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Stop honey-do lists with this girl's how-to guide
Don't wait for your husband to repair the sink! In ‘Chix Can Fix,’ Norma Vally teaches women how to handle home improvement. 
Weekend Today

Recent studies have shown more single women own homes than ever before. Norma Vally, host of “Toolbelt Diva” on Discovery Home Channel, visited “Weekend Today” to share home improvement tips from her new book, “Chix Can Fix.” Here's an excerpt:
Introduction
Thanksgiving Day, 1974. I was eight years old and we had just finished dinner. My entire family was there — my grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, parents, older brother, and me. What seemed like 142 people had already made it through three heaping courses of antipasto, soup, and pasta before we even got to the turkey! Three more courses followed that, topped off by a selection of Italian pastries that made the two-​hour wait at the neighborhood bakery worth every minute. And finally pumpkin pie, to show just how Americanized my big Italian family had become.

Holidays had always involved mountains of food, but only now that I was old enough to clean did I realize that tons of food meant tons of dishes. And, as a girl, I was expected to help wash them after we were done eating, while the men — including my older brother — relaxed in the living room in front of the TV.

I grabbed the empty wineglasses off the table and carried them into the kitchen, where my mom and aunts were scurrying around, Brillo pads flying, stacking Tupperware with enough leftovers to last until Valentine’s Day (and no one was getting out of the house without a bag of leftovers). I set the glasses down and was going back for more when, through the open doorway of the living room, I noticed my brother, Roberto, lying on the carpet watching TV and putting together a model car. I looked from him over to where my dad and uncles had passed out while watching the game, snoring so loudly they sounded like a symphony of wood chippers (Lord, could they snore with those Italian schnozzes of theirs). The women are working, the men are snoring.

Why does my brother get to watch TV while I have to dry the dishes? I had always known on some level that Roberto and I were treated differently because he was a boy and I was a girl. While I had never thought it was fair, what I realized then and what troubled me most was that the differences between us were more than just that he got to laze around while I had to work. As he sat there concentrating on his model car, I had what to my eight-​year-​old mind was an epiphany — there were things my brother knew how to do that I ​didn’t simply because he was a boy.

My aunt Rose-​Marie called to me from the kitchen to finish clearing the table, so I did as I was told, but while I was cleaning, my mind kept working around this epiphany. I ​couldn’t understand it: My brother and I grew up in the same house, with the same parents, went to the same schools, yet he had access to knowledge and skills that I ​didn’t.

How did he know how to fix a radio or take apart the lawn mower and put it back together? When did he learn to replace his bicycle chain every time it fell off? Were all the boys gathering in some no-​girls-​allowed clubhouse where they were coached by male elders on how to be mechanically inclined? Somehow my brother had learned, by the age of thirteen, to mount a twenty-​foot CB antenna to our roof and ground it with a wire that he ran down the side of the house and secured into the dirt with a fork. Sure, when my parents pulled up to the house and found what looked like the top of the Empire State Building sitting on top of their house, they were royally pissed. But at the same time, I knew that my dad was secretly proud of my brother’s ingenuity and courage for actually getting that thing up there.

I might not have understood why boys just seemed to know how to do things that girls ​didn’t (and I still ​haven’t quite figured it out), but I did know that anything my big brother could do, I could do, too. Little by little, I began to acquire those skills, and I eventually caught up. I didn’t become a fix-​it diva overnight. In the past thirty years, I’ve learned a lot about a broad range of construction and home-​improvement skills. I’ve made plenty of mistakes along the way, but I never stopped trying, and I never gave up on the notion that I was fully capable of fixing anything I put my mind to, regardless of my gender. When my dad and uncles realized that I wanted to learn the same things they were teaching my brother and male cousins, they were surprised, but more than happy to teach me. And by working with them, I learned that gender ​doesn’t matter — education does. I ​didn’t realize it at the time, but on that Thanksgiving Day, almost thirty years ago, the idea for Chix Can Fix was born.

