Con-
sumers’ Checkbook, a non-
profit consumer advocacy
group. “Many repairs are
straightforward and most
average about $100.” You
don’t need to start shop-
ping unless the repair is
more than 50% of the re-
placement cost, the appli-
ance is nearing the end of
its expected life span (typ-
ically 10 to 14 years) or it is
unrepairable.

Do your research
Sites such as Consumer

Reports evaluate appliances
for reliability and features.
If you’re unable to locate
the recommendedmodel in
a store, consider substitut-
ing a similar model within
the same brand, says Tobie
Stanger, a senior editor at
Consumer Reports.
Even if you don’t buy

from a big-box store, it’s

worth a visit to compare
the look, finish, features
and feel of various models.
If you’re in the market for
a dishwasher, for example,
Stanger suggests bringing
your largest dish to see if
it fits.
Try adjusting refrigera-

tor shelves, or test whether
you can easily reach in to
load and unload a washing

machine. Note the make
and model number of your
top choices, then shop
around for the best price.

Don’t buy more than
you need

“Not everyone needs big-
ger or an upgrade,” says Er-
ica Finamore, home direc-
tor of Real Simple. “Bells

and whistles are fun but
add to the cost.” Create a
list of must-have features.
You can savemoney by skip-
ping that camera that will
display the refrigerator’s
contents on your phone and
going with a functional top-
freezer fridge with a basic
icemaker instead. And un-
less you do a lot of laundry
every day, you probably

don’t need an industrial-
size machine.
On the other hand, if

you host huge family gath-
erings, a three-rack, adjust-
able dishwasher may be
worth the investment.

Compare prices
Here’s a little secret: Ap-

pliance manufacturers set
the minimum advertised

price for all retailers. That
means prices don’t fluctuate
much from seller to seller.
Big-box stores don’t offer

better discounts or prices
than independent retailers,
which tend to get higher
marks for selling, service
and delivery, says Brasler.
With the make and

model number in hand, call
or email several stores for

MONEYMATTERS

Need new appliances? Here’s how to
save without sacrificing quality
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If your dishwasher needs to be replaced, think about the size you need compared to the dishes you have.
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a quote.
Ask for the best price for thatmodel, including de-

livery, extra hoses or hookup kits, and installation.
And don’t be afraid to haggle. “Only 22% of peo-

ple do, but those who try were successful a lot of the
time and saved $140 on average at big-box stores and
$123 at independent stores,” Stanger says.

Shop around
Independent dealers can often match or beat the

price of a home improvement store.
They may also give you a better deal if you buy

multiple appliances at once. Stanger says indepen-
dent retailers are often more exact in predicting
when you’ll get your appliance. If the one you want
isn’t in stock, you can usually sign up to receive a
digital alert when it arrives.
Independent retailers also may bemore generous

in their customer service. “If you are desperate be-
cause an appliance has broken, somemay even give
you a loaner in the interim,” she says.
Appliance outlets — which often sell floor mod-

els, overstock and open-box (returned) items—may
yield a good deal. Stanger says you can save up to
75%, but youmay have to pay for delivery and/or in-
stallation. Still, a “scratch-and-dent” appliance may
be a great option, particularly if the flaw won’t be
visible. If you buy a floor model or open-box item,
though, confirm the markdown is for cosmetic or
size reasons and not a mechanical problem, Fin-
amore says. Also, buy only from reputable stores
that offer a warranty and ask about the store’s re-
turn policy.

There is no ‘best’ time to buy
Conventional wisdom is that you can save money

during big sales on Labor Day, the Fourth of July
or Black Friday. “Nonsense!” says Brasler. “Retailers
are discounting off the MSRP (manufacturer’s sug-
gested retail price), but they never really sell the ap-
pliance at that price. Stores want you to think a hol-
iday sale is temporary, but it’s not. Likely that dis-
counted price is always available.”
And unlike cars, toys or running shoes, appli-

ances don’t change dramatically from year to year,
so retailers rarely offload models to make way for
new ones. Thatmeans there is no best month to buy,
so don’t be seduced by so-called “clear-out” sales.

Cosmetics can cost (or save) you
Stores typically display appliances in the most

popular finishes.
Right now, those are soft matte black and black

stainless, says Finamore. But who’s to say what will
be popular in 10 years? If you’re willing to compro-
mise on the finish and go with, say, glossy black or
white, you may be able to save, she says.

Skip the extended warranty
Mostmanufacturers provide a good product war-

ranty. But experts agree that extended warranties
have so many exclusions they are practically worth-
less. “They are highly profitable for the store but bad
for the customer,” Brasler says.
And check with your credit card company. Some

cards extend a manufacturer’s warranty by one or
two years, as long as you bought the appliance with
that credit card.
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Over time, residue - especially from fabric softener - can build up and block openings on the lint screen.
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By Laura Daily
Special To The Washington Post

A garbage disposal is
hardly a glamorous item,
but there are reasons to
pore over its details the
same way you do with any
other kitchen appliance,
lest you wind up with a
shrieky, leaky or clog-gen-
erating device.
These tips about garbage

disposal features, cost, in-
stallation andmaintenance
will help ensure you pur-
chase a product that fits
your needs and will last for
years.

Horsepower
A garbage disposal’s job

is to grind food waste into
pieces small enough to pass
through your plumbing.
The most important

choice you will make is the
motor’s horsepower (hp).
Horsepower equals grind-
ing power and ranges from
1/3 to 1 hp. Take into ac-
count your family’s size,
how often you cook, how
much foodwaste you gener-
ate and how often you will
use the disposal.
Though economical,

a 1/3-hp unit will proba-
bly fail quickly, says Bob
Harrah, general manager
at SAKElectric Plumbing in
Arizona. Most households
are well served by a 1/2- or
3/4-hp motor. Large families
and home chefs may want
to consider a 1-hp unit.

Size
The higher the horse-

power, the larger the grind-
ing chamber, both in depth
and diameter.
You want to buy a dis-

posal that fits into the
cabinet space under your
kitchen sink.
If you are replacing a dis-

posal, measure the length of
the existing one or measure
from the cabinet bottom to
the sink, says Aaron Mul-
der, a journeyman plumber

and co-owner of Mr. Rooter
Plumbing in San Antonio. If
space is an issue, consider
compact models that have
just as much horsepower.

Noise
Garbage disposals are

not quiet appliances. The
stronger the unit, the louder
it will be.
Manufacturers are now

producing models with
sound insulation jackets,
claiming to cut noise by up
to 60% over standard dis-
posers, but serenity comes
at a price.
A 1-hp unit with sound-

reduction technology may
cost twice as much as its
uninsulated counterpart.
“It’s personal preference.
Some people don’t care
about noise, and others are
really bothered by it,” Mul-
der says.

Cost
A basic 1/3-hp model can

cost less than $100, while
a 1-hp unit with sound-
seal technology could be as
much as $750.
On average, a quality

disposal will cost between
$150 and $250. Experts ad-
vise sticking to tried-and-
true brands.
A standard installation

typically runs from $125 to
$325.
Many home improve-

ment stores offer profes-
sional installation services,
and some plumbers will
give you a deal on installa-
tion if you purchase the dis-
posal from them.

Installation
Doug Greene of Signa-

ture Properties in Phila-
delphia specializes in flip-
ping houses and outfits
each kitchen sink with a
new garbage disposal. “I’m
a strong proponent of DIY,
but if you do the work your-
self, you are on the hook
if anything goes wrong,”
he says. “Take inventory

of your skill set. Have you
ever done a plumbing proj-
ect, worked with PVC pipe
and understand how to seal
pipes and other joints, so
there are no leaks? If not,
you may want to find a pro-
fessional plumber.”
Mulder agrees. Although

installing a disposal is not
a hard job, he says, “you do
have to line things up, espe-
cially if the new unit is not
the same make and model
as the older one.”
Note that if you are in-

stalling a disposal under a
kitchen sink that doesn’t
have one, you may also
need to invest in piping or
electrical work. (A disposal
needs a power source.)
And although a pro will

cost you, with a plumber,
you’ll get an installation
warranty and the manu-
facturer’s warranty.

Jams
Some models tout anti-

jamming features such as
“reverse grind.” Experts say
you don’t need them. Stan-
dardmodels typically come
with an Allen wrench and/
or a reset button.
If your disposal stops

running, make sure it’s not
jammed before assuming it
must be replaced.
Unplug it, insert the

wrench into a hole on the
bottom of the disposal and
manually turn the disposal
blades to free the jam.
Or you can unplug the

unit, stick your hand into
the disposal to clear the
jam, plug it in, then push
the reset button.

Maintenance
With proper care, a gar-

bage disposal can last some
30 years or more, Mulder
says. Still, there are some
tricks to avoiding jams,
clogged pipes and gross
smells caused by bacteria
and food buildup.
Greene tosses ice cubes

and baking soda into his
disposal every week or so
to deodorize it.
Although in theory toss-

ing an orange or lemon
into your disposal makes it
smell great, the solid peels
are the bane of plumbers

because they can get caught
in the unit.
Harrah says you should

also avoid eggshells, stringy
foods (potato peelings, cel-
ery or carrot shavings, for
example) and grease. (It can
get stuck in pipes and even-
tually cause clogs.) Drain
products are another no-no
because the caustic chem-
icals can damage plastic
pipes. Mulder says a green-
certified, all-natural en-
zymatic treatment can be
used to dissolve organicma-
terial in drain pipes.

Denver-based writer
Laura Daily specializes in
consumer advocacy and
travel strategies. Find her
at dailywriter.net.

KITCHEN

Pay attention to these details when shopping for a garbage disposal
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A garbage disposal is hardly a glamorous item, but there are reasons to pore over its details the same way you do with
any other kitchen appliance.
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By JeanneHuber
Special to The Washington Post

“Killing” mold is a never-
ending task unless you
change the conditions that
allow the fungus to thrive.
Plenty of fresh spores are
always floating in the air,
ready to set up new colo-
nies wherever they land on
surfaces that are damp for
long periods.
The first step in dealing

with a mold problem is al-
ways to figure out why it is
occurring.
Fix that, clean away the

mold, and it should stay
gone.
If the mold is on indoor

paneling, is it a cold out-
side wall?
Thin or missing insula-

tion could be allowing con-
densation to form where
warm, humid indoor air
hits cold wood. Try moving
furniture out from the wall
a bit so there’s better air cir-
culation to dry the wood.
Another possible solution

is improving insulation.
A home inspector or in-

sulation contractor with a
thermal imaging camera
can scan the wall and pin-
point areas where insula-
tion is thin or missing — or
maybe you already know
that there is no insulation,
given the age of your house.
A thermal scan can also

help locate plumbing leaks,
which are often the cause
of mold in houses. And bet-
ter ventilation of steamy
rooms, such as the kitchen,
laundry room or bath-
rooms, might help.
Exhaust fans and dryer

vents must send the moist
air outside.
That may seem obvious,

but previous owners might

have taken shortcuts, so it’s
worth checking. An over-
sized air-conditioning sys-
tem can also leave air too
humid; have a heating and
air conditioning company
look at it.
If the mold is growing

on wood siding on the out-
side of your house, try to
figure out ways to keep the
walls from staying damp
for long periods. Mold is
especially likely to grow on
walls in the shade. You can’t
change the direction of the
sun, but you can cut back
trees, shrubs or vines grow-
ing close to the house; clean
gutters; divert water from
downspouts so it flows away
from the walls; and make
sure sprinklers don’t spray
the house.
Sometimes, especially on

north-facingwalls, mold ap-
pears in vertical sections
with no mold or little mold
where wall framing is hid-
den.
This happens because the

wall cavities between studs
are insulated but the fram-
ing is not, and the wood
transmits heat. Those strips
of siding stay warmer and
therefore drier, preventing
mold. Solving the underly-
ing problem or problems is
key, but if the mold is in-
doors, it’s also important
to remove it.
Mold spores, whichmake

up most of what you see on
surfaces, cause allergic re-
actions.
Those can range from a

stuffy nose and itching eyes
to intense breathing prob-
lems, especially among

people who have asthma or
mold allergies.
In people with chronic

breathing problems, mold
can cause lung infections.
Because cleaning spores
inevitably causes some of
them to go airborne, and
because there is no way to
know which kind of mold
will cause health problems
for specific individuals,
the EPA recommends pro-
fessional cleaning of any
indoor mold that covers
more than 10 square feet.
If you do the cleanup your-
self, wear protective goggles
and gloves.
To remove mold, many

people assume bleach is the
best option. Chlorine bleach
does remove the dark stains
that mold can leave, so it
can be useful on surfaces

such as tile.
It also kills mold spores,

but that’s not as useful as it
might seem. “Inmost cases,
it is not possible or desir-
able to sterilize an area,”
says the federal Environ-
mental Protection Agency
in a section of its website
devoted to helping people
understand mold issues. “A
background level of mold
spores will remain — these
spores will not grow if the
moisture problem has been
resolved.”
Dead spores can still

cause allergic reactions,
though, and using bleach
can trigger its own set of
health problems if you in-
hale the fumes or get it in
your eyes or on your skin.
It can also damage your
clothes.
The EPA recommends

scrubbing mold from hard
surfaces with water and
detergent, such as the
kind you’d use for washing
dishes by hand. Wood with
an intact finish — paint or
clear — can be cleaned the
same way.
But if the wood is bare,

or has finish that has worn
off in places, it’s a different
story. Then you’re cleaning
the wood fibers.
Indoors, the best solu-

tion for bare wood is to
scrub off the mildew as
well as you can, using wa-
ter and a little dishwashing
soap. Wipe with clear wa-
ter a few times, then let the
wood dry.
If the air is not humid

and the wood stays dry, the
mildew should not come
back.
If the stains come back,

try painting the wood,
which will make it easier to
wipe clean in the future. Af-

ter the primer dries, paint
with water-based paint,
possibly one labeled as re-
sistant to mold.
Outside, you might want

to follow advice from the
U.S. Department of Agri-
culture’s Forest Products
Laboratory about the care
of cedar shakes and shin-
gles used for wood siding.
It notes that mold does not
damage wood and feeds
mostly on contaminants
that settle out from the air.
So outdoors, mold is

mostly a cosmetic issue: It
looks ugly.
They recommend avoid-

ing chlorine bleach, which
can turn wood fuzzy.
Cleaners that contain so-

dium hydroxide or potas-
sium hydroxide are even
worse. Instead, they sug-
gest something that con-
tains sodium percarbonate
or another oxygen bleach,
which will be gentler to
wood fibers. But even then,
they advise starting with a
more dilute solution than
the manufacturer recom-
mends.
If it works, continue to

use that. If it isn’t clean-
ing well, increase the con-
centration up to the recom-
mended amount.
If the mold doesn’t come

off with an oxygen bleach,
the laboratory’s report says
that it may have grown into
the finish, which could be
blocking the cleaner from
reaching the mold. If that’s
your situation, you might
need to strip the finish and
redo it.
If you paint, the mold-

killing primer is also suit-
able for exterior use. Most
exterior paints are formu-
lated to resist mold growth
on the surface.

AROUNDTHEHOUSE

Why does mold on my walls come
back, even after cleaning with bleach?
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The EPA recommends professional cleaning of any indoor mold that covers more than 10
square feet.
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By Jerica Pender
Special To The Washington Post

The bathtub, which has
taken a back seat to lux-
ury shower setups in many
homes in recent years, is
experiencing a bit of a re-
vival as people seek a place
to soak away their worries
along with the dirt of every-
day life.
“It’s a time to reset and

relax,” says Caroline Daniel-
son, director of showrooms
for Ferguson, a wholesale
plumbing supply company.
“A lot of bathtubs these days
can come with different
bells and whistles, whether
you actually need to rest
your muscles or you need
to rest your mind.”
Bathtubs have come

a long way — and gone
through many iterations
— since the days of a hum-
ble galvanized steel basin
that had to be filled with
water heated on the stove.
There was JohnM. Kohler’s
1880s enamel-coated horse
trough; the clawfootmodels
that graced bathrooms in
the late 19th and early 20th
centuries; the sunken tubs
in mid-century green, yel-
low or pink; and the large
soaking versions with jets
that were popular in the
1980s.
Clawfoots, fun colors and

spa tubs are still available,
but today’s tubs are stream-
lined andmore lightweight,
thanks to material blends.
They come in a variety of
sizes, styles and materials,
and with options that in-
clude aroma, chroma and
hydrotherapy.
Strategically placed jets

can massage sore muscles.
LED lights can change the

color of the water. And
built-in essential oil diffus-
ers can emit a delicate mist
of soothing scents. All of
this can make shopping —
and caring — for a new tub
a bit overwhelming.
We talked to several ex-

perts about available mate-
rials and options, and how

to care for and maintain
your tub. Here is what they
had to say:

Fiberglass
Starting at around $200,

this is the cheapest option,
because it’s easy to manu-
facture, says Eric Goranson,
host of Around the House

and a home improvement,
design and construction ex-
pert with 30 years of expe-
rience.
It’s lightweight and shiny

and lacks a steel frame,
meaning it can be sprayed
into a variety of forms, in-
cluding compact spaces.
And easy installationmakes

it popular with builders and
landlords.
It’s also less durable and

scratches, cracks and fades
more easily than other ma-
terials, Goranson says. Ex-
pect a fiberglass tub to last
for about 10 to 15 years.
“If you’ve ever gotten into

a bathtub and you kind of

feel like, ‘OK, the plastic is
giving way a little bit — I
can hear it creak when I
jump,’ probably that’s fiber-
glass,” says Danielson.
Brandon Pleshek, a

third-generation profes-
sional cleaner and self-pro-
claimed “clean freak,” sug-
gests using some mild dish

BATHROOM

Bathtubs range from basic to
spa-worthy. Here’s how to choose
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Bathtubs have come a long ways over the years, offering many designs and types.
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soap and a nonabrasive sponge
to clean fiberglass. Rinse and
then polish with a soft microfi-
ber cloth.

Acrylic
For everyday functionality

and ease of use, Danielson says
that acrylic tubs — which start
at around $400 for a base model
and last 10 to 15 years — are a
great choice.
Like fiberglass, acrylic is light-

weight and shiny and sounds
hollow when you knock on it.
Many are double-walled,

meaning there’s a sheet of acrylic
on each side of the insulation,
making them more durable.
Manufacturers offer them in a

variety of shapes, sizes and col-
ors, and with tons of options,
such as jets or air systems, heat-
ers, speakers and Bluetooth
functionalities, essential oil dif-
fusers, and color-changing LED
lights.
Beware, though, the added

features can quickly add up.
Pleshek uses a homemade

spray of a cup each of water and
white vinegar and a teaspoon of
dish soap to clean acrylic.
He wets the surface, sprays on

the solution, then scrubs with a
non-scratch sponge or soft-bris-
tled drill brush. He then rinses
and wipes down.
Any added systems, such as

jets, also need regular cleaning
to prevent mold growth, Daniel-
son says. Follow themanufactur-
er’s instructions on how to clean
them, or you can simply circulate
vinegar and hot water through it.

Cast iron
In Goranson’s opinion, a

sturdy cast iron bathtub is “the
most luxurious” option. It out-
lasts other materials (think a
life span of around 100 years)
and costs between $600 and
$2,000. Cast iron is easily iden-
tifiable by the bell-like sound it
makes when you knock on it. An-
other quick test: See if a magnet
sticks to it.
With these (and all-natural

material tubs) you should draw
your bath hotter than normal be-
cause the tub’s cold metal and
the hot water equalize, Daniel-
son says.
The benefit is that the bathwa-

ter stays warmer longer. Think
of it like cast iron cookware, Go-
ranson says, “Once it gets warm,

it stays warm.” The downside is
that cast iron is heavy, not eas-
ily customizable and harder to
install.
To clean and maintain a cast

iron tub, Pleshek wets the sur-
face and sprinkles a gentle abra-
sive or uses a nonabrasive spray
with a scratchless sponge that
softens in warm water. Daniel-
son says cast iron withstands
a little more “tough love” with
scrubbing than other tub mate-
rials.

Steel
If you want the classic look of

cast iron at a lower price point
(and lighter weight), consider
steel, which starts around $200-
$300 and lasts 10 to 20 years.
Steel has a tinnier sound than

cast iron when you knock on it.
Stamped from a thin sheet of

steel with glass enamel powder
melted over the top, these tubs,
like fiberglass, can be loud. They
can also chip and dent, and those
intrusions will quickly rust.
“It’s just like a car door,” Go-

ranson says, “a metal surface
with paint on it.” He says you can
buy steel tubs that have sound
deadeners on the back.
To clean a steel tub, Pleshek

uses a DIY spray (the same for-
mula he uses for acrylic) and a
nonscratch sponge.

Specialty materials
Generally manufactured by

hand, specialty tubs, often cho-
sen for therapeutic qualities or
to fit a specific design aesthetic,
are statement pieces command-
ing higher price tags. Materials
include stone (and stone compos-
ite), copper and wood.
Stone composites blend stone

and resin, making them lighter
than their whole stone slab coun-
terparts. Wooden tubs are of-
ten made from teak, which is
oily with water-resistant qual-
ities. Copper tubs, depending
on whether they are sealed or
coated, have what Danielson
calls a living finish that patinas
beautifully.
Each of these materials will

have very specific cleaning rec-
ommendations from the manu-
facturers because of the delicate
nature and range of variables.

Jerica Pender is a freelance
writer in Olympia,
Washington.
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English actress Virginia Wetherell is shown in Dec. 1973near a bathtub.
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By Laura Daily
The Washington Post

If you watch enough
home improvement shows,
you may become convinced
that wall-to-wall carpet is
as passe as skinny jeans.
But experts in the indus-
try say otherwise. Carpet
continues to be a popu-
lar choice because it is af-
fordable, versatile, gener-
ally softer underfoot and
can work well in a variety
of spaces.
“Hardwoodmay bemore

common, but you can’t beat
the warmth and comfort-
able feel of a carpeted floor,”
says Kate McKenna, senior
editor for The Spruce. “Du-
rability and stain resistance
have come a long way, so
much so that we see carpet
in spaces with pets because
many brands are built to
withstand messes.”
Sorting through the

many options for materi-
als, patterns, textures and
styles, though, can leave
consumers withmore ques-
tions than answers. We
spoke with McKenna and
other experts about how to
find the best fit for you and
your home.
Here are their top tips

on what to consider when
shopping for wall-to-wall
carpet:

The space
Carpet can work in al-

most any space, but that
doesn’t mean you should
add it to every room. It
isn’t recommended in bath-
rooms or the kitchen, McK-
enna says, because it’s a
moisture magnet, creating
the perfect environment
for mold and mildew (and

cleaning product spills can
bleach it).
Look at your lifestyle and

the room(s) in question to
determine the best car-
pet for that area. How do
you use the space? Is this a
high-traffic area or a quiet
bedroom? Do you host a lot
of parties where food or
drinks could get spilled? Do
you have children who need
a soft surface for playing on
the floor? Do you have pets?
Be armed with the answers
before heading to a show-
room.

Types of carpet
Carpet comes in two

broad types: synthetic and
natural fiber. Synthetics are
durable, stain-resistant and
affordable. Styleswith a low,
tight loop and a short pile
are less likely to show foot-
prints or vacuum marks.
Nylon is the most popular
synthetic fiber, followed by
olefin, polypropylene and
polyester. Within synthet-
ics, you’ll find a range of du-
rability and softness. Olefin
and polyester, for example,
attract oil and dust and will
“ugly out” (flatten or mat
down) over time, says Kris-
topher Ayoub, co-owner of
Ayoub N&H, a full-service
flooring store in Kensing-
ton, Maryland.
Wool is the most com-

mon natural fiber, and
pretty much the only one
used in wall-to-wall carpet.
Eco-friendly fibers such as
jute, sisal, coir and bamboo
are popular in area rugs,
but they are too weak or
too coarse to be made into
carpet. Wool is more expen-
sive and prone to stain than
synthetics, but it’s more lux-
urious and the durable, re-

AROUNDTHEHOUSE

6 things to know about shopping
for wall-to-wall carpeting
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Carpet continues to be a popular choice because it is affordable, versatile, generally softer underfoot and can work well
in a variety of spaces.
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silient fibers wear well.
“Think about what you really

want,” Ayoub says. “Some car-
pet is more durable, but not easy
to clean, versus stainproof but
doesn’t last 20 years.” One aes-
thetic factor to consider: Wool
typically comes in neutral hues,
whereas synthetics can be dyed
almost any color.

Costs
Fiber type and quality deter-

mine carpet prices. Synthetics
can range from $1.50 to as much
as $12 per square foot.
Wool ranges from $5 to $50

per square foot. Ayoub points out
you can get a lower-gradewool for
about the same price as a higher-
grade synthetic.

Another budget-friendly option
is a wool-nylon blend. “You get the
softness of wool, but the durabil-
ity and stain-resistance of a syn-
thetic,” says McKenna.
You also need to budget for

padding, which provides a bar-
rier between carpet and floor, im-
pacts how carpet feels underfoot
and helps prolong carpet life.
Typical padding materials in-

clude rubber, memory foam or re-
bond (scraps of high-density foam
bonded together).
Costs range from 60 cents to $1

per square foot.
Thicker padding will be more

expensive, but Ayoub says that if
you invest in a durable carpet you
shouldn’t scrimp on the quality of
the padding.

Installation

Professional installation, pro-
vided by flooring retailers, in-
cludes removing old carpet, then
stretching and tacking down the
new carpet. Installers charge ei-
ther by the square foot or the
room. There may be additional
fees formoving furniture, putting
in transition strips from the car-
pet to a wood floor or installation
on steps. You can ease the instal-
lation process by removing small
objects from the room. “And I tell
clients to take photos before the
installation just in case you have
to prove that somethingwas dam-
aged,” says Kelly Kuehn, an inte-
rior designer and Design Studio
manager at Floor360 in Milwau-

kee. Be prepared to touch up any
painted baseboards after installa-
tion, as they often get dinged dur-
ing the process. If your current
flooring is wood, you may need to
shave down entry or closet doors
so they open and close over the
thicker carpet.

Warranties
A manufacturer’s warranty

runs 10 to 25 years and cov-
ers stains, texture retention and
maybe premature wear, says
Ayoub. Most carpet samples list
the warranty terms and condi-
tions on the label. It’s also impor-
tant to get a warranty at instal-
lation to cover buckles or ripples
that may develop over time. That
coverage can last from one year

to a lifetime, depending on the in-
staller.

Maintenance
“If you clean and vacuum a car-

pet, it will hold up a long time,”
Kuehn says. Vacuum regularly
and spot-clean spills or stains.
But, Kuehn says, avoid using vac-
uum cleaners with aggressive suc-
tion, which is bad for the fibers.
Also steer clear of models with
stiff bristles; they can be abra-
sive and create a fuzz that can’t
be fixed.
Have carpets professionally

cleaned every 18 to 24months and
keep the receipts as proof tomain-
tain your manufacturer’s war-
ranty. DIY rental machines don’t
count, says Kuehn.

PHOTO COURTESY OF METRO CREATIVE CONNECTION

Don’t settle for having to look at dirty carpets while you’re indoors this fall and winter.
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By JeanneHuber
Special to The Washington Post

You’ll find a lot of contra-
dictory advice on the web,
including statements that
paint will or won’t stick to
vinyl and warnings that
dark paint will make vinyl
window frames warp and
fail.
But, yes, it is possible to

paint vinyl windows. And,
yes, it would probably void
the warranty.
One indication that vinyl

can be painted is this: Mil-
gard, a major windowman-
ufacturer in the western
half of the country, sells vi-
nyl windows with a painted
finish — even in very dark
colors — that come with
a bottle of touch-up paint
from the same batch ap-
plied at the factory.
A manager at one of the

company’s manufactur-
ing plants said they even
refer customers who want
to paint or repaint vinyl
windows to a local paint
company. Yet on the Mil-
gard website, where one of
the frequently asked ques-
tions is “Can I paint my vi-
nyl windows?” the answer
is “Painting your vinyl win-
dows is considered an alter-
ation to the vinyl finish and
will result in the warranty
being voided.”
It’s worth evaluating how

much you should be con-
cerned about the warranty.
Depending on how the

warranty for your windows
is worded, you might not
be able to collect anything
now, regardless of whether
you paint.
Many warranties cover

repairs only for the origi-

nal purchaser.
Warranties that are

transferrable may set dif-
ferent conditions once the
original owner sells.
And replacements for

glass units that become
cloudy may last for only a
limited time, such as 20
years, regardless of who
owns the house.
So you need to check the

wording. If you don’t have
the warranty, you can look
it up online or by calling the
manufacturer, but you need
to know the type of window
and when it was made.
Some manufacturers

stamp a code on the spacer
bar that separates the glass
panes.
Others put a sticker with

a code on the frame. The
Fenestration and Glazing
Industry Alliance has an
online guide to websites
that can translate the code
into a manufacturer name
and product line.
If you can’t decipher the

code or even find one, a lo-
cal store that sells windows
and doors may be able to
help.
Once you’re over the hur-

dle of whether to worry
about voiding the warranty,
decide whether you really
want to paint.
Yes, you’d get to switch to

a color you like better.
The downside is that

the paint might need to be
redone after some num-
ber of years, meaning that
you’d be converting win-
dow frames that essen-
tially need no maintenance
(other than cleaning) into
ones that might need peri-
odic repainting.
Over the years, many

WALLS

You can paint
vinyl windows,
but should you?
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For kitchens and breakfast nooks, bathrooms and dens, consider vinyl garden windows, which invite more light into your
space and include shelves ideal for housing indoor plants, such as fragrant herbs.
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homeowners have had di-
sastrous experiences caused
by painting vinyl siding.
Vinyl expands and con-

tracts significantly as it
heats. Light colors reflect
wavelengths from the sun,
which include the infrared
wavelengths that translate
to heat, while dark colors
absorb them.
So painting light-colored

vinyl siding a darker color
can cause the vinyl to ex-
pand and bubble out from
the wall, and once that hap-
pens, the only way to get a
good-looking wall again is
to replace the siding. Vinyl
window framing isn’t likely

to warp as much simply be-
cause framing pieces are a
lot shorter than a typical sid-
ing piece.
But window frames have

corners that need to stay
tightly closed, and the fram-
ing needs to hold the glass in
place — a real challenge if
the vinyl expands too much
because glass doesn’t ex-
pand as much. This adds
stress on the sealant that
keeps the glass in place.
To avoid problems with

painting vinyl siding, paint-
ers for years have been told
never to switch to a darker
color and to use colors with
a light reflectance value of

55 or greater. (This scale
goes from 0, which absorbs
all light, to 100, which re-
flects all light. Most paint
chips list the LRV on the
back.)
Butmajor paintmanufac-

turers, including Benjamin
Moore and Sherwin-Wil-
liams, offer a palette of “vi-
nyl safe” colors that include
darker shades, even some
close to the reddish brown
trim color shown in the pho-
tograph of your house.
What makes these dark

colors OK for vinyl siding
even though they absorb so
much light? “They don’t use
black,” said FabianNavarro,

one of the people who an-
swers consumers’ questions
for Benjamin Moore.
David Underwood, asso-

ciate technical project man-
ager at BenjaminMoore, ex-
plained more in an email.
“The vinyl-safe palette has
unique prescriptions based
on reflectance value of each
pigment used to achieve
the final color,” he wrote.
“These special prescrip-
tions produce colors with
a heat reflectance of 55 or
higher, while the non-vinyl-
safe prescriptions could be
much lower depending on
the color — which are fine
for more stable substrates

such as wood or masonry.”
Sherwin-Williams, in a

PDF about its vinyl-safe col-
ors, shows the dramatic dif-
ference inhow sample pieces
of vinyl faredwhen painted:
The sample with a standard
gray paint warped notice-
ably, while the one with a
vinyl-safe gray stayed flat.
The current advice from

these companies is to pick a
vinyl-safe color or one that
has an LRV above 55.
The paint manufactur-

ers don’t offer advice specif-
ically for vinyl windows, but
a color that works on vinyl
sidingwould also be suitable
for other vinyl surfaces, in-

cluding doors, garage doors,
and, yes, windows, Navarro
said.
Sherwin-Williams and

Benjamin Moore each rec-
ommend a variety of acrylic
finishes for vinyl siding.
Some are self-priming;
others require a separate
primer. Ask your local paint
store for advice and read
the product data sheet for
the paint you select to see
what primer, if any, is rec-
ommended for vinyl.
One caveat, whether the

paint is sprayed or brushed
on:Don’t clog theweepholes
at the bottom of the frame
on the exterior.
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Painting your vinyl windows is considered an alteration to the vinyl finish and could result in the product’s warranty being voided.
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