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Introduction

Before undertaking a project, ponder
 what will be gained, lost and ultimately achieved.
There is nothing too difficult for a man who, before he acts,
 Deliberates with chosen friends and reflects privately.

–TIRUKKURAL 47: 461-462

I KNOW YOU. LET’S SEE HOW ACCURATELY I can describe some of your challenges. You engage in a near constant quest for your house keys. Invitations, personal notes, and letters are lost in a sea of paper debris on your desk. You never use a calendar because you store your schedule in your head. The night before an important meeting, you plan the perfect outfit. Finding all the items in your closet, however, is usually impossible. You want to help your children succeed. Your heart sinks each time you see them frantically search for a lost homework assignment, a note from their teacher, or a favorite toy. This is not the example you meant to set.

Your home is not your castle; it’s your prison. Guilt is your frequent companion. You want your life experience to be bigger, richer, but it seems to be forever diminished by an endless series of dramas, all of which have a lack of organization as their source.

Take heart—help is at hand. In fact, it is literally in your hands as you read these words.

HOW DID I KNOW?

Can you guess how I was able to pinpoint many of the common challenges you face without ever having met you in person? I have been organizing clients across the United States for twenty years. What I have learned is that everyone has pretty much the same amount of stuff. The reality is that getting organized is an achievable goal for absolutely everyone. Give me one year of your life. I’ll prove it to you! What do you have to lose except a glut of mental, emotional, and physical clutter that’s weighing you down—body, mind, and Soul? The format of a year gives you time to plan carefully and never once be overwhelmed.

A GOOD TIME TO START

Now that I’ve convinced you it’s possible, when do we get started? You know what they say: No time like the present. Every midnight ushers in a new day that we have never lived before. We seem to embrace the message most powerfully, however, as we greet a new year. Perhaps it is the collective impetus of just about every human being on the planet making a wish for a better life. Here’s the good news. You don’t have to wait for January to roll around. One Year to an Organized Life dedicates a part to each of the twelve months in the calendar year. Every month has projects and discoveries that will move you forward in your quest to get organized once and for all. After you’re organized, this book can serve as your coach when you need to do those obligatory tune-ups. Imagine the state of your car if you never changed the oil, checked the fluids, or ran diagnostic tests on its computer. What about your teeth if you decided to save money and never see a dentist? Everything requires maintenance, including your home life.

THE PROCESS REVEALED

The projects in this book cover every square inch of your home and every aspect of your life. For example, in a year you will have a bedroom that’s a sanctuary, a kitchen that inspires you, and a garage where you actually park your car. Photos will be in albums you share with family and friends rather than tossed into boxes that clog your closets. CDs, DVDs, and other forms of entertainment will be ready to do just that—entertain you. Assignments will be turned in as requested whether they are for your children’s school or your CEO. You’ll be on time for appointments, wearing clothes you love. Any needed piece of paper will be produced in a matter of seconds. You might even find yourself tossing a party for the first time in years. Sounds inviting, doesn’t it?

Some months, the work will be time consuming and an emotional challenge. Other months, the projects will be a breeze to complete. Because each of you is different, every reader’s journey will be unique. It’s not unlike a marathon. The runners line up. They take off after they hear the starting pistol. They all cross the finish line, yet each will have had a unique journey that reflects their training, nutrition, natural ability, and a host of other factors. For our purposes, everyone is a winner. In fact, showing up and making the effort makes you a hero in my book.

Does this sound impossible? Do you fear that getting organized is not a realistic goal for you? One of the reasons why I chose the format of weekly assignments spread out over a year is that it gives you ample time to cover all the bases. The first step, however, isn’t something that happens in your physical environment. You don’t need to snap this book shut, jump up, and tackle a pile or toss out a stack of anything. You do have to make a commitment. After that, you’ll want to learn the simple mechanics—what I call the tips and tricks—of getting organized. Everyone loves this part. Tips and tricks are useful, fun, and the nitty-gritty aspect of the process. They do not, however, strike at the heart of the matter. Something deeper and much more interesting is waiting for your discovery.

The chaos around you is an effect. It is the result of a cause that was set in motion, most likely, but not always, a long time ago. You probably have never made the connection between a pattern you wish to change and the experience that pushed the first domino in the sequence. Over the course of the next year, we are going to set new causes into motion—the kind that yield positive results. Instead of living in an environment that is your adversary, you will live in a space that nurtures and supports you at every step of your journey. You’ll have an environment, for example, that’s ready to greet guests who drop in without warning. Imagine losing the fear of those unannounced visits your mother-in-law likes to make! I’m going to turn you into a mini Sherlock Holmes. Let me give you two examples.

Working with Reality

Roger came into my life in the first years of my business. He is a delight. He was also a slob. Roger had the good grace to realize he needed to change. He was engaged to be married and wanted to get organized before he and his fiancée moved in together. There is a balance in the universe that amuses me. The person who saves everything inevitably hooks up with the one who tosses with abandon. The spender finds his way to the tightwad. And the slob and the neatnik are bound to fall in love. The latter described Roger and his fiancée Jan to a T.

We weeded through his belongings. We agreed that only the things he really used, loved, or enjoyed should be brought to the new home. As we sorted through possessions, I asked Roger what his childhood home had been like. Had he been assigned chores? Did he have to pick up his room? Would he describe one parent as tidy and the other as a slob? Would it be fair to say one parent was organized while the other functioned as an absent-minded professor? It turned out that not only had he never been asked to be responsible in the home, his childhood environment was chaotic. Human beings often replicate what they see from an early age. It becomes an unconscious part of our emotional DNA.

I spent several days with Roger and made some notes. The bottom line was a simple fact of life: Every action has a reaction. If you never complete your actions, it’s like having a thousand golden threads scattered about. Something beautiful could be made from these threads if we could only figure out where the ends were. How did this manifest for Roger? He never closed a drawer all the way. He never shut a cabinet door. Food came out of the refrigerator and languished on the counter. Soiled dishes piled up in the sink. Dirty clothes hit the floor. Any item returned from the cleaners kept its plastic cover and stayed on the wire hanger. Every few hours, a drama repeated itself with the regularity of Big Ben in London. It was called: “Where the heck are my keys?!” You get the idea. Why are these things important? If you don’t complete the mundane tasks in life, you probably aren’t completing the bigger ones either.

Roger instantly understood. It wasn’t really about closing a cupboard door. It was about follow-through and completion. The open cupboard, the food on the counter, and the dirty dishes stacked to the ceiling all represented a lack of caring. To help facilitate change in this situation, Roger and I came up with a series of new habits. It’s best to make small, incremental changes rather than try and do a total makeover all at once. That type of experience works on TV to create great drama for the audience. It doesn’t work well in real life. You have to make realistic changes to succeed over the long haul. Take a minute and ask yourself whether any golden threads are in your life. By the way, the golden threads in Roger’s life are no longer scattered about his physical space. His home is tidy and organized. He and his wife are true partners when it comes to maintaining order in the home. And, oh yes, their children have chores! Habits were the key, and we’re going to deal with that in detail in just a minute.

From Treasure to Trash in a Flash

Roger’s issues began in his childhood, but that’s not the only way life can become disorganized. I’d like to share an experience I had a few years ago. Yes, even a professional organizer can be thrust into chaos. It happened in the wee hours of January 17, 1994, when the Northridge earthquake hit Los Angeles. At the time, I had lived there for more than ten years and had been through numerous “small shakers,” as Angelenos like to call them. But I had never experienced anything like this. As the song says, “I feel the earth move under my feet.” The Northridge quake made the earth move all right. The three-story building I lived in rocked and swayed like a small pebble awash in an ocean wave as it breaks on the shore.

When the shaking stopped, I leapt out of bed and called for my golden retriever. After five calls, I felt her sweet presence next to me. We raced out of the apartment and, using a flashlight, I found our way to the manager’s apartment, which became command central for everyone who lived in the building.

When the sun rose, we came back to our apartment. I can’t adequately describe the destruction. Furniture had fallen over. Books were scattered everywhere. Decorative items and lamps were shattered. Little shards of glass were embedded in the carpet. My kitchen looked like a mad chef had flown through and smashed all my spice jars on the floor. It was overwhelming. I wanted to run away. I went into shock, a protective mechanism the mind uses when reality is too much too bear.

Aftershocks continued to move the earth for days. Had we experienced “The Big One” or was it still to come? Although we were all on pins and needles, my neighbors were amazing. We opened our doors and worked as a team. We helped each other, encouraged each other, checked on each other.

I was particularly devastated to have lost most of the china I inherited from my mother. I came up with the idea I would match the pieces and glue them back together. Hilarious in the light of day, isn’t it? In my altered state, it made perfect sense. My neighbor Nina came in and asked what I was doing. I thought it was clear. I politely told her, and I will never forget what she said. “Honey, you can’t do that. You have to sweep it up and throw it away.” I responded: “What? Like so much trash!” “Yes,” said Nina, “because that’s what it is now.” She told me I was in shock. It didn’t sink in.

About two weeks after the earthquake, I was amazed to see piles of papers everywhere around my apartment! When life was normal, I had a routine. Every day I went through my papers as they entered my home. After the quake, although intellectually I knew exactly what I had to do with each item, I was immobilized. I identified the paper and it sat on my coffee table. I wasn’t consciously avoiding the task indicated; I was caught in the snare of depression. Have sorrow, loss, or depression ever prevented you from tending to your home and obligations?

The greatest gift being organized affords you is having a template to follow. In time, I was able to get my world together; I didn’t have to start from scratch. I simply had to “work the system.” These systems are the key to your long-term ability to stay organized. You aren’t doing anything extra. You are simply shifting your energy to a different set of action steps. For example, Roger no longer tossed his clothes onto the floor when they were dirty. He tossed them into a hamper. As you examine your situation, you will be astonished to see the complex system you have in place that keeps you mired in chaos.

THE BENEFITS OF ORDER

I believe that an organized life enables one to have more time, less aggravation, better health, and a chance to accomplish more. There can be no doubt that getting organized when you’re starting at ground zero takes a lot of careful planning, time, and energy. It’s easy to become overwhelmed. It’s common to abandon the cause in mid-stream. This book circumvents all the traps. It serves as your step-by-step guide to a new life and also introduces you to folks just like you who have taken the plunge and succeeded. You’ll be able to create templates that you can alter to suit your needs and use every year.

WHY DO WE GET DISORGANIZED?

I need to stress the importance of your commitment to the process of getting organized. Without it, a team of the world’s greatest organizers living with you for an entire year would be of no benefit. No one can impose order on a chaotic mind. The creation of physical chaos always begins with our very thought processes. We are overloaded, distracted, and unable to concentrate. It continues to be difficult to think clearly, to be calm, or even to be healthy when the atmosphere in which we live and work is a swirling mass of constant upheaval. We know we need to get organized but fear stops us. Often a lack of simple organization skills accompanies this frozen state. We look around our self-created environments and we are immobilized.

As we grow older, the problems multiply. “Well,” we think, “now is not the time to get organized. I have reports due at work, diapers to change, mounds of laundry to tend to, carpool duties, or, worst-case scenario, all of these tasks! If you believe, as I do, that we come here with a specific set of talents to develop and express, you can see how this unconscious state of affairs can lead to weariness that affects every aspect of our lives. Living a fulfilled life shouldn’t be the province of a few. It is our birthright. The shift begins the minute you make the commitment to get organized.

Given the parameter of one year, anyone can gradually learn the necessary skills and make the time to achieve transformation. As your physical environment transforms, something magical happens. Your life canvas transforms as well. Think about it. If living in chaos makes you feel tired and depressed and causes you to lose time and money, think how powerful an organized environment must be and how it can empower you. Who would you be if you felt at peace and had more time and more money? We’re going to find out.

MY PERSONAL GOALS FOR YOU

In terms of the purely physical, my ultimate goal is to help you create an environment that is at once beautiful to look at, completely functional, and easy to maintain. I also want to help you understand why you haven’t had this up until now (remember Roger) or identify what happened that took you off course (the Northridge Earthquake for me). Our life experiences affect us on every level of our being. Too often, we compartmentalize our experiences as if they were unrelated. I hope you will embrace a more holistic approach to your life.

Finally, I believe that you are a spiritual being having an earthly experience in a body. I don’t want to see the process of getting organized become your new focus or hobby. Rather I want being organized to be a tool in your support arsenal, which might include your spiritual studies, exercise regime, diet, circle of family and friends, even time with a qualified therapist. The world is waiting for the unique contribution you were born to make. Are you ready to create the environment that will support and sustain your best efforts? I wrote this book for you.

GETTING STARTED

Read this “Introduction” through and then sit with the concepts for a few days. Then begin with the current calendar month or a month with a project dear to your heart.
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WHAT IS A ZEN ORGANIZER?

As mentioned, I’ve been a professional organizer for more than twenty years. When I started working with clients, I was surprised to find that the average home was filled with piles of stuff. Newspapers, magazines, mail, books, CDs, and more were stacked to the ceiling just about everywhere I went. After I organized an area, I noticed that it literally felt different. This was a consistent experience. When it came time to start teaching workshops, I wondered how I was going to describe this palpable feeling to others. One day when I was having this conversation with someone, she said, “Oh, you mean it’s Zen-like?” I knew I had my phrase. “Yes!” I said that day. “Zen is exactly what it’s like.” At that moment, I also had the title for my first book, The Zen of Organizing, and a way to describe those who used my techniques: Zen Organizers!

Take heart: You don’t have to become a Zen practitioner, twist your body into difficult yoga poses, or learn how to meditate if you want to become organized following my philosophy. The Zen of Organizing philosophy refers to the creation of a calm, peace-filled, and joyous environment. I recognize a Zen Organized environment the minute I enter one. It’s the feel of the room, not just its appearance. If you follow the guidelines in this book, you too will experience what it means to be Zen Organized. Alone in an office that invites your best efforts, cooking in a kitchen that seems to hand you the tools you need, falling asleep in a restful bedroom, you will suddenly smile and say to yourself, “Oh, this is what she was talking about.”

After your home and work environments support you to do your best, your life will soar. I promise my clients that they will be rewarded for the hard work they are doing. I ask them to call me when the changes occur to let me know what has transpired. They always laugh as if this is a tease or a sales pitch. But the changes inevitably arrive and the calls always come. You’re just beginning this journey, so for now you have to trust me. I invite you to write to me in a year and tell me about the great adventure this work made possible for you!



Imagining Your Ideal Space: The Dream Board

When I work with my clients, I often encourage them to first create a dream board, which is a wonderful way of seeing your dreams in a physical, concrete form. It’s also a terrific reference when you’re tired or overwhelmed and getting distracted from your organizing goals. Never heard of a dream board? Don’t panic. They are easy and fun to create—a little art project. You comb through magazines looking for images, words, or phrases that represent the things you want in your life and paste them to a poster board.

Long to have a tranquil bedroom? Your ideal image is waiting in a design magazine. See how this works? And on days when your energy is low and you need a mental boost to start organizing, one look at your dream board will inspire you to carry on to reach your goal!

I worked recently with a young executive who had a wealth of materials for making dream boards in her office. My client had the poster boards, the magazines, and all the tools for her team. I asked why her team members didn’t bring their own supplies when she led these sessions. Her reply stunned me. “Most people have no idea what their dreams are,” she said. “If I asked them to be responsible for their supplies, they’d have the perfect excuse not to attend.” I’ve always been a big dreamer, so I was surprised to hear this piece of information. Are you in touch with your dreams?

The dream board process can help you pinpoint your ideal space, see beyond the chaos in your home, and visualize the end result. For example, when I come into a client’s home, I begin to envision the solution the minute I am presented with the problem. The creation of a dream board will help you see the kind of order you want for your home.

The supplies are inexpensive and available from your local art supply store or office supply store. You want a large piece of poster board (22 x 28 is standard, but feel free to go a little bigger) and a glue stick. You also want a stack of magazines that you can happily rip apart and sharp scissors. Why not invite some friends over for a dream board party? If everyone brings five to ten magazines to share, you should have no trouble finding images that speak to you. Besides, it’s fun to brainstorm ideas and share dreams! If you happen to know a group that wants to get organized, you could even meet once a month to discuss your progress and act as a support system. You’ll be budding Zen Organizers in no time!

Changing Your Routine: The Organizing Journal

An important part of becoming organized is to start an organizing journal. What does a journal have to do with getting organized? Many people think not in pictures but in words. Sitting down and putting your thoughts on paper can help you determine why you’ve had difficulty getting organized in the past. If the idea of getting organized strikes fear in your heart, you should go back and understand either who planted that fear or what happened that made you feel inadequate in this area. Seeing the words on paper will help you see the shadow reality at play. Our aim is to replace this with the truth.

And what is the truth? First and foremost, I want you to realize that absolutely everyone can get organized. You need not turn into a professional organizer or a Martha Stewart clone. All you need to do is learn the basics. The simple steps in this book will enable you to create a chaos-free physical environment. Like all things that appear complicated, once you get it, you will sit in wonderment at how long it took you to wake up.

The second bit of truth is a tidbit I use to open all my classes. Are you ready? You are already organized. Yes, I swear. Not only are you organized, you work the system you have in place with the fervor of a religious zealot. I can hear you say, “But, Regina, I can never find my keys.” Or, “My closet is a nightmare and the clothing spills out onto the furniture.” Maybe you’re saying something like, “Regina, I just don’t cook anymore because I can’t find anything in my kitchen cupboards and drawers.” Your lament reflects one of the rules you live by. Let’s take a look.

If you can never find your keys, for example, it clearly means you walk into your home with the express aim of dropping them in the first clear space you see. It could be the kitchen countertop, a dish on the living room end table, or the pocket of your raincoat. This lack of consistency creates a drama for you—the constant surprise of where your keys will be found next. Although they get our adrenaline pumping, dramas take us away from our creative and productive pursuits. Perhaps I should tell you about my father.

My father was organized and chaotic at the same time. How can these polar opposites exist together? In my father’s case, he tossed every single important receipt into one large dresser drawer he kept for this purpose. While it was great that everything he needed for his taxes was in one place, finding what he needed always caused a drama.

The weeks leading up to April 15th were never fun in our home. Dad would be looking for a particular receipt and come up dry. He was certain that my mom and I had rifled through the drawer. He would bluster about the house, complaining that he had no support from us. In a day or two, the storm would blow over. My dad always found what he needed hidden in the debris. He never really believed we had taken anything; after all, what would we gain? He was acting out the pressure he had placed on himself. Dad did his own taxes until the day he died. I have no doubt that this self-created drama was an unconscious way of saying to my mom and me: “See what I do for you? See how hard I work?” Perhaps it also expressed an unconscious fear: “I hope I’m doing this right!”

This year you may discover in your own journal work some of the self-created dramas in your life. Trust me. Just about everyone has at least one they consistently create. Our goal will be to see them for what they are and replace them with new behavior that empowers rather than drains us.

My mom’s chaos was a horse of a different color completely. I never, ever saw my mom search for anything. She was as organized as they come. In fact, her mantra was that old saw: There is a place for everything and everything should be in its place. We didn’t have piles of anything in our home. My mother had a regimented schedule for cleaning our brownstone. She taught me these organizing skills as I tackled my homework. So, where did she fall down?

Anything visible was perfect. Anything behind a door or hidden in a drawer—watch out! My mother believed you had to organize what others would see, lest they judge you harshly. Her organizing systems were put into place not so much to make her life easier but because she was using being organized to raise her low self-esteem. Do you identify with her in any way? I think it’s important that all aspects of your environment work in concert even if no one is going to see the finished result. You matter. Perhaps this is the lesson you need to learn over the next year. You matter!

THE MAGIC FORMULA FOR ORGANIZING ANYTHING

When I first started my organizing business, I assumed that every client I encountered would be unique. I had trouble sleeping the night before I entered someone’s home for the first time. What if they presented me with something I couldn’t handle? Over time, I’ve learned that the majority of people fall into common groups and that everyone pretty much has the same level of chaos. “Have your ever seen anything like this before?” asks the client with a mixture of fear and shame. “Just about every day for twenty years,” I reply!

I began to notice another pattern. No matter what the project, I was taking the same steps to create order. It was incredible to me that the same simple steps could help someone organize a closet, create a file system, host a party, or clean out a garage. I call these three steps the Magic Formula: eliminate, categorize, and organize. I promise you that you will find the magic if you follow the steps! Are you ready?

Step 1: Eliminate

Keeping in mind that the whole of anything is overwhelming, we systematically work item by item to see what we can eliminate from the space. An item may be old, outdated, broken, faded, tired, or simply no longer to your liking. You decide whether to toss it or give it to someone who will give it a new life. That someone could be a charity or your best friend. Keep in mind, however, that no one wants the tattered, torn, or faded.

Eliminate might also mean returning to a friend or family member something you borrowed a while ago. It might also mean that an item has been languishing in the wrong room. Did you leave a coffee cup by your bedside this morning? Do you find plates and cups in your teenager’s room? Or maybe dad took a glass of water out to the garage last week and forgot to return it to the kitchen. Items are orphaned by everyone in the home. Even Fido leaves a house toy in the yard from time to time.

Step 2: Categorize

As you make your decisions about what to eliminate, you are also deciding what to keep. If you start making categories of related items, you are saving time in the long run. Categories give you instant control as you see what you need. Running low on chicken soup in the pantry? If all soups are on one shelf and sorted by type, you’ll know to add chicken soup to your shopping list when you grab the last. This works just as well with paper clips, batteries, socks, or underwear!

If you’re sorting through papers, creating categories is especially helpful. With categories you can see not only how much material you have on a particular subject but how much you have collected on related things. Let’s say that you have a child in school. You’ll have a hanging folder with a tab that says the child’s name and inside will be individual manila folders for each aspect of his or her life. For example, you might have the following folders: Activities, Medical Records, School. Your list of folders will no doubt expand as your child grows older. This same kind of grouping works with everything from travel ideas to work projects.

All around us we see categories at work. Think about your average department store. While shopping, you go to different departments, right? And then within a department, you find all related items. I might, as an example, head into the men’s department before Father’s Day and wander around considering whether it’s a tie, a shirt, or some slacks I want to purchase. It would certainly be a chore if men’s shirts were next to women’s blouses and women’s jewelry was next to men’s sports-wear. You’ll find that the commercial world is always organized by category because it saves the customer time. You will discover this at home as well.

Step 3: Organize

At the final stage of the game, when the debris has been removed and everything you want is in neat stacks, you are ready to make decisions about the best way to keep this material in order.

Every profession has its tips and tricks, and the field of organizing is no exception. After a year, you will be so experienced, you’ll be able to introduce a lot more creativity and fun into your organizing work. I use products created for one purpose to help me solve unrelated challenges. For example, the other day I used a lid holder for pots and pans to keep different size shipping boxes separated and upright in an office!

HOW LONG WILL EACH PROJECT TAKE?

Clients frequently ask me how long a specific project will take to complete. Throughout this book, I will indicate rough estimates based on the average length of time required. Can you guess what factor will shorten your time or add hours? Are you ready to be surprised? Ask yourself this question: How quickly can I make a decision? That’s your key!

I wish I had a more glamorous answer, but speedy decision making is the reality. For example, if you were a client and we were going through pictures or memorabilia, my job would be to keep you moving quickly through the items. If you were to get lost gazing at every image or reading every card, we would be together for hours. I can’t tell you how many times I have had to say to a client: “I really want to hear that story. But we need to accomplish as much as possible in the time allotted, so can you tell me the story when we’re done?” Remember that question when you feel you’re getting bogged down in an area. I’ll be your inner organizer!

You might have a few items you call memorabilia but break out in a sweat at the mere thought of going through your closet. Perhaps your office files are worthy of a magazine shoot but you weep at the thought of organizing the garage. You see what I mean? We’re all unique. Our attachments are different and vary in intensity. There’s more good news on the time front: As you move through the assignments in this book, you will be amazed to see your speed increase. You will gain confidence in your ability to make the right decision. Your life will get easier and your physical space more nurturing. You won’t want to short-circuit the process by dragging out the decision making process.

Each project we do in life succeeds in direct proportion to the respect we give the process. An old Zen proverb says it all: “How you do anything is how you do everything.” Your willingness to follow the steps indicated will be in direct proportion to your desire to succeed.

REWARD YOURSELF

Even though the organizing process yields wonderful results and can be creative, a bit of old-fashioned elbow grease must be applied. Sometimes when I am surrounded by a sea of chaos, I have to think about the reward at the end of the day. That reward might be as simple as a latte at my favorite coffee shop or as elaborate as a weekend getaway if I have been working for days on end on a big project. Unpacking a family in a new home is the most exhausting work I do, and it’s always followed by a big reward.

Many of my clients shy away from the reward concept. They tell me they don’t deserve a reward for doing something they should have done long ago. Few things in life are as destructive as the tyranny of the shoulds. I think all things happen when the time is right. Rather than focusing on what you haven’t done, choose to celebrate that today you changed your life, faced a fear, and altered your environment in some positive way. We can’t change the past. We can, however, learn from it and move on.

Your rewards do not have to be elaborate or cost an arm and a leg. For example, I bet you’d love to spend some time with your dog walking on a country trail or in a park. When was the last time you gave yourself permission to go to a museum? Window shopping can be fun. Do you have any friends who haven’t heard from you in a long time? Give them a call and catch up on old times. Hop into a nice, hot bath and soak your weary bones. Start reading that book you got a few months ago. Pick up the newest CD from your favorite recording artist or join a movie club and watch a rental. You can’t work 24/7 and not expect to burn out. Nurture yourself body and Soul. When you return to work, you will be amazed at the energy and renewed vitality you bring to the process.

With that permission to take a break in mind, let’s roll up our sleeves and begin!


1. JANUARY

Understanding Time Management Working on the Kitchen

Here’s to the incredible voyage ahead
 . . . and the fulfillment of a lifelong quest.

–ANONYMOUS

MANY YEARS AGO, MY FIRST ASSISTANT said something that forever changed the way I taught or wrote about getting organized. I was preparing for a class the following weekend when suddenly she said, “Regina, you think differently. That’s what you have to teach people: how you think about getting organized.” I had never considered the possibility that I processed information differently than others. Twenty years ago, there were few professional organizers and even fewer books on the subject. I wasn’t sure in those days exactly what people needed to be taught. Now I had a handle.

TIME MANAGEMENT: THE KEY TO SUCCESSFUL ORGANIZING

As we work our way through this book, one of the things I’m going to help you understand is how to manage time. Soon you’ll be automatically creating shopping lists in your head, categorizing the day’s mail, taking into account how long it will take to drive from point A to point B to point C, and easily calculating the number of hours to allocate to a project. This kind of thinking will give you more control over your life.

This month, you’ll begin by looking to the past for clues about the formation of your present situation. Next we’re going to break down your use of time so that you can see whether your day-to-day life is set up in a way that will bring your goals to fruition. Too many people are mired in fantasy when it comes to the future. A dream is the starting point. It won’t take you where you want to go. A plan of action takes you to fulfillment. You’ll be adjusting the way you view assignments, appointments, and relationships. You will acquire helpful tools such as having and using a calendar to track your use of time. Key to your success is learning how to say “no.” Practice makes perfect!
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When I introduce tools such as journal writing or the dream board in my classes, sometimes I see eyes glaze over. I know that many people feel that it’s going to be difficult enough to find the time to get organized, much less write in a journal or create a dream board. Are you feeling that way? You might be surprised to find out that many of my most successful clients used these tools for years before they met me. One client who is an entertainment producer, for example, makes a dream board at the start of each new year. More frequently, dream boards are used for personal reasons.

Christina Zilber is the founder and creative director of Jouer Cosmetics. She is also a wife and the mother of two young children. Her days are scheduled to the hour. She is clear about what she wants to accomplish. You will not be surprised to find out that Christina is no stranger to dream boards, calendars, or goal setting. When she wants to take her company in a new direction, Christina gathers her staff. As a team they make a dream board about the new launch. I had not seen an executive employ this technique in business before, and I loved the idea. You can have meetings forever and still find divergent views. When you can see what you want or where you want to go in images, everyone clearly sees the goal. You know what they say: A picture is worth a thousand words.

If you’re spearheading a committee this year, why not try this technique? Or create a dream board with your children to help them plan a successful school year. If you do volunteer work, you could introduce the board to those you are trying to assist. I can’t think of an inappropriate use of this powerful tool.



In addition to this mental and emotional work, you’ll be up on your feet bringing order to your kitchen. We’re going to learn how to balance a quick round of elimination in a room crowded with stuff with a well-thought-out reorganization plan for the space. By month’s end, you’re going to have a new relationship with time. You will be using it to serve you. You’ll be able to enjoy your kitchen and use it with ease. How’s that for the first month of the New Year?

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Psychologists have found that repeating an action for twenty-one consecutive days turns it into a habit. Choose one or two of the following actions for this first month. We’ll add more as we move through the year. Our January habits relate to maintaining order in the kitchen because that’s the area we tackle this month. Are you thinking these are so subtle you don’t want to bother? Tiny shifts like these can cause seismic reactions. They raise your self-esteem while positively influencing those with whom you share your life. Be prepared to be amazed!

Wash dishes rather than leave them languishing in the sink.

Put your clean dishes away immediately.

If you use a dishwasher, unload it when its cycle is complete.

Wipe off the counters after each use.

Once a day, take out the garbage.


WEEK ONE

Why Am I Like This? Time Questions

This week, you can

• Make friends with your new journal and examine your past for clues to the present reality

• Discover where the time goes and how you currently use it

• Understand your real goals for your life

• Craft a plan to use the time in a way that enables you to achieve your goals

Time required: I’ve broken down your writing assignments into sections. You should allow somewhere between ten and thirty minutes for each depending on how much you feel you have to express in each area. Set a timer. If you want to explore further, do so later in the day or week. Work in accordance with your timer rather than allowing yourself to get lost on an emotional journey. This approach will enable you to take your first steps in your quest to master time, rather than fritter it away.

ONE OF MY FIRST ORGANIZING CLASSES was with a group of four women. They were all busy working mothers, recently divorced and raising small children without any help from the dads. The number one interest that day was: How can I better manage my time? We did the written exercises I have outlined for you. At one point, we took a bathroom break. Everyone got up except for one mother who looked shell-shocked. I asked whether she was okay. I will never forget what she said: “I have more time than I realized. I’m not managing it well at all.”

People allow life to happen to them rather than giving it direction. If you say “yes” to most of the following, odds are good that you are in that boat:

• Are you always late for appointments?

• Are you forever running out to the grocery store for items you need?

• Do you turn in assignments (volunteer committees, work assignments, even homework) late?

• Do you find it difficult or impossible to say “no” to anyone? Do you want to be liked and appreciated?

Do you relate to these issues? A person might not manage time well for many reasons. This week, we’ll get to the root cause of your current time-squandering ways. By the way, the mom who came to my class that night was inspired to make a dramatic overhaul of her life. It took time, as all realistic change does. However, she made a plan and accomplished her true goals. Today she is happily living in Europe practicing her dream profession. Her children are grown and out of the house and see their mother as an incredible role model. You can accomplish your goals if you set your mind to managing the business of time.

LOOKING BACK

Take out your organizing journal and answer the following questions. I would allow ten to thirty minutes, depending on how much you have to say and how quickly you write or type answers. If you want to go back later and write more, please feel free to do so, provided you believe it would be helpful. We need to set parameters for this first pass so that we don’t . . . well, you know, waste time! Are you ready?

1. Think back to your home of origin. Were your parents on time or do you remember both of them being chronically late? What specific memories do you have regarding time? If you have blocked out specifics from your childhood, I invite you to chat with a sibling or friend who might be able to refresh your memory. Sometimes looking at old photographs has the same effect.

For example, I remember my mom as someone for whom arriving on time was critical. She fell apart, however, when she had to attend a social event with my father. She put on just about every outfit in her closet during a fashion frenzy that she created before they left the house. My dad never said a word. He just calmly read the paper. He’d ask for a fifteen-minute warning, and can you guess what happened? He’d still walk out the door first! From this one-act play I witnessed throughout my childhood, I learned to plan my outfits well in advance.

2. How were you affected by parental dramas regarding time? Did you have one on-time parent and one habitually late parent? How did you feel about each of them? Often we identify with a parent and emulate their behavior. Perhaps you’re always late because you wanted to be just like your tardy dad. We choose political, spiritual, moral, and ethical values to win our parents’ love. Did you ever think that your tardiness was an unconscious paean to one or both of your parents? On the other hand, we also choose behavior as a way to rebel. I’m a baby boomer and I’d have to say that my generation had rebellion down to a science. Is it possible that you’re late because you wanted to rebel against your mom, who forced you out of bed each morning so you would be on time for school?

See if you can be the Sherlock Holmes of time. Investigate the emotional links with time and your past. Did you develop your current use of time to identify with or rebel against a parent?

3. Moving forward, were you a person who was always on time until something happened that derailed your usual modus operandi? For example, the arrival of a new baby often puts a young couple through unanticipated changes. It’s never like it is in the movies, is it? Or perhaps you changed after a sudden death in the family or a move you didn’t want to make?

We all hear people say, “I used to . . . and then one day I changed.” It’s powerful to understand the impetus for any change. Sometimes circumstances move us in positive directions. When they don’t, we want to take back the reins. We want to be the architect of our life, not a victim of circumstance.

4. Let me ask you a question about your reaction to being late. Does it bother you? Often being late is how we draw attention to ourselves. It can become the tool we use to feel special. “Everyone is waiting for you!” cries the unconscious. “How special you are!” It’s pretty heady stuff. Is it possible that you are manipulating time to become the center of attention?

If arriving late makes you feel terrible about yourself, do you think you have low self-esteem? Perhaps the glares and nasty comments of family and friends are how you unconsciously reinforce your poor self-image. Can you pinpoint the origin of those feelings?

You might be thinking that you don’t have any big emotional bogeymen in your closet. You just don’t have a clue how to get from point A to point B without being late. Well, I have good news for you. Using time well is a skill just like getting organized. This week and next, we’ll look at the strategies you can use to improve your time management. And you have a year to master this one!

SETTING GOALS

Be specific about the changes in your life that you hope to see after you learn how to manage your time. Always write in the present tense rather than the future. Saying “I no longer lose important papers” is powerful. Saying, “As soon as I get organized, I will no longer lose important papers” puts your good result in the future, just out of reach. In a way, it takes you off the hook. Part of successful time management is being accountable.

Your list of positive life changes may look something like this:

• I show up on time for all appointments. I release the need to be the focus of attention because of tardiness.

• I protect myself by planning my life at least a month at a time. This way, work time, play time, and down time have their place. My life is balanced.

• The word no is now part of my vocabulary. I no longer seek to be loved and accepted by sacrificing myself to others. My physical, mental, and emotional needs are important to me.

Next, be sure your stated goals are realistic and truly hooked into the concept of time management. For example, let’s look again at the student I just told you about. She had a job as a receptionist in a law office. She barely made ends meet. In Europe, she had been an attorney! She had not gotten her U.S. certification when she moved here because, like many women, she assumed she would be a stay-at-home mom. When her dream was shattered by divorce, she had become immobilized by depression. Her current situation reflected her low self-esteem.

After my class, she vowed to better her situation. She hired me to organize her physical space. Then she made a plan. Her initial goal was to study and take the certification exams here in the U.S. After a few months, however, she realized that she could provide her children with immediate health care and make a good living just by moving back home to Europe.

Never feel you are stuck with the first decisions or plans you make. As time passes, your decisions about your life and your goals may change, as they did for my client. The bottom line is that once you understand what you want to accomplish, you will automatically use time to help you succeed. You will be moving inexorably forward. And you will end up exactly where you are most needed, wanted, and appreciated.

WHERE YOUR TIME GOES

Let’s look at your life. What takes up your time now? Make a list in your journal. As an example, here is what would be in my journal, in no particular order:

Work: clients and writing

Time with my animal companions

Time with family and friends

Exercise

Spiritual pursuits (attendance at a house of worship, meditation, yoga, self-help books, etc.)

Travel

Volunteer work

Errands, grocery shopping, and so on

Your list reflects who you really are. For example, if you say you are looking for a relationship and your list reveals that you have no time to find a partner, much less date, your expressed wish is just a fantasy. If you are in a relationship and realize it’s suffering, ask yourself how much time you devote to it. Perhaps you need to eliminate something so you and your partner can have more quality time together.

What else is on your list that isn’t on mine? Would you like to add some things to your life? Would you like to eliminate some things? Give yourself at least fifteen minutes for this list. It’s a key ingredient in creating the life you want—you know, the one being organized is going to support.

After you have your list, if you think it may not be complete, run it past your best friend or partner. See if he or she wants to add something. Often others see us more clearly than we view ourselves because we are caught up in emotion and judgment. After you’re happy with your list, please mark next to each item the percentage of your life and energy it gets during an average week. In other words, how much time are you spending on each pursuit?

If you are like most people (me included), you will find that your life is out of balance. Work is usually the culprit, whether that’s work outside the home or you are a mom raising a family. Moms frequently discount their work because it doesn’t come with a paycheck. Please remember that raising healthy, happy children, running a home, and maintaining a good relationship is the most exhausting job on the planet. It counts. It counts big time. Money is a highly overrated measure of success.

Now let’s do some work to consciously shift your current reality to one that is balanced and leaves you feeling fulfilled. Write your current list with the percentages indicated on the left side of an 8½-by-11-inch sheet of paper, and draw a line down the center of the page. On the right side, write the elements that you want to have in your new life. Perhaps it will be the same list with different percentages. More than likely it will be a slightly altered list with new percentages.

As you record your answers, they may lead you to other areas that add more detail to your issues with time. Feel free to create additional questions for yourself.

I have a client who, at 17, had been eager to marry her high school sweetheart and start a family. When I met her years later, she was at a crossroads. She was turning thirty, had three children, and wanted to have a career when they left home. She needed a college degree. It was amazing to watch her use the exercises (the journal, the dream board, and so on) and completely redesign her schedule. She investigated the degree she would need for her chosen profession. Which schools offered a program? What were the costs? How many hours of class time would there be? Here are some of the ways she redirected her time to achieve her goals.

Chores were no longer an option. Everyone had to step up and assume more responsibility in the home. She needed to shave time off every area of her life so she could use that time for her studies.

She asked her children for their support. She joined them at the dining room table after dinner. They did their homework as a group.

All of the children were in school, so she took part-time classes at the local community college. This way, she could still take them to school and pick them up.

Her husband was totally on board. When the youngest child entered high school, his wife would be entering the work force. Guess what he decided? That’s when he would go back to school and get his degree!

Instead of weekly trips to the grocery store, they stocked up on the basics at a big home store like Costco. Her husband picked up the fresh produce and dairy needs once a week on his way home from work.

My client loves crafts. This is not only her favorite way to relax, it is something she shares with her kids. However, she had to pack up and store her supplies. Now she works with her kids on projects only in the summer, when school is out. This was a big personal sacrifice for her, but she needed those hours for homework.

It’s probably most difficult to alter your schedule when you are in a family situation. My clients have shown me that anything is possible if you learn how to manipulate time to your advantage and if you have the support of everyone in the family. Think of the unspoken lessons this couple taught their children about possibility and partnership along with time management and basic organizing skills!

To summarize:

• Decide what you really want from life.

• Do the research necessary to make your dreams come true.

• In your calendar, schedule the steps you need to take to achieve your goals.

• Communicate with those with whom you share your life. A positive change for you has a positive effect on everyone else.
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STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

Although I think journal work is best performed in private, feel free to do this with a group of friends if you are the kind of person who thrives on community. That said, I have to add one important caveat: Do not invite anyone into the group who is not a loving communicator with your best interests at heart.

Since the first week of each month will be devoted to journal work, you and the other Zen Organizer members might want to meet once a month for a year. After your journal work is finished, you can take out your dream boards and work on them, crafting a little more each month. At the end of the year, see how close the new life you have created comes to the one you put together on your dream board.

The Zen Organizer team members can monitor each other’s progress. You can also help each other with bigger projects. Why not document some of the projects with before and after shots? You’ll always have a reminder of how far you’ve come. For those who want to work with others, I’ll add to the Zen Organizer team concept in the coming months.

If you decide to work alone because that’s what suits your personality, you will make the same progress. I’m an only child and I thrive when I work alone. We’re all different. Learning to respect who you are and working in the way that makes you most comfortable are two of the goals of the steps we’ve taken so far.



Until you take action, your dreams stay in the world of fantasy. The stories I share here provide excellent examples of people pulling themselves up by their bootstraps and, through the skill of organization, changing their lives. Male or female, young or old, rich or poor, you can change your life with the tool of organization.


WEEK TWO

Creating Schedules and Routines

This week, you can

• Learn the beauty of working with a calendar. Whether it’s a PDA, the one on your computer, a system such as the Day Runner, or one you create, there is no better way to keep your life on track.

• Start practicing the fine art of knowing when and how to say “no.” Remember: It adds power to every “yes” you utter.

• Begin to think like an organizer. Is there a jumble of thoughts in your head? Let’s bring order to your mind while we’re clearing out the physical space.

• Start creating routines that will save you time and in the long run money and emotional energy.

Time required: Approximately two hours.

INVEST IN A CALENDAR

One indispensable tool that everyone needs is a good calendar. (After all, how are you going to schedule organizing time for yourself this year if you don’t have a calendar?) As you’ve probably experienced by now, it doesn’t work to keep doctor appointments and school trip dates on scraps of paper or Post-it notes. My favorite calendar system is the Entrepreneur edition of Day Runner. However, nothing is wrong with the Franklin Planner or any other brand on the market. You can buy one already assembled or you can purchase only the shell and create a customized version. You can get a month-at-a-glance (my favorite), weekly, or daily view setup.

I sent one of my clients, a visual artist, out to shop for a calendar. She wasn’t pleased with anything she saw in the marketplace, so she decided to buy only the inserts she needed. She got a plain binder and decorated it so that it would be as unique as she is. A simple task became an artistic project.

If you are a total computer person, feel free to use the calendar installed on your computer. In fact, you can use Word documents to create your journal. Many people need to feel the pen or pencil in their hand and have contact with a piece of paper. I used to feel that way until I started writing books. I had to learn to compose quickly and I couldn’t take the time to write on a yellow pad and then transfer my notes to the computer. Now it’s easier for me to type than to write by hand. The bottom line is to follow your personal comfort and style.
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WHERE IS EVERYONE?

If you have a large, active family, it is confusing to remember where everyone is on any given day. The more children, the more after-school activities, the more invitations to parties, and so on. One of my favorite clients kept a very large calendar behind a door in the kitchen. With one glance, everyone knew where every member of the family was at that moment. What I so admired about her was her sensitivity to the children who would come to visit or play. That’s why the calendar was hidden from view. She didn’t want anyone to see a party that they had not been invited to and have their feelings hurt. You might use the calendar on your computer and print out the current copy. A discreet reference binder on a counter in the kitchen would also keep everyone in the family informed.



THINK LIKE AN ORGANIZER

Everything you do needs to be scheduled. If you get in the habit of seeing your life a month at a time, you will be in a better position to balance your schedule. Let’s say that after a long week at work, the weekend’s plans include a dinner dance sponsored by your school’s PTA. Let’s take another step and up the ante. You are not only going, you are on the committee responsible for decorations. You arrange for a sitter. You provide food for everyone at home. You take a change of clothes. You and your spouse race to the school to help decorate the gymnasium. By the time Sunday comes around, you are pooped. I would be careful to block off the next weekend to share some much needed quiet time with my family. Get the idea?

When you start planning your life with an overview, you safeguard two things: your energy and your goals. Using a calendar enables you to see in black and white whether you are keeping to the percentages you think are best for your life activities. Inevitably when we plan, we also save money. Do you drive everywhere like we do in Los Angeles? You’ll save gas if you have a shopping list and make related stops in one area. I know so many people who stop for groceries every night after work so they can get whatever they discovered they were running out of that morning or whatever they need for dinner. How much gas are they wasting? How much time is frittered away that could be spent with the family? Time, money, energy, and reaching your goals are intertwined like stitches on a beautiful needlepoint canvas.

If you get into the habit of scheduling your activities, you won’t run off like the proverbial chicken with its head cut off in response to every request that’s made of you. So many of us were raised to be people pleasers and get our self-esteem boosted by taking care of the needs of others. Have you ever noticed that happily married people never say “yes” to an invitation? They always say that they have to check with their spouse first. Guess what? You and your calendar are now an official team. You can’t go anywhere without it and you can’t say “yes” until you consult it.

Do you have trouble saying “no”? Your calendar is your out. Ignore the knee-jerk “yes” response and say that you need to check your schedule and will contact the person later. (They don’t have to know that the schedule is with you. And if they see it, say you haven’t checked with your family so your schedule isn’t up to date.) This ploy will give you a chance to formulate a response that’s comfortable for you. And stick to your guns! If your “no” really means “no,” your “yes” will be appreciated and respected. Learning to say “no” is a skill you will develop over time. I think the biggest surprise for many is that it’s not the end of the world when we say “no.” It all works out even when you aren’t the point person for every job, every committee, every friend, and every project at work. If you’re feeling overwhelmed, let someone else have a turn.

Or do you volunteer for everything because you are a control freak? One of the reasons no one else can chair that committee is that you will not give them a chance! How about assuming the role of mentor or teacher? I’m not suggesting you announce at the next meeting that you realize you should have said “no” years ago and you now resign! I’m suggesting you find a way to let someone else have a turn. The amazing part of this experience is that it frees you to learn and do something different yourself.

One of the most common reasons we hold onto positions is that we are afraid of coming up short in a new arena. There is a false sense of security in the same old routine. False is the operative word. Perhaps it isn’t fear but a lack of personal identity. “Who would I be and what would I be doing if I relinquished this position?” The most common underlying fear is that no one will love or care about you if you say “no.” You may indeed lose those people from your life, but I assure you that they were never friends to begin with!

Finally, change might also be a way of pretending that time is not passing. “It’s spring so I have to chair the annual charity ball for my church.” Whatever the cause, it’s time to put on your Sherlock Holmes hat and do a little journaling. You will find that change comes more easily when you understand why you are frightened of it. By the way, we’re all afraid of change in some way. You move to the head of the class because you aren’t afraid to identify and conquer your fears.

THE POWER OF ROUTINES

One of the best ways to save time is to establish routines. Take a few minutes to identify where in your average day you lose time. Most families, for example, have a struggle in the morning. Discovering that you are out of your child’s favorite cereal at 6 a.m. puts a damper on your whole day, doesn’t it? After you organize your kitchen, one of the most common elements of a typical drama is eliminated: Your pantry setup will alert you when an item is running low.

Do you eat breakfast as a family? Try setting the table the night before. Break your morning routine into steps and, if you are part of a family, assign them to your children as chores. One child sets the table the night before, another clears it and loads the dishwasher the next morning. Perhaps the chores shift each month so that everyone experiences all the aspects of the breakfast setup. If you are a working mother, you might want to investigate the most nutritious quick cereals and save time by making pancakes, eggs, or homemade oatmeal for weekends.

Decide what you are going to wear the next day and lay it out the night before. If you don’t have a pull-out bar in your closet, use a deep hook on your closet door and hang your selections there. You can install one or get a sturdy plastic one that hooks over the door frame.

Do you drive to work? Keep an eye on your gas tank. You don’t want a family member to discover at 6:45 a.m. that you parked the car last night with a near-empty tank of gas! You don’t want to do that to yourself either.

Make a list of the most common time traps in your home. Then create an easy-to-follow routine that will eliminate this source of stress and wasted time for good!

After you’ve streamlined your home situation, don’t forget to look at your work life. How do you squander time on the job? Here are some common traps to help you make your own list.

When you have a report due, do you find yourself responding to unimportant e-mails or answering voice mail messages that could wait?

Do you wander into the kitchen area and decide to make a fresh pot of coffee or clean out the refrigerator because you don’t want to face your workload?

Do you skip breakfast or lunch in an attempt to save money or time? Do you notice how this makes you feel? Are you exhausted, grumpy, or finding it hard to focus? It may be time to feed your stomach and your brain!

What are the ways you squander time? Put the antidote in place! If you see a pattern of avoidance, begin doing the reverse. For example, if checking your e-mail and voice messages first thing in the morning throws you off course, begin your day with thirty minutes of work on the project report that’s due. Create a new morning routine that works more effectively for you.

Very often gaining time is a matter of being in the moment. What do I mean by that? The next time you find yourself wandering into the kitchen on your way back to your desk from a bathroom break, ask yourself why you feel impelled to stop and tidy up or make coffee? If you’re busy, go back to your desk. If it’s a slow day, knock yourself out being helpful in the kitchen. Rather than being rigid, be conscious.

Let me give you a personal example. Recently I painted my office. I decided to move the furniture into different positions to shake things up a bit. The new formation doesn’t please me as much as the old. As I write these words, I am on a deadline to complete the requested editorial changes for this manuscript. My mind tells me I should take the time to move the furniture! I have to stop myself because this would be a big project. I am amused how artful the subconscious mind is at sabotage. You must put your nose to the grindstone at times and complete assignments.

GETTING THE KIDS ON BOARD

To get the entire family on board with your goals, start by making changes that make life easier for them too. No fanfare. No announcements. As the Nike ads say, “Just do it.” A well-organized kitchen is an ideal place to start. Invite everyone to join you with your example rather than command them with your words.

One rule, however, must be enforced: Whatever is used must be returned to the spot where it came from. This rule will maintain the environment. It also establishes that everyone must have respect for the work you do.

Make organizing something fun and rewarding. Is it going to be an easy switch? No! This is especially true if all everyone has ever experienced is chaos. Even the most positive change in the world is difficult. However, after three consecutive weeks of strict enforcement, the odds are in your favor that order will replace chaos as the new normal.

Plan surprise rewards such as serving your family’s favorite cake on Sunday evening to celebrate a week of chores completed. Enforce the rules by having consequences when the rules aren’t adhered to. Lost entertainment or computer privileges head the list of consequences guaranteed to get the attention of young children and teens.

Finally, a word to all you busy moms: Have you ever noticed how children and animals pick up on your emotions? The success of operation organization starts with you. If you believe this is going to succeed and you are enjoying the fruits of your labors, so will everyone else. It’s uncanny the way this works.


WEEK THREE

Kitchen Questions

This week, you can

• Learn how to analyze a space to see what it reveals about you

• Understand how you currently use your kitchen and how you would like to use it; these are often at odds

• Perform a speed elimination of all extraneous items

• Learn how to set up your kitchen zones

• Whether your pantry is a few shelves in a cupboard or a separate area, organize your pantry so it supports your kitchen activities

• Create a shopping list and an emergency contact list

Time required: Two to three hours for organizing and shopping; one hour for journal work.

EVERYONE GATHERS IN THE KITCHEN. I think it’s tribal instinct—our way of gathering around the campfire. This week I have a series of questions to ask. You don’t have to write down the answers unless you are particularly stumped about the direction you want to take. After you read the questions, I have some down-and-dirty preliminary work for you to do. It’s time to get on our feet and start organizing!

Want to play a little game? Turn on the TV right now and find a program you have never seen before—a one-hour drama or a situation comedy. When you see the home of a character, don’t you instantly know a lot about him or her? A professional set decorator works with the director to mirror in the physical space some of the characteristics of the main protagonists. Your home is your canvas. You are the set decorator and the director. You are also the star! What do you want to reveal about yourself? And what are you revealing now? We’re going to go through the home one room at a time, so don’t panic. Let’s look at the questions for the kitchen.

What do you like about your kitchen? Be specific.

What do you dislike? Again, be specific. If the things you don’t like can only be fixed by a remodel, are you planning to do that soon? If you rent or can’t afford a remodel right now, are there any cosmetic changes or tools you could introduce that would make the space work better in the meantime?

Do you have things from past generations that don’t serve you other than giving you a sense of familial devotion?

If you are sharing your home with another person, do you have a lot of duplicate items?

Are you eating off chipped plates and drinking glasses? Stores such as IKEA can set you up with a new set of dishes for four for about $20! The prices for glasses are equally inexpensive. Get rid of the Tobacco Road syndrome. You deserve better.

Do you like the color of your walls? If not, are you handy with a paintbrush and paint roller?

Is the lighting adequate?

Do you have space for furniture in your kitchen? If you have furniture here, do you like it and use it?

How much time every day is spent looking for things? If a lot, is it due to a total lack of organization or are you sharing space with someone who never returns items to their designated spot?

Do you have counter space to prep meals or has that space been usurped by children’s papers, the daily mail, and stuff from work?

Do you cook every day or just on special occasions?

If you aren’t cooking every day, are you a nuke-it king or queen?

Do you ever bake?

Are the items in your kitchen the right size for your family? For example, if the children have gone off to college, you probably don’t need that four-slice toaster eating up counter space. Is the garbage overflowing because your garbage can is too small?

Rate everything you see that is meant to be useful.

As you look around your kitchen, do you see some things that you wish I had asked about? Please create your own questions and make some personal notes to understand exactly what you like and don’t like about your kitchen. My questions are a jumping off point, meant to spark your inner Zen Organizer!

HOW DID THIS HAPPEN?

At this point, you may be wondering how your kitchen ended up this way! Although much clutter can accumulate over time, a kitchen can fall into disarray from the start. Most people get to a new residence and toss things into cupboards and drawers in an effort to unpack their boxes and get settled as quickly as possible. In some cases, a close friend or relative is the one hurling things into the dark recesses of cabinets. No need to fret; it’s understandable and fixable.

SPEED ELIMINATION

Now let’s look at the actions you can take. I want you to set a timer and give yourself a minimum of fifteen minutes to literally tear through your kitchen. What exactly do I want you to look for? Easy things that you can eliminate quickly. For example, do you really want those stained potholders or the frayed dishtowels? If you were to combine the six half-used liquid cleansers under the sink, how many would you really have and how much room would you gain? (Be sure you combine the same type of cleaners. You would be safe putting ammonia from two manufacturers in one bottle, but you should not combine ammonia with another type of cleaner. Ammonia and bleach, for example, make a highly toxic brew.) Toss spoiled food. No one needs twenty coffee mugs. Pack away the sentimental ones and give the others to charity. Is it time to toss the pots and pans that were a wedding present twenty-five years ago and get some modern replacements? Do all of your plastic storage containers have lids? Are any dishes or glasses cracked or chipped? You know how I feel about them. How does using them make you feel?

Don’t forget to see what’s lurking in your drawers. Consider tossing grandma’s ancient potato peeler. If she were alive today, she’d have a new one. She’d also wonder what the heck was wrong with you for saving that rusty old antique. Do you have little gizmos and gadgets you can’t identify? Toss them. If they weren’t important enough for you to remember what they were for when you got them, they’re never going to be anything more than real estate thieves in your drawers. You don’t have to keep a space hog of any size just because years ago you had a moment of weakness and brought it home.

Very often I find multiple sets of dishes sitting on upper shelves. Someone’s grandmother or maiden aunt passed away and my clients are sure that “one day” they’re going to use that set. “One day” has been waiting in the wings now for a decade but hope springs eternal. Can you relate? Do you have your own version of Aunt Tilly’s china? Perhaps it’s time to pass these items on to another family member or sell them on eBay. If you do need to hold onto them, be sure they’re safe. You’ll find a wide variety of holders available for safe china storage—I use the traditional padded containers. See which type you like and pick up a set. This will enable you to pack extra china sets away safely and release valuable kitchen real estate.

Of course, you will have to consider some items carefully. We’ll deal with them next week. Don’t let indecision slow down the process. This week is about speed. If you need to negotiate with your partner, please make a list of those items. (Be sure and have this conversation at a propitious moment, not when you’re in the middle of a spat. “And while we’re at it, what do you want to do with your Aunt Tilly’s china?” Not a good idea.)

Tools of the Trade

Next, allow twenty minutes to take another walk-through of your kitchen interior. Look for areas of your kitchen—cluttered countertops, cabinets, drawers—that you find frustrating. For example, the lids to pots and pans haphazardly strewn in a bottom cabinet are usually an issue. Make a note of your frustration and create a shopping list of organizing products that might help, as well as a list of items you need to discuss with your spouse or partner. In some cases, you won’t know what product to get but you will easily identify your frustration. When you visit The Container Store you’ll find trained staff to help you find the perfect solution.

Be sure you count the items that need organizing before you go shopping. Organizing five lids is a different challenge than organizing twenty. In addition, read through the material for Week Four. I suggest product usage as I go along. If you think you need something, add it to your list.

USEFUL ORGANIZING PRODUCTS: KITCHEN AREA

In this section you find a list of my tried-and-true favorite kitchen organizing products.

Shelf creators: These make labels on cans more visible by creating three levels in one area. They come in various depths so you can use one for big food cans and a narrow one for spices. The middle size is great for canned soups and vegetables. Most units are expandable.

Shelf dividers: Use on pantry shelves to keep food categories separate.

Drawer organizers: Is it a fight to find anything in a drawer? You can get several different sizes of drawer organizers and create the perfect pattern for the specific items you need to keep in the drawer.

Decorative pitcher: Something like this can be used on the stove to hold your most frequently used tools. If you are short on drawer space, this will relieve the congestion and keep your favorites handy. Be sure you use a container made for this purpose or one you have on hand that’s not too delicate. You want a sturdy vessel that can take a beating.

Drawer liner: The best-organized drawers can dissolve into chaos if there isn’t some kind of liner to hold items in place. My favorite is a thick weave that reminds me of a paper towel and is washable. It comes in colors so you can find a roll that goes with your décor. In fact, I’d get several rolls and do just about every drawer in the house.

Two-step step stool: Many people shy away from using the top shelves in cupboards, thinking that no one can reach them easily. This is remedied with a two-step step stool. They have ones that fold flat for easy storage. In fact, these step stools are so inexpensive you might want to hide several around the house so that all of your high shelves are in use. Let me add one caveat: If you are older or a bit unsteady on your feet, get a step stool that has a back. You’ll be able to hold on if you feel you are losing your balance. These don’t fold as flat, but safety is always our first concern.

Lid storage unit: If you have a small area to keep all of your pots and pans and you can’t keep individual lids on the pot or pan they belong with, a lid storage unit is your solution.

Grid totes: These totes are great for sorting categories of cleansers under the sink or for use on the pantry shelf. Totes come in an array of colors and two sizes. You can designate different colors for different rooms or just use clear throughout the house. They are easy to clean and the grid design allows air to flow.

Spice racks: The variety is almost infinite! You can use one that’s like a miniature lazy Susan and keep your spices in a cupboard. You might want to use the narrow shelf creator referenced previously. If you have a free drawer, you can put in a spice holder. It lies flat, as will your spices, so you can look down and see your selection at a glance. If you have counter space, however, go for a spice rack that’s functional and beautiful. Purchase whatever material goes with your kitchen décor. Your choice will be dictated by the size of your kitchen, how much counter and cupboard space you have, and how much cooking you do.

I like to keep my spices in alphabetical order. My best friend thinks this is too much and just keeps her favorites handy on a shelf above the stove. What will you do? Remember that while spices are placed logically near the stove, you don’t want them too close to the heat. Over time, it will compromise their potency. In addition, you don’t want to keep them more than a year because their freshness fades. If you like to experiment with spices, buy the small size in case the experiment fails!

Roll-out drawers: Are you blessed with deep cabinets but find the contents in the back get forgotten? The Container Store has a sliding unit you can install that will give you instant access to everything.

Padded china storage containers: These will preserve and protect your best china when it’s not in use.

Pet food containers: These have snap locks to ensure freshness. The one on wheels is my favorite. If you use canned food, you can pick up some generic covers to keep the contents of the can fresh in your fridge.

Soda can dispenser: This works well if you have a large family of soda drinkers. Place it in the refrigerator for a constant stream of cold cans.

Under-the-sink caddy: This keeps your products sorted and portable.

Canisters: Use these for storing dry goods such as flour and sugar.


WEEK FOUR

Whip Your Kitchen into Shape

This week, you can

• Sort your cooking tools and gadgets into related categories (prep, cook, bake and store)

• Divide your kitchen space into activity zones in keeping with the preceding categories

• Complete the elimination process

• Decide how to make the best use of your counter space

• Bring the pantry to order

• Conquer the scary areas of the kitchen, including under the sink, the refrigerator, and the junk drawer

Time required: Five to seven hours.

THE LAST WEEK OF THE MONTH, you’ll be on your feet working hard. I want you to be at your best when you do this work. The following tips will help guarantee a successful day. Being prepared will make you feel energized and in control, so be sure to have all the tools you need on hand. You wouldn’t want to go into surgery and hear your doctor exclaim, “Darn! I was sure I had that scalpel. Where do you suppose it is?” You’d shout, “Didn’t you check that before you got here?”

HOW TO PREPARE FOR AN ORGANIZING PROJECT

Be sure to reference the following checklist each month before the start of all major organizing projects:

• Choose the time of day you are at your physical peak. Is that 7 a.m., 11 a.m. or 4 p.m.? Plan accordingly.

• Eat a good meal before you start and have lots of fresh, healthy snacks on hand. If you need sugar, think carrots rather than candy bars. Think cheese and crackers instead of cake.

• Drink lots of water throughout your workday.

• It’s best if you have a table nearby to serve as a workstation. For most of us, that’s the kitchen table or the dining room table. The latter might need a protective cover. Spread a sheet over it, if necessary.

• Don’t answer the phone or check your e-mail while you are working unless small children are involved in activities outside the home.

• Have your tools ready. Your standbys for most projects will include heavy-duty garbage bags meant for outdoor use, a label maker with extra cartridges, and the organizing products you purchased for the task at hand.

• Be sure you will not be interrupted during the time you set aside.

• Create the atmosphere that encourages your best work for the project at hand. Some people like music and others work best in silence.

• Plan a reward. The physical work won’t exhaust you, but the decision making process will wear you out. It’s best to have something to look forward to at the end of the day.

SPEED ELIMINATION, ROUND TWO

Last week you eliminated the easy items from your kitchen. Today, having had some additional time to think and consult with your family, you are ready to do the final pass. After this, everything that stays will be something you know you must organize. Work in a systematic fashion. Begin at one end of the kitchen and do all the drawers. Then return and do all the upper cabinets. Your last task will be to peer into the lower cabinets.

When this is finished, you will have successfully worked the first step of the Magic Formula. Now we need to create categories for what belongs in the kitchen and decide where these things go. By the way, if you no longer cook except on special occasions, you can donate, pack away, or store more than the average reader. For example, if you have hosted Thanksgiving dinner for many years and would like to pass the baton, do so. And pass the turkey roaster with it!

THE KITCHEN TRIANGLE

The average person can divide the contents of the kitchen into the following traditional areas: prep/cook, bake, clean up/store. These three areas form the traditional triangle for kitchen design. We also all follow a basic template for kitchen organization. Walk into a strange kitchen and you’ll be able to find a drinking glass and a dish. The glasses will be in a cupboard on one side of the sink and the dishes on the other. In a top drawer close by, you’ll find the silverware. Pots and pans will be near the stove as will pot holders. After that, it gets dicey. That’s where the kind of planning you’ve been doing comes to the rescue. Please remember that the basic difference between tidying up a space and organizing it is that the latter includes a system of maintenance. Basically, if you return everything to the place you designate for it, you’ll be home free.

You’ll want to assign a specific area for each category. For example, keep the large food prep items in one cabinet and use the drawer above it for smaller, related tools. Dedicate one shelf to your small prep tools and gadgets. Put items such as your mixing bowls on another shelf.

As you organize, be sure to wipe out your cabinets and drawers. We don’t take everything out that often, so it’s nice to freshen up before you put in your drawer liner and introduce the contents. If you purchased any slide-out drawers, now is the time to install them. Another useful tool I suggest for every home is a label maker. In a home with a large family, especially one with teenagers, labels make it easy to honor mom’s hard work as an organizer. You don’t have to remember where things go. You just have to read. Labels are a true blessing when your in-laws come to visit or you give a party and the kitchen is suddenly filled with those who want to be helpful. They can only be helpful if everything goes back to the designated spot. And labels are your guarantee they will.

Let’s work one area at a time.

Cooking Tools

Your pots and pans should be kept as close to the stove as possible. I like to keep lids on the pot or pan they go to, but I realize this isn’t always possible. Did you get your lid storage unit last week? Do you have other items tucked in with your pots and pans? Pull them out and place them on your work area.

Food prep items include the following:

Mixer

Blender

Food processor and attachments

Mixing bowls

Salad spinner

Colander

Mixing bowls

Measuring cups

Prep tools you might find in a drawer include

Hand mixer

Spatulas

Wooden spoons

Assortment of knives

Knife sharpener

Do you have a corner cupboard with a unit that turns? It enables you to use all the corner space. Put heavier items on the bottom. You want to balance the weight on the shelves so they neither spin too fast nor get bogged down.

Most folks have multiple can openers, wine bottle openers, nutcrackers, cheese spreaders, and bottle openers. I frequently find several garlic presses and potato peelers as well. The watchword is “less is more.” Now is a great time to take a second look at these types of tools because the surplus only creates debris. If you didn’t eliminate the overflow last week during the first pass, now is your opportunity.

Take-Out Stuff

Do you frequently get take-out orders? I’m going to bet you have extra chopsticks, not to mention tiny packets of sugar, mustard, ketchup, salt, and pepper tossed into several drawers. I would also wager that you have a collection of take-out napkins stashed in these drawers. Unless you are that incredibly rare individual who actually uses these items, I suggest that you ditch them, donate them to a shelter, or take them to work. They take up space like nothing else. We think, “Well, I paid for this so I have to keep it.” Trust me, you don’t. You paid for the food you ate. These items are included as a courtesy in case you are moving or have just run out. If you fall into neither category, reclaim the space in your drawer. By the way, if your menus are dog eared from constant use and you have a big stack, get them out of the drawer and into a binder set aside just for this purpose. You can place each menu in a sheet protector.

Large Equipment

If you have big equipment items such as a bread maker or an ice cream maker, be honest about how frequently you use them. You may want to give them away or park them elsewhere in the home. For example, if you rarely eat ice cream in the colder months, you could pack away your ice cream maker in the garage with other seasonal items for summer. Are you without a garage? The area above the refrigerator is traditionally a cavernous spot. It’s a good place for rarely used equipment. (Be sure you are truly using this area for infrequently used or seasonal items and not turning it into an appliance graveyard. If it doesn’t work, get rid of it!)

Countertop Items

When I was into cooking, I kept my food processor on my counter. It was constantly in use and I saw no reason to haul it out every day. If you have lots of counter space, use it wisely. Remember, we’re creating categories, right? Cluster related items on your countertop. For example, if you use a coffee maker, put it on the counter just underneath the cabinet where you have your cups and sweetener. If you grind beans for every batch of coffee you brew, let the grinder sit out by the coffee maker. Keep the toaster here as well. Now you have a breakfast area on the counter.

In much the same way, if you have an assortment of knives in a wooden holder, it should sit near the stove. If you like your kitchen tools in a pitcher, keep it on or near the stove. Remember that surgeon I mentioned who was missing a scalpel? Well, when you’re in need of a kitchen item, you want it close by the area where you intend to use it. By the same token, less is more. Keep it out if it makes you work more efficiently. What is too much? It all depends on the size of your kitchen and how much counter space you have.

Baking Gear

If you are not a baker, you’ll have more cabinet and drawer space to devote to the other categories. If you are, remember that the rule of thumb is the same. You want all tools in one area and all smaller items in the drawer above if possible. This can be an area far from the sink and the stove.

Here are some typical baking items:

Muffin pan

Baking molds

Cookie sheets

Rolling pin

Sifter

Cookie cutters

Wooden spoons

Spatulas

Whisks

Hand beater

If you bake only during the holiday season, you might want to put holiday-specific items such as Christmas cookie cutouts into your baking molds and store them up high. If you love to bake with your kids year-round, you’ll want all of these tools nearby.

Food Storage Containers

I hope you have whittled your food storage containers down to a precious few that have their lids intact. Most people have a true Tupperware graveyard with orphan lids and bottoms. The common belief is that one day the other half will show up and—voila!—you’ll have yet another container to add to the ones already in service. Ask yourself how often you actually use what you have? If you are part of a large family, the answer may indeed be frequently. For most of us, however, the space these items hog is not commensurate with the service they provide. Start tossing if you haven’t already.

Paper and Plastics

When it comes to the wrap and plastic bags we use to store food, it’s best to have them all in one drawer close to the sink. With that said, if you buy in multiples, you might have to store the backup elsewhere. The pantry is the logical place if you have one. A makeshift pantry can be made by putting in an inexpensive baker’s rack in the garage as you enter the house. Use this spot for storing all your excess paper products, such as tissues, toilet paper, and paper towels. Remember that big area on top of the refrigerator? I would consider placing a portable, deep shelf here and then use the divided space to house paper products. Now that you have a step stool handy, this will become accessible real estate when you need it.

Dishtowels, Potholders, and Aprons

Dishtowels and potholders should also be found in a deep drawer near the sink. Some cooks also store their aprons and placemats here. But if you have huge stacks of each stuffed here, everything will be wrinkled. Put a few in the kitchen to keep them handy and store the rest in the linen closet (provided it’s not too far away), in the laundry room (if you have some shelving for storage), or in the dining room. Are all of the drawers in your hutch full?

Wrinkled, tattered, faded, or torn items make us feel depressed when we look at them, much less have to use them. When they get to that state, tuck a few away for use as cleaning rags and toss the rest.


[image: image] A little trick for gaining more space in your dishtowel drawer is to roll the towels. You can repeat this trick with great success in other areas. For example, do you need space in your T-shirt drawer or in your suitcase? Is your linen closet a tight fit? Give it a roll!



The Pantry

Food is what the kitchen is all about. Nothing is as wonderful as a separate pantry. If you are like me, however, you have to use some cupboards as your pantry. Once again, no matter what your setup, remember to divide your food and shelf space into categories so that you always know when you are running low on an item.

The most common food categories are

Baking supplies: flour, sugar (white, brown, confectioners’)

Canned vegetables

Condiments

Flavor enhancers (packages of instant soup, salad dressing, and the like)

Pasta and sauces

Rice and potatoes

Snacks, such as crackers, cookies, and candy

Sodas and water

Soups

You can use some basic tools to bring order to your food categories no matter where they are stored. For more information, see the “Useful Organizing Products: Kitchen Area” section, presented previously.

Shelf dividers were invented for use in closets, and they work wonders when it comes to keeping your sweater stacks from collapsing into each other. They also keep your categories in the pantry separate, marking off where one territory begins and another ends. Never again will your bags of pretzels and potato chips slide over into the soup can area. This may not sound important, but if you preserve visual calm in your home no matter where you look, you will feel at peace.

Pet Food

Do you have pets? If you feed them kibbles, be sure to use an airtight container to ensure freshness and protection from ants, roaches, and other critters who will think you have set out a feast for them. The Container Store makes two sizes of containers for this purpose; the larger of the two is on wheels. Is that convenient or what?

If your pets eat canned food, be sure their food has its own area on a pantry shelf or in a kitchen cupboard. You’ll want to be able to see which variety you’re choosing for the evening. Why not make use of a shelf creator here? Treats can be kept here as well. I store mine in a cupboard and keep a selection on the counter in glass jars. They look pretty and my golden retriever appreciates how quickly he can be rewarded. My counter space is limited so I have these out rather than cooking equipment or a canister set for flour, sugar, and coffee.

The Refrigerator

While you’re bringing order to your kitchen, don’t neglect your refrigerator. Give it a good cleaning today and eliminate any lingering mystery containers. Don’t forget those unmarked packages in the freezer that could be anything! While you’re tossing, check all jars, like that jelly you bought a long time ago. Most food packaging has an expiration date to make this process easier. You’ll be surprised that you still have things to toss after last week’s purge. No doubt you’ll also notice that it’s getting easier. I call this developing the trash muscle. As the ability to toss the unwanted or no longer needed gets stronger, you’ll see that fewer piles develop in your home. Why? Because piles are simply unmade decisions made visible. And now you’re ready to take control.

Divide the food in the refrigerator into categories and designate specific areas for each. When you’re shopping for organizational supplies, see if they have a storage solution for an item you buy in large quantities. For example, if your family loves cold soda on demand, pop a soda can dispenser in the refrigerator. When you take a can out, the next one rolls into place. Sodas will all be contained in one area and you’ll see at a glance when it’s time to refill. Anyone in the home looking for a chore? It’s your job to refill the dispenser!


[image: image] If you have extra ice cube trays, pop one or two into a drawer in your bedroom dresser. You’ll have instant compartments for your costume jewelry.



The Front of the Fridge

Refrigerator people come in two basic types: those who cover theirs with magnets, notices, and photos and those who like an unadorned refrigerator. I would urge you to either join the latter group or at least pare your items down to a minimum. Over time, we’re all so busy things just collect. It’s the rare person who puts up a notice from Johnny’s Swim Club and thinks to take down the old one at the same time. You can find photos of the children from birth to college and beyond on the refrigerator door or spiraling down the side. It looks messy and feels chaotic.

Put the photos in an album. Have a binder in the kitchen that holds all current schedules and school notices. If you have a large family, use tabs to create sections for each family member. Use individual sheet protectors to keep the information clean. Designate one place to keep your binder so everyone knows where to find it.

Display your child’s artwork on a bulletin board. I had a client who had a huge corkboard in the mud room. As you entered, you put your keys in a dish. There was a place for coats and a bench for you to sit while you removed your shoes. This utilitarian space was turned into a makeshift art gallery with the addition of the corkboard!

Do you have an unused area in your home that’s ripe for a corkboard? Change the artwork regularly. When drawings collect on any surface, they become clutter and we no longer see them. Keep an artist portfolio for the best of the best. At the end of the school year, you and your child can sort through and see what will remain as part of his or her memorabilia. Portfolios are sold at art supply stores and are quite inexpensive.

With that said, perhaps a refrigerator can have two things on the door: doctor contact information and a list of emergency contact numbers, especially if young children or the elderly are in the home. This list should include cell and work phone numbers for everyone in the home. It might be prudent to list the local police department, fire department, and if you have one, your alarm company. Create your list on a computer. It will look neat and be a breeze to update.

Shopping Lists

Now that your food and storage categories let you know on sight when you need to restock, you’ll want a place to make a shopping list. For example, I keep a pad of paper on my refrigerator. I divide each sheet into three sections: one for each store where I shop. This way it’s all organized when I tear it off and put it into my purse on grocery shopping day. If you enjoy computer work, you can create a standard shopping list. Check off the items you need. Keep the original in your computer and update as needed.

KITCHEN BLACK HOLES

We all have black holes in our kitchen, don’t we? Those areas where clutter collects. And isn’t that where your mother-in-law goes first? Let’s bring them to order for good.

Under the Sink

Every kitchen holds a terrifying area. It’s under the sink. Household cleaners, ant and roach spray, trash bags, plant supplies . . . it’s a volatile jumble of chaos and poison. The most important thing you must do if you have children or inquisitive puppies or kittens is install a childproof lock. Poisonous items are best stored up high in these situations.

Take a good look at the construction under the sink. Depending on the configuration of your pipes, you might be able to put at least one container here. Several styles are designed to work under the sink. Some have two levels with drawers that pull out; others have one container on a track that allows it to slide out. This is another great area to use one or two grid totes.

See how many categories of items you have under the sink and divide them accordingly. Remember that grid totes come in two sizes. For example, I might keep cleaners in one tote, polish in another, plant care items in a third, and so on. By the way, a key item for under the sink is a small fire extinguisher. Be sure you know how to use it. You won’t have time to read the instruction manual if a grease fire erupts!

The Junk Drawer

Let’s face it: What kitchen is without a junk drawer? The problem arises when there are several! Whittle down what you really need in this drawer. Many times, for example, I find multiple tools here. Granted, a small hammer, a flat head screwdriver, and a Phillips head screwdriver are handy, but the rest of your tools should live in a tool-box. You can park this in the pantry if you have a large one, under the sink if that is spacious, in the garage, or in the laundry room. If all else fails, try the back of the hall closet.

It’s nice to have handy some paper (not enough to write the great American novel) and pens or pencils (again, not enough to supply the local grade school). Automatic pencils are good because you do away with the need to have a sharpener. Remember that pens dry up if they aren’t used. A large cluster of pens will just take up space while they lose their effectiveness. If you have a lot of items in this drawer, use some drawer organizers to fashion the perfect design for what you want here or buy a junk drawer organizer and tailor it to your needs.

The Kitchen Counter Office

I believe the kitchen is a place for food and festivity. It isn’t designed to be your office. With that said, many homes constructed today have a small built-in nook with a space to write or hook up a laptop, a desk drawer, a file drawer, and of course a phone jack. When we get to Part 3, “March,” you can apply the same instructions to this area, if you have it. By the same token, we’re going to cover all forms of paper organization. Again, you’ll be able to adapt those solutions to the paper that has been landing in your kitchen. Whether that paper consists of school papers, newspapers, magazines, mail, or work from the office, we’re going to get it in order. Today our focus is on the traditional activities this room plays host to—cooking and eating!

CREATING NEW HABITS

Remember at the start of this month I told you that psychologists say it takes twenty-one consecutive days to turn an action into a habit. If you miss a day, you need to start over. It sounds so simple. It can be quite a challenge! Here’s the good news: You already have lots of positive habits ingrained. You wouldn’t run out of the house and suddenly realize you hadn’t combed your hair, brushed your teeth, or changed your underwear, right? These are just some of the actions we take for granted.

The kitchen habits I suggested at the start of this chapter also make wonderful chores for your children. In addition, after you organize an area and have it labeled, you can assign a child to check it once a week to be sure the system is being maintained. Your children can be responsible for setting and clearing the table for meals, filling salt and pepper shakers, or keeping the sugar bowl full. Be sure you assign chores with an eye to what is age appropriate. You don’t want to set up a child for failure.

Finally, in a large family, rotate chores. This way, as your children mature, they will know how to manage an environment. Sadly, this is all too commonly an unknown skill set for many college-bound teens. If you say: “It’s just easier if I do it,” not only will your children never learn how to take care of themselves, your martyr’s robe will get heavier with each passing year.


JANUARY SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Please be sure you have your journal, your calendar, and your dream board supplies.

Answer all questions in your journal.

WEEK TWO

Begin to schedule your activities and establish routines.

WEEK THREE

Acknowledge your kitchen’s weaknesses and strengths; decide how you want this room to function and look.

Eliminate the easy items.

Create a shopping list and, if you need one, a discussion list.

WEEK FOUR

Make the first checklist, “How to Prepare for an Organizing Project,” your guideline before you organize the kitchen from top to bottom.

Establish your habit of the month.

Decide on your maintenance routine for the kitchen.

BONUS TIP

We often enter the kitchen in the evening for something quick such as a glass of milk and a cookie. Instead of turning on the overhead light, have a small lamp lit on the counter, if you have the counter space. It creates an inviting ambience, saves electricity, and can also serve as a nightlight. I have a small lamp on my counter. You’d be surprised how much light a 15-watt chandelier bulb gives off!

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

As I open myself to discovering who I really am, my physical environment is healed and transformed. I honor the profound connection between the inner and outer expressions of life. They are in fact one. I have a unique path to follow in this life. I embrace that reality with joy and gratitude. Neither pain from the past nor fear about the future can stop me. I live in the eternal now.


2. FEBRUARY

Creating a Bedroom Sanctuary

Our contribution to the progress
 of the world must, therefore, consist
 in setting our own house in order.

– GANDHI

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR bedroom? Would words like sexy, comforting, nurturing, inspiring, cozy, elegant, sophisticated, homey, fun, or joyful be on your list? If not, I hope they will be by the time February has ended. We celebrate Valentine’s Day this month, but our main focus will be on creating a bedroom that is a sanctuary for you, no matter your romantic status. After all, if you don’t love yourself, how will you have anything to give to others?

MY BROOKLYN BEDROOM

When I was about twelve years old, my parents decided I needed a bedroom of my own. My so-called bedroom on the first floor had been a small area separating the living room from the dining room. It barely held a single bed, one nightstand and, at the foot of my bed, a dresser. The dresser was in the pathway from the living room to the dining room. You had to jog slightly to avoid crashing into it. To this day, I have no idea how that space was intended to be used. And have you ever met a budding teen for whom privacy wasn’t a key issue?

We owned a brownstone in Brooklyn. These wonderful buildings were constructed at the turn of the century. The second level was traditionally the parlor floor where people received guests. My parents chose to re-do its front room (the entire floor was divided into two) as a bedroom for me.

For the next year, shopping for carpet, paint, furniture, lighting fixtures, window coverings, and the like consumed my mother. The odd thing was that no one asked for my input. I wanted a small room where I could put movie posters on the walls like my best friend did; my mother told me to get a real idea. I dropped out of the process.

One day shortly after I turned thirteen, my parents told me the room was ready for the big unveiling.

The doors separating the two rooms were pocket doors, which meant they slid sideways into a pocket in the wall. My dad stood ready to roll them open as my mother flipped on the crystal chandelier that hung in the middle of the room. On cue, he slid; she flipped; I died. There sat a four-poster bed with a white Colonial American bedspread, a white frilly dust ruffle, and an equally girly white canopy top. The carpet was dark amber. A long dresser with a matching mirror, another tall dresser called a high boy, and a desk and chair completed the room. I recognized the desk instantly. It was the one I specifically told my mother I didn’t like on our last shopping trip together.

This was the bedroom my mother had dreamed about as a girl. It had nothing to do with me. We continued to call it my bedroom when that rare guest came to visit, but I never slept in that room and never felt welcome in it. Meanwhile, my mother, a frustrated interior designer, loved showing it off. Can you guess what happened? Ultimately, it became my parent’s bedroom!
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Do you love your bedroom? Might I find you sneaking a snack while you read the Sunday paper in bed? Do you like to take naps? I never hung out in the bedroom my parents created for me, but now I do love to spend time in a room that finally reflects who I am. You’ll hear more about my special room later. This month is all about creating your sanctuary.

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Return your clothing to where it belongs every single day. When you take off your clothing at night, put it in one of three places: back on its hanger, in the hamper to be washed, or in a bag intended for the cleaners. This habit will also keep your clothing off the floor or your bedroom chair.


WEEK ONE

Bedroom Questions

This week, you can

• Diagnose your bedroom’s shortcomings (design and structural).

• Devise a plan to transform your bedroom (including what you should donate, what you need to purchase, and what, if anything, you should move).

• Take a clinical look at your wardrobe. Do you have to get uniform hangers or a new dresser? Do you need to purge those two or three sizes of clothing from your past, or is a shopping trip in order?

Time required: One and a half to two hours.

Do you have an emotional disconnect with your current bedroom? As Joan Rivers likes to say, “Can we talk?” If your home is your sanctuary from the world, your bedroom is your place of ultimate rest from all the challenges that dog your every waking minute. You can answer the following questions in your journal.

1. What kinds of sleeping arrangements did you have as a child? Did you have your own room or did you share with a sibling? Did you like the room and the arrangement?

2. Did you have a lot of control over the décor in your room growing up? Is your current room an outgrowth of that early style or has it changed completely?

3. Do you like your current bedroom? If you do, be specific as to what pleases you.

4. Are there things about your bedroom you don’t like? Be specific.

5. Can the things you don’t like be remedied easily (for example, will a fresh coat of paint help or could you move the furniture around)? For example, I have a long, high window in my bedroom. I would love to lower it so that I could read in bed and look out at the mountains, but this is impossible because I rent. I could, however, dress the windows in a way that’s pleasing to the eye. What are your solutions?

Ask someone close to you if they feel you are truly reflected in this space. Their comments can be eye opening.

6. Is the room filled with things from your past? Why is that? Perhaps you are a twenty something and your room is crammed with items from your college dorm room. Perhaps you are an empty nester and you cling to the now-tattered rocking chair you sat in when you were a nursing mom. If everything from the past has belonged to you, do you realistically still need it? It’s okay if you feel you do. I just want to make you aware that the past may be a big part of your present.

7. Are you sharing this room with someone? How do they feel about your treasures? Walk into this room as if you have never been here before. Is one person the dominant force? Do you now realize you have been a space hog? How do you think that makes your partner feel? If the shoe is on the other foot, can you negotiate with your partner for a more equitable setup?

8. Do you notice that the past is heavily represented in your space, but it’s all possessions that mean nothing to you? Are you the guardian of the past in terms of antiques, furniture, and memorabilia for your family? If you don’t love having these things, perhaps it’s time to ask other family members to take them.

Many years ago, I met a lovely lady who told me that she was the good girl in her family. Her four brothers and sisters had no interest in the furniture from their childhood home. Neither did her parents, who gave it all to her when they moved to another state and redecorated from scratch! Can you imagine? My client had a house full of furniture in her basement. We good girls and boys get saddled with the family stuff. Inevitably, it’s one child in the family who assumes this role. If you don’t enjoy this role, it’s time to quit your job.

I had another client who adored the old furniture and decorative items that had been passed down to her from various family members. As we walked from room to room, she took me on a tour of her family history through her furniture. Her voice was full of the pleasure and pride she took in these objects. If that’s you, please continue to enjoy what you have.

9. If you share your bedroom with your spouse, did you move into a space that he or she had lived in before? This is traditionally a difficult transition. Do you feel you have been able to express yourself adequately? Or is it time to renegotiate?

Ladies, have you made your bedroom so frilly and girly that your husband flees to the garage and his workbench at every opportunity? Without resorting to all black, leather, and chrome, see whether you can’t make him a wee bit more comfortable.

Gentlemen, if your lady has moved into your home, I have news for you. It’s the news I have delivered to men in this situation for almost twenty years: Women come with stuff. We need real space in the closet. We need some drawers. If you ask your partner to get by with little space, it can be a metaphor for a lack of space for her in your life.

These exercises are meant to awaken you to the possibility that your bedroom, perhaps the most sacred room in the home, may not reflect who you are. It’s equally legitimate to discover that you have done a masterful job and who you are at your core or Soul level is on display. If you’re in that situation, you may simply pat yourself on the back and enjoy the organizing process.

MAKE A PLAN

At this point, I’d like you to make a list of all the improvements and changes you’d like to make in your bedroom. If you know you won’t be able to do everything this month, draw a line down the center of a page in your journal. On the left side, list what you can do this month; in the opposite column, list all the things you will do over time. For example, you may be ready to off-load some family antiques. If they have significant value, you may first have to do a little research and see whether you want to use an antique dealer or an eBay assistant.

Perhaps you will purchase all new bedding this month but you need to wait a few months before you paint or vice versa. There are no rules as long as you have a plan. Making changes over time is tantamount to having projects in the hopper. However, you must take the next step and schedule them in your calendar for the appropriate month. Lots of items that will transform a bedroom don’t cost an arm and a leg, such as lighting, throw rugs, and decorative items. By the way, if you are a big reader, instead of using floor space by the bed or burying your nightstand in stacks of books and magazines, put a nice bookcase in your room. And if you don’t want to paint your walls because you rent rather than own, consider painting a piece of furniture.

Take a good look at the entertainment or office equipment in your bedroom. Can you relocate those activities? If you live in a tiny one bedroom in a large city, you probably cannot. If you live in a house, it might be time to transform your guest room into a home office and watch TV in your family room or den. Ideally, your bedroom is a place for rest and pleasure. When we turn it into a satellite office or the place where we watch the news, the energy in the space is affected. I am only suggesting what I think will help you get the most pleasure from this room. Please adjust to suit your personal taste.

If you need to work in your bedroom, can you set the area off with a rug or hide it behind a screen? Small rugs are amazingly powerful because they create separate zones in a room. I had a client whose office had to be in the living room. He hated the fact that when friends came over to visit and watch a game, his work was in the same room. We created an office area by placing the desk, chair, and filing cabinets on the wood floor. We put the couch on the large rug facing the TV with its back to the work area. It worked like a charm.

If you fall asleep with the TV on, please give some attention to the unit it sits on. I remember organizing a large, elegantly appointed bedroom with an armoire directly across from the bed. This couple made their living in the movie industry, and as you might imagine they had a large-screen TV and lots of entertainment choices in terms of DVDs and VHS tapes. When I looked over at the unit from the vantage point of the bed, I had to smile. Prominently displayed was a set of VHS tapes they had purchased from the History Channel. It was wonderful educational material, but unfortunately in front of them each night were several tape spines with one large word across them: Hitler. I suggested we take Adolf to the den. His name isn’t the last thing you want to see as you snap off your lights.

HAVE CLOTHES TAKEN OVER YOUR BEDROOM?

Now let’s turn to the need to organize your room, including your closet. Please answer the following questions. Most of these require a simple “yes” or “no” rather than a journal entry.

• Can you sit on your chair or is it forever draped with clothing?

• Are dirty clothes tossed onto the floor? Hint: you need a hamper!

• What about your dresser drawers? Are they organized or chaotic? Do you need more drawer space?

• What else besides clothing is stored in your closet?

• Is there space in your closet or is everything smashed together?

• Do you use uniform hangers or the wire ones your cleaner sends home?

• Is there a huge space between the shelf and the ceiling in your closet?

• Do you have multiple wardrobes in your closet because your weight fluctuates?

• Is the closet floor a shoe graveyard?

Working through these questions is more than enough for the first week of this new month. By the end of the week, you should have a handle on what is working and what level of self-expression you have achieved in your bedroom. If you have a partner, please be sure to have a conference with him or her before you go out and start painting or moving furniture. And don’t forget to comb through magazines looking for ideas to help transform your bedroom on a shoestring. If you are a do-it-yourself type of person, you might be measuring for new curtains this week!


WEEK TWO

Get to the Bottom of Your Closet

This week, you can

• Understand how your attachment to clothes may be emotional

• Clean out your closet of all unwanted and unrelated items

• Make donations to charity or to friends and family

Time required: Three to five hours in your closet, depending on the size of the closet and the number of clothes you have to go through. Add two hours for distribution of donated items, unless you arrange for them to be picked up. In that case, allow thirty minutes for the required phone calls.

WHEN WE FEEL VULNERABLE AND powerless in our lives, we frequently do one of two things: we gain weight or we weight ourselves down with too much stuff. Fat and stuff are both buffers against a world we perceive as threatening our well-being. This year is all about owning your own power. Let’s exercise it in the bedroom. Let’s shed the excess.

My clients frequently ask me what are the rules for eliminating clothing items. Some organizers suggest that if you haven’t worn something in six to twelve months, out it should go. Others suggest that every time you bring home an item, you have to get rid of something you’ve had for a while. If these rules work for you, by all means follow them.

I prefer to understand the emotional attachment. When I work one-on-one with someone, I ask about each item, “Do you like this? Do you want to keep it?” If the answer is an immediate “yes” I move on to the next item. If the client is unsure, we talk about it. Your closet reveals the story of your life. I want to reveal the story through our investigation, not bind you to arbitrary rules about when clothing items need to leave your possession. Here are some examples of things I’ve learned through someone’s clothing.

Some people save items they purchased during a happy time in their lives. They reason, albeit unconsciously, that if they hold onto the item, they will be capturing forever a piece of that time in their lives. In my first book, I told the story about the client who wanted to save all the cashmere sweaters she had worn in high school. Now in her early sixties, they would never fit. They were in boxes in the back of a closet. Their presence helped her feel connected to the girl she had been. Just because you are blessed with lots of closets doesn’t mean you have to keep them full to the rafters. They won’t ever bring the past to life. It lives inside you in your heart and memories.

Women, more so than men, tend to have multiple wardrobes in their closets so that they can feel that they are now ready for any eventuality. If you are about to lose weight, will you want to celebrate your victory by wearing old clothes? And if you do lose the weight, do you really want to save your “fat clothes” just in case you gain again? Be careful what you plan for—you just might get it.

Others hold onto things that were given to them by someone who is now out of their lives. Perhaps a relationship ended or the person moved away? Do you have gifts and letters from old lovers? Saving some things from a meaningful relationship is certainly appropriate. Saving everything is interesting from an energy standpoint if nothing else. Feng Shui practitioners would caution you that a new relationship may be delayed if there is no space for that person in your life. You may also be expressing the fear that another relationship will never be yours. You need to keep these items because they are proof that at least once someone loved you. Is that your reality? I’ve had lots of single women clients who secretly kept stashes of relationship memorabilia from men who treated them poorly for this very reason. Be ever mindful what reality your stuff reveals.

When it’s the death of someone dear, after an appropriate period of mourning, remember to pare down what you are keeping to a precious few items. The next stop on our eternal journey doesn’t require stuff. No one ever comes back and asks what you did with their possessions, do they?

Can you relate to any of these? As you go through your closet, ask yourself questions about each item. Get to the bottom of the story that has made you hold onto this item of clothing. If you are still unsure, take a clinical look. Is it out of date, inexpensive, tattered, faded, worn, or stained? Let it go. If you have a friend who can help you make a decision, that’s great. Remember the key is that your friend has to ask the questions and help you decide. She can’t make the decision for you, as in, “That’s trash and it’s going out today!” You are trying to build your decision making muscle. And you don’t want to regret anything that happens today.

STAYING ON TOP

So how do you take on your closet without getting overwhelmed? I have read directions for closet organizing sessions that say everything should be taken out and only what you want goes back. Good luck. If you get interrupted, you’ll have clothing everywhere. If something you want is at the bottom of a stack, it’s going to be wrinkled by the time you get to it. Set yourself up to win. I happen to have a portable, lightweight rack that I sometimes take to clients’ homes. These are inexpensive and store flat. You might try a portable rack; another great use of these racks is to help plan your wardrobe in advance of going on a trip. But be careful with all the tools you purchase to help you get organized. If you don’t really need the item, you are in fact adding to the clutter.

Be sure to have trash bags on hand for clothing that will be donated or thrown away. Sturdy garbage bags designed for grass clippings are perfect to hold clothes. You don’t want to be hauling a bag of clothes down the stairs to the car or the bus stop only to have it rip. And be sure not to overfill the bags; otherwise they might be too heavy or unwieldy for you to carry. Attention to little details like this will ensure not only your success but the ease in accomplishing the task at hand.

Work one section of the closet at a time, as if nothing else existed. If you’re weeding out the clothes on the right side of the top rack, don’t get distracted by your belt collection or the shoes on the floor. You’ll get to those later.

Go through hanging items first. I would advise you to remove all the plastic and wire hangers that your cleaner has sent home with you. Count how many hangers you need to purchase, because those wire wonders from the cleaner have got to go! And, if you have empty hangers taking up space, remove them. I store a few extra hangers in the closet and then I distribute the rest around the home. You will be astounded by how much space this simple action frees up.

If you have garments such as evening gowns or summer whites that need to be protected, you can find canvas covers in any organizing department. They make them for individual garments or wide enough to accommodate an entire category of clothing. Be sure you get canvas; vinyl does not allow your clothes to breathe.

By the end, everything you want will be left hanging and everything you’re going to donate will be in bags ready to go to their new owners. After you work through the hanging items, turn your attention to the shelves. Again, do one at a time, working item by item or decision by decision.

After the shelves, check the floor. Your closet is designed to hold clothing. What else do you have here? Unless you live in a tiny space with no appreciable storage, please move nonclothing items out. My students are always shocked when I share the story of the strangest item I ever found in a closet: the ashes of the previous wife. Yes, I couldn’t make this up. You probably don’t have ashes in your closet but you may have family photos, gift-wrap supplies, memorabilia, or holiday gifts. Believe it or not, the most common items are portable fans and free weights. Take a minute to put all these items where they really belong. You’ll find storage and organizing solutions for most of the preceding items in this book.

When it comes to the free weights, they usually find their way into the closet as a way to jog your memory. Does this work for you? Or have they become part of the décor? If the latter is the case, find a home for the weights where you will actually use them or add them to the donation pile. If it’s summer and the fan comes out every night, why not give it a space in your room instead of hauling it out each night? If it’s the off season, store it with other seasonal items. By the way, room circulators store more easily than the taller fans. The latter are going to be bumping into your hanging wardrobe, if this is indeed the only spot you have to store fans. Your closet is the designated spot for your wardrobe. It isn’t meant to be a dump site, gym, or off-season storage facility. Remember: We’re creating a sanctuary here!
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At the end of this session, you may peer into the now relatively empty space of your closet and experience a profound sense of loss. This is probably because you are accustomed to filling up the space around you with stuff. Enjoy the freedom of empty space. Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hahn says that when he consumes all the tea in his cup, it is then full of space. Think about that for a minute. Space isn’t empty; it’s full of energy. Consider also that all the good that is meant to come to you now has a place to reside. What is that law of physics? Ah, yes. Two objects cannot occupy the same place at the same time. Indeed, they cannot.

You’ll have some cleanup work today. Before next week, you’ll want to have all your items donated or returned to the friends or family members who loaned them to you. Don’t forget to clean out the clothing you have stashed in drawers. Here is where the old, tattered, outdated, and stained usually reside. You know what I’m referring to: the holey underwear that you feel safe no one will ever see, the stained T-shirt from college, and that Hawaiian shirt that looks good only on the beach in Waikiki. Do you have a picture of yourself in the T or special travel shirt? Could you cut a swatch and use it in a scrapbook? Fearlessly clean it all out. Next week will be the fun part!

If you have a car, you’re in the catbird’s seat in terms of donating your bags of goodies. If you don’t have a car, call a charity that makes pick-ups and have your appointment scheduled for the day after this work session. Items that stay in bags for days tend to magically migrate back to the closet. Trust your judgment. Let it go. I bet one of your fellow Zen Organizers has a car and, if you give a few dollars for gas, you’ll be on your way to less clutter in no time. Maybe you can do your donations together. After the drop off, you can share a reward such as a special outing to your favorite coffee shop.


WEEK THREE

Take Time for Your Space

. . . misplaced gold is easily found, misspent time is lost forever.

– LOY CHING-YUEN

This week, you can

• Create a shopping list for any organizing tools you need

• Return to your examination of time and uncover your true goals

• Consider how you can maximize your closet space

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes for journal work; thirty to sixty minutes to examine items and create a shopping list; thirty minutes to measure your closet and, if necessary, arrange for a closet company appointment; two hours to shop for supplies.

IF YOU ARE DOING AN ORGANIZING system installation yourself, you will have to allow for a trip to the store to create the design and the time to do the installation work itself. The time will be governed by the size of the closet and the complexity of the system. Your skill at this type of job will also affect the time you need to devote to the process. Try and purchase your system at the same time you pick up your supplies. This will save time.

We’re going back this week to add to our understanding of time. We’re also going to develop our shopping list for the bedroom in terms of the organizing supplies that will make our lives easier. Transforming this space from ho-hum to sanctuary takes time and thought. Rushing the process will leave you feeling incomplete or, worse, that you made a mistake to even try. I want you to have time for your projects, especially those of you who are going to be making bold strokes such as painting, moving furniture, or shopping for additional pieces.

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT?

Let me ask you some questions about the direction you want to take for your life. You are working an entire year to get your personal and work environments to support you. What are they supporting you for? It’s important to know. When we live our days buffeted by the needs of others, our lives fall into the “same old, same old” rut. In the average home, fall means back to school and nights of fighting with the kids about homework. Summer means taking a trip or trying to enjoy our backyards or the city we live in. The holidays go by in an exhausting blaze of activities that we repeat every year. One day we ask, “How did I get here in my life?” The key to getting, being, and staying organized is to make decisions. Stacks and piles are unmade decisions made manifest. If these decisions aren’t consciously made, you will arrive not at your goals but at a destination created by chance or, worse, by others.

You have dedicated yourself to the process of getting organized over the course of an entire year. What made you do that? What are you seeking? How will this work change your life for the better? Be as specific as possible.

Has there ever been a time when you knew exactly what you wanted to do with your life? Did you stick to those goals or did something like falling in love, having a baby, or a death force you to take an unexpected new direction? How do you feel about this change?

Are you in the middle of life changes now that come at expected times, such as the children leaving for college or your retirement from work? Even though you knew they were coming, have they knocked you for a loop? Has that manifested in your inability to keep up with your environment? Can you open your heart and imagination and think about what you would like to accomplish in the next phase of your life?

What do you do well? Are you great at sports? Do you create scrapbooks that people admire? Do you have a natural aptitude with languages? When a party is planned, does everyone beg you to cook or bake? It’s important to be in touch with the things you do well. Acknowledge them now with a conscious, detailed list. Is there a way to make money using these gifts?

If you could do anything you wanted in life, what would that be? Dream big and be honest as you write it down. Let’s say you wrote, “I’d be a movie star.” Well, if you’re fifty that might be out of your reach, especially if you’ve never studied acting. However, it would be possible to take a class in acting at a community college or join the local theater company. If you’ve carried this dream around for a lifetime, do something about it just to make your Soul happy. If you’re twenty or younger, I suggest you make a plan to get some training and see how talented an actor, a dancer, or a singer you are. I used a fanciful example. Adapt it to your situation and dreams.

These journal entries are likely to be emotional. We’re going to continue this work as we move through the year. Learning to control your time means more than learning new techniques. It’s about living your life differently. The habits of a lifetime die slowly. Be patient.

ORGANIZING TOOLS

Let’s balance out the week with a nice left-brain task. You’ll need to figure out which organizing tools you might need during our blitz through your bedroom and closets before the month ends. You begin and end your day in this room. You change your outfits here. We need to be sure it’s a functioning room that supports your daily activities, even if changes such as painting and new furniture remain on the dream board for a few more months. If it’s important to you, you’ll make it happen even if it takes a bit of time!

The most common organizing tools that might be needed in your bedroom are described in this section. Please jot down the items you know you need and some you may want to research at the store.

Hangers

Uniform hangers are a must. I love wooden hangers. They used to be prohibitively expensive but are now available for a song at The Container Store and in the closet department of most home stores and places such as Bed, Bath & Beyond. Tubular hangers are fine, as are thin plastic hangers. If you have a large closet and the finances, go with wood. If your closet is small, the thin plastic ones will take up less space.

Unless your closet is very large, padded hangers will take up too much room. If an item is that delicate, fold it and place it in a dresser drawer or put it on a shelf in a container.

Shelf Dividers and Stackable Drawers

Use shelf dividers to mark off which space on a shelf is dedicated to a specific part of your wardrobe. Usually I use them to separate sweater stacks to prevent implosion.

In some climates, the need for a large wardrobe of sweaters is clear. You can house them in many ways. I like to sort them by color and stack them using shelf dividers. You might want to keep them in individual zippered pouches. You will also find plastic stackable drawers that can nicely hold sweaters. If you put them on a shelf, be sure you have a two-step step stool handy. If you have floor space, stack them under some short items such as tops. The drawers slide in and out easily.

Acrylic Boxes

Some organizing stores have see-through acrylic hatboxes. I use them for items such as scarves, evening purses, and metal belts that can’t be hung. Of course, if you have hats, you’ll never wonder which one is in which box again.

Shoe Racks

It’s a must to get shoes off the floor. Expandable shoe racks are great for women’s shoes. The shoe must have at least a small heel to keep them securely on the bar. Wood shoe racks designed for men’s shoes will also handle women’s flats or athletic shoes. If you get one in cedar, you’ll simultaneously be combating moths. I also like the canvas over-the-door shoe bag for exercise shoes.

Jewelry Organizers

Where is your jewelry now? Do you need a jewelry box? Could you empty out the traditionally narrow top drawer of a dresser and put your things there? You can use the same drawer organizers we used in the kitchen. No matter how much jewelry a woman has, she almost always wears the same key pieces each day. I have a small decorative wooden box on my bathroom counter. Each morning I take out my favorite pieces. The jewelry in boxes in my dresser is for special occasions or when I need a change. This saves me steps in the morning, which means I save time. I’m organized but I move slowly in the morning. It’s best if everything is laid out for me.

Drawer Organizers

Do you have a large collection of exercise socks that threaten to spill out over the floor every time you reach for a pair? I like to fold dress socks neatly and tuck them into sock organizers. I keep that group in a dresser drawer. There are inexpensive drawer organizers for items from bras to socks. You can also go crazy and get them in wood or lined with beautiful material. I toss athletic socks into an open container that stays on the floor of the closet near the exercise shoes. I wouldn’t roll them and use the top of one sock to hold them in place by pulling it over the two. Yes, it keeps them together, but it also stretches out the fabric. Roll them or fold them.

Belt and Tie Organizers

A belt and tie organizer mounted on the wall is ideal if you have the wall space. If not, use hangers made for this purpose. When it comes to belts, if you don’t have a large number or you’re a woman with a lot of metal belts that can’t be hung, consider placing them in a nice lined basket. Of course, you need shelf space for this solution, so plan accordingly.

THE CLOSET SPACE ITSELF

Let’s turn our attention to your actual closet space. I used to work with a closet designer who had a saying: “Now the space is the space.” No matter how organized you are, if you have too much stuff, it’s not going to fit in a tiny closet. Be realistic about the demands you’re making on the closet space you have. Maximize it. Don’t overload it.

Be sure you take the following steps after you have cleaned out your closet. It would be silly, for example, to set aside space for fifteen business suits if in fact you are only going to keep four. If you own a home, I would suggest you have a closet designer come out and give you a professional design. There is no charge for the design itself. I realize it is costly to re-do your closet with a professional system, but it adds to the value of your home. If you take your measurements to The Container Store, they will design a custom closet for you. The Elfa system is less expensive than one installed by a closet company, and you can take it with you when you move.

If you are in the middle of a remodel or know a good contractor, he or she may be able to design and build a system for you. However, that’s a very expensive way to go! A carpenter will probably not use pressboard or melamine but real wood. And that’s where you rack up the high fees.

Or you can use the wire, self-installed system. The only place I would purchase this type of system is from The Container Store. The quality is high and they do your space planning for free. Other wire systems are cheap and flimsy—true nightmares.

If you need it and have the space, put up a second bar in one area so you have double hanging capacity.

If you rent and don’t want to invest in a closet system, here are some easy things you can do to make a space work better. Just about every closet has one shelf, above which is a cavernous space. Place a brace on either side and add a shelf. You can paint or stain the wood if you like. I like to leave it plain. Any handyman can do this for you at a minimal charge.

If you have sliding doors, you know what a pain they are. If you don’t want to put in doors that open, remove the sliding doors and hang a curtain that you can either roll up when you need to access something or pull aside. If you want to keep the sliders or have no place to store them because you’re in a rental, be sure you place your clothes in the closet in the order in which you take them out. For example, let’s say you work in an office. Just about every day you wear a nice blouse and a skirt or pair of slacks; on rare occasions, you wear a suit. I’d have the blouses in the front so that when you slide the first door, that’s what you see. When you slide the second door, there you’d find your slacks and skirts. At the end of the row, behind door number three, I’d tuck your rarely worn suits. Organizing a closet like this is critical. Otherwise; you’ll be sliding those doors back and forth wasting time and energy. But you probably already knew that, didn’t you?

Does your closet go deep inside a wall on one side? It’s the dead zone there, isn’t it? You can use that space for off-season storage, either hanging or on shelves (such as sweaters, scarves, gloves, and hats). Items on shelves can be in containers if you like. It’s still going to be difficult to access, but access isn’t as much of a priority for off-season items.

By the end of this week, you’ll really understand the space you are dealing with and how you can best maximize it. My only word of caution is to avoid the cheap version of a good solution. If you are going to install a system, you need to brace it securely so it can support the weight of your clothes. I was shocked to find a cheap closet system installed in an expensive high-rise in Manhattan. Can you guess what happened? I was folding clothes when I heard a loud crash. All of my client’s beautiful hanging clothes were on the floor. That was not the only time that happened to me, so remember: You get what you pay for!

This week requires a commitment of time and energy, but the result will be more than worth it. Next week you will have a lot of fun putting your products in place and seeing your sanctuary come to life. It’s play time for sure! Take a deep breath this week. By the way, do you have a reward planned yet? There’s no time like the present!


WEEK FOUR

Create a Bedroom You Love

This week, you can

• At last—organize all the clothes in your bedroom from closet to shelves to dressers

• Organize your handbag

• Learn what to avoid; there’s no sense wasting your time or money on worthless products

Time required: Three to five hours, depending on the number of items and the size of the space (closet, dresser, shelves, and so on).

THE MOMENT OF TRUTH HAS ARRIVED. The time for fun begins. Putting a closet together is one of the most creative tasks I do for my clients. I hope you will relax and enjoy this project. The hard work is behind you. By the way, after your closet is organized, don’t be surprised if you see a few more items you don’t need. It happens all the time.

THE GROUND RULES

Have you ever tried to organize your closet and not known what to do? In this section, you’ll find keys to creating a visually beautiful and fully functioning closet!

Clothing

Various types of clothing will stay together. When you want a pair of slacks or a blouse or a pair of shoes, you want to know exactly where in your closet those items are kept.

Place every category in the same color order. I use the following:

White/Off-white

Beige/Brown

Blue/Purple

Pink/Red Green/Yellow

Grey/Black

When I organize a closet for a client, I put sleeveless blouses first in each color category, then short sleeve, and then long sleeve. I place patterns at the end. I tell my clients that if this is too much to deal with, just keep the colors together. Decide what works best for you. You’ll find that the use of color to organize all the sections will make the closet feel very Zen. It will calm you every time you have to get dressed.

Sometimes a client will have a large wardrobe dedicated to a particular sport such as golf, horseback riding, or tennis. In this case, let those pieces have their own section. It will be that much easier to choose your outfit for the day.

Learn to fold your sweaters just like they do in department stores. Neat stacks of sweaters, in color order, look great on a shelf. When you want a sweater, it will be easier to lift up the ones on top if they’re folded. Yes, it takes an extra ten seconds to take and replace sweaters in a stack, but the visual peace it brings is well worth the effort. Have you ever pulled out a favorite wool sweater only to realize it’s pilled? Special, inexpensive shavers take care of this, but in a pinch, run to your bathroom and grab a pumice stone!

You will be surprised how easy it is to find things in drawers if they are neatly folded and in color order. I like underwear containers for bras, panties, boxers, briefs, and dress socks.

Shoes

Whether you put your shoes in clear shoe drawers and stack them or line them up on a shoe rack or stand, keep them in the same color order as your hanging clothes. As I said earlier, you may want to stash your play and workout shoes in an over-the-door canvas holder.

If you find that you don’t have room for all your shoes and you’re using built-in shoe shelves, try this trick: Turn one shoe in each pair in the opposite direction. It will give you more space instantly! Also, if you have very deep shelves and want your shoes out, put one in front of the other. You’ll have a row of different shoes facing you and you’ll know exactly where the mate is.

If you can’t afford to purchase acrylic storage drawers for your entire collection, get a few for your evening shoes. I like to toss the boxes that shoes come in because the sizes vary so much. If you want to keep yours, sort your shoes by color but put a photo of the shoe on the outside of the box.

Purses

Keep your purses on a shelf and in color order. One nice touch is to keep them stuffed with tissue paper to help retain their shape. It’s also easier to prop them on a shelf and not have them fall into flat heaps of leather or material!
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The best way to organize your handbag, ladies, is to dump out the contents on your bed or on a table. Examine each item and ask yourself if you realistically need to haul it around with you each day. It’s wonderful to save the day and pull out some esoteric item once a year, but it’s not really important, is it? Let someone else be the Girl Scout.
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THE CLOSET CHECKLIST

• Have everything facing in the same direction.

• Use one type of hanger. No wire hangers, ever!

• Throw away plastic covers from the cleaners.

• Keep specific types of clothing together.

• Arrange everything in color order.

• Keep shoes off the floor on a stand or use acrylic storage boxes.

Periodically replace or refresh whatever type of moth protection you use.

Just for fun, take a look at your closet before you start organizing. Is everything facing a different direction? That makes it difficult to see items when you’re looking for something. Your upper torso is bobbing back and forth as you move through the row. Are the clothes facing the same direction? I like everything facing the door, if you have a walk-in closet. When everything faces the back wall, I get the feeling you don’t really want to leave your house!



After you whittle down the contents, look at your categories. Keep related items in separate containers. Make-up is a great example of a category most ladies have. Make-up in your purse is about having the tools for touch-ups, not every item in your arsenal to help you glam up for a prom!

Do you carry more keys than you need? Do you have an oversized decorative item on the ring?

I have a wallet for credit cards, the majority of my cash, and my automobile information; a change purse for coins and a small amount of cash; and my checkbook. To make it easy to find everything, I have my wallet and checkbook in a separate zippered container like the one for my make-up.

As you look at the financial information and money you have with you, what’s the best way for you to keep it all in order? The size of your category and the size of your purse will dictate your solution.

If you have separate items that you like to have handy that are unique to you, transfer them to a small tote. This will help equalize the weight on your shoulders. For example, perhaps you like to have a book and some water with you. These are heavy items. Save your body. Balance the load by carrying both a purse and a tote.

Each evening, I look in my purse to pull out the items I have added that day. I put tax-deductible receipts into my “To file” folder (more on that in Part 3, “March”), toss extraneous material, and refresh anything that got depleted. For example, I might need a fresh travel pack of tissues. If you find a nightly ritual overwhelming, go through your purse every Sunday evening. You’ll be streamlined for the week to come.

QUICK FIXES

If you find as you organize that you’re running out of space, try and keep jackets in the hall closet. Very often jackets and coats eat up a lot of room in a clothes closet. Another space eater is ski clothing. If you love to ski, try and keep these things in the guest closet, if you’re lucky enough to have one, or in a container if you need the hanging space. Space bags are wonderful ways to store bulky items from clothing to linens. They really work, so if you haven’t tried them yet, treat yourself. They’re like large Ziploc bags except you suck out all the air with a vacuum cleaner. Don’t worry: They don’t ruin or wrinkle your items.

You can place hooks that extend out a few inches over the door. You could hang your bathrobe and pajamas or nightgown here. Don’t forget you could use this hook on the back of the bathroom door. That’s where I keep my PJs and robe. If the closet is tiny and you happen to have a lot of drawer space, fold your sleepwear, T-shirts, and sweats and keep them in drawers. Conversely, if the closet is large and drawer space is at a premium, hang those items instead.

TO HANG OR NOT TO HANG?

One question I am always asked is how to hang pants. You can do long hang if you have the space. You can fold them over special pant hangers. If we’re talking about casual slacks and especially blue jeans, you can fold them on a shelf or toss them over a wood or tubular hanger. Here’s the sticking point: If you have a lot of pants you rarely wear and you use hangers with clips, you will have marks on the pants from the hangers no matter how padded the clip is. It’s another reason to purge. If you want, have a small portable or travel steamer to help smooth out those wrinkles. Before you go crazy, however, ask yourself if the mark is going to be covered by a belt, blouse or jacket.

TOOLS I AVOID

Let me tell you about two closet items I dislike. Do you have one of those long metal hangers that hold multiple pairs of pants or skirts? I find that it simply grows wide, eating up space. Good luck taking one item off without several others falling. Ditch it.

Some people have great luck with those long canvas containers you attach to a hanging rod that instantly give you the equivalent of drawer space in the form of cubbies. I rarely see this work well enough to merit having one in the closet. I think they eat up more space than they provide. If you have an extremely large closet and don’t need the hanging space, feel free to try one of these units. I usually take them down.

IN PRAISE OF UNIFORMITY

Finally, let me say that as much as possible you want to use uniform containers on your closet shelves. For example, if you are using acrylic shoe drawers, you might want to also use acrylic hatboxes or the various size acrylic storage drawers. If you have wood hangers, you might like to incorporate leather, wood, or natural fiber containers such as rattan, bamboo, Makati, or pandan instead. If you are computer savvy, check out these products online.
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MY BEDROOM SANCTUARY

Earlier I shared my Brooklyn bedroom tale. So what does my bedroom look like now? It has three terra-cotta red walls, a queen-size sleigh bed, one dresser, a straight-back chair, two nightstands, and my altar where I meditate daily. The painter and I were afraid that four terra-cotta walls might be overwhelming, so the wall behind my bed has a pattern applied in gold paint using a special tool. It looks like wallpaper.

I also have two big beds on the floor so little Spirit, my old golden retriever, can have a choice when he wants to take a nap. He’s too old to get up on the bed with me. Two pieces of furniture in my room are from my childhood home. The dresser is from the first bedroom set I got. It’s the one you had to bob and weave past as you walked from the living room to the dining room in my makeshift bedroom. And the straight-back chair is from the bedroom that caused the furor when I was thirteen. The past and the present are together in a decorative blend.

There is never a single time that I enter this room that I don’t give thanks. It is the bedroom I dreamed about for years. Just like my mom, the thirteen-year-old version of me that I carry around in my heart finally got her dream room. It helps me understand my mother better. I guess we always think that those we love will appreciate what we like and want. Of course, it’s not the way real life works, is it? We have to remember always to ask what pleases the other person. And then we have to honor what is communicated.



Your closet needs to be utilitarian, but that doesn’t mean it can’t have a touch of class. If you peer into a closet and see all kinds of containers in various colors and textures, it instantly jangles your nerves. Remember, we’re Zen Organizers!

PUTTING THE ROOM TOGETHER

As you complete the obvious projects in your bedroom such as your closet and dresser, don’t forget to consider what other elements you can add to make this room your sanctuary. Here are a few ideas:

Add a large comfortable chair or a rocker if you like to read or do needlecrafts.

Perhaps next to your chair, replace the basket for yarn with a small computer stand on wheels to hold your laptop. I’m not suggesting you work here! I am suggesting you take some private time to stay in touch with friends and family or just play solitaire for an hour to let your brain unwind.

If you love to read, add a small bookcase. Be sure you have adequate lighting.

Don’t forget to look at the décor in the room. Beautiful curtains or drapes and magical touches such as a dream catcher will also help create the sanctuary feel. A luxurious bedspread or duvet cover will also have a strong effect on the ambience of the room.

I’ve seen bedroom suites as big as studio apartments in New York City! If you are so blessed, you may want to add a small refrigerator for snacks. Try and keep it behind a cupboard door so your sanctuary doesn’t start looking like a kitchen.

In a large bedroom, I’ve also seen an area where a coffee pot can be set up. This works for the kind of pot that turns on automatically. If you love coffee, your sanctuary can be filled with the aroma of a fresh brew every morning!

What elements will you add to turn this utilitarian room into a private sanctuary? If you are in a committed relationship, don’t forget to consult with your partner.


FEBRUARY SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Do your journal work this month with an eye to understanding exactly what you want to create in your bedroom so that it reflects who you are at a Soul level.

WEEK TWO

Clear your closet and your dresser of all excess so we can make a plan to organize what you want to keep.

WEEK THREE

Complete more exercises to help you understand the concept of time better.

Create your shopping list for next week’s organizing work.

WEEK FOUR

Create order in your closet and dresser!

BONUS TIP

Aromatherapy candles and oil diffusers are wonderful in the bedroom to help you set a mood. Don’t forget that essential oils have a long and rich history as natural healers. You can also make your own personal body products such as lotions and cleansers.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

My bedroom is a place of peace. Within its walls, I am comforted and healed. I appreciate and wear the clothing I have. As I give away what I no longer need or use, I am blessed. There is only abundance in my life.


3. MARCH

Organizing the Business of Life

The journey is the reward.

–ANONYMOUS

JUST IN TIME FOR TAX SEASON, THE month of March is the ideal month to get your papers in order. Whether you are retired and have just a few files, are single and have a home office with piles everywhere, or are a stay-at-home parent with a kitchen nook work area, this month we bring order to the business of life. After all, Uncle Sam wants you next month!

THE PAPER BOGEYMAN

For some reason, paper seems to strike fear into the heart of most adults. Paper is the average adult’s bogeyman. If getting organized is about making decisions and piles are merely stacks of unmade decisions made visible, why is paper so scary? I think it’s because we fear we’ll make a mistake. If I throw out a blouse and later regret it, it’s a personal matter. If I toss out something I need for my taxes or lose a legal document, I can be in quite a pickle. Rather than make an error, most people tend to hold onto everything.

Here’s a rule of thumb to live by: Any time you wonder about the fate of a legal document, ask yourself, “What broad category is this document related to?” After you identify your category, find an expert in that field. For example, say you aren’t sure how long you need to save your tax returns. Call the person who prepares your return, your tax attorney, your CPA, or a professional tax filing firm such as H&R Block.

If you have documents from prior real estate transactions and wonder which you need to keep, call your real estate agent or your real estate attorney. If you have no professional help, research the current guidelines on the Internet. In other words, let yourself off the hook by asking someone who makes his or her living in the field. Are you starting to relax?
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Although I would prefer that you check with your accountant, real estate agent, or attorney, CPA, or insurance broker for the last word, here is an outline of record retention requirements to give you some direction. This is how the experts in my life have advised me. You can also use a search engine such as Google and type record retention guidelines. For income tax questions, go to www.irs.gov.

RECORD RETENTION GENERAL GUIDELINES

• Credit card receipts: Keep until verified on your statement if they represent general purchases; keep with tax material if the expenses are deductible.

• Warranties: Hold onto the receipt for the life of the warranty or as long as you have the item, whichever comes first.

• Insurance policies: Keep for the life of the policy.

• Mortgages, deeds, leases: Keep six years beyond the agreement.

• Real estate records and improvement receipts: Keep six years beyond the sale of the property.

• Pay stubs: Keep until reconciled with your W-2.

Hold Forever

• Income tax returns

• Retirement and pension documents

• Legal records

• Investment trade confirmations

Tax Receipt Retention

• Federal return backup materials: Three years

• Federal return backup materials if you are incorporated: Seven years

• State return backup materials: Check with your tax preparer because requirements vary by state; California, for example, is four years

It pays to keep documents like these in a fireproof safe or box. You can also scan key information onto a disc for storage in your safety deposit box. Needless to say, you wouldn’t scan all of your tax backup materials!



Remember you can always find the latest and greatest news on any subject on the Internet. Google has changed our lives forever—and it’s only one search engine available. The Web allows us to be discriminating about the number of hard copies we feel we need to save on any given topic. However, let me sneak in one caveat: If you have lots of online articles saved in a cyber file or you have burned countless CDs of information just in case you need it, you are creating a new kind of debris. Don’t weigh yourself down with the unnecessary. Our goal is to fly free, taking with us only what we truly need. Think lean and mean. Well, okay, lean and organized!

Max’s Story

Before we organize our papers, I’d like to tell you the story of a dog I met a few years ago. One night I agreed to help a friend’s daughter baby-sit. When we got to the house, the mom and dad were engaged in last-minute preparations to leave for dinner. We were introduced to the toddler, a beautiful little girl of three, and the new-born, a handsome young man if ever I saw one. I, however, was drawn immediately to the sound of incessant barking coming from the backyard. “Oh! That’s Max,” said the mom with a notable edge in her voice. “He’s always barking.” As a result, she didn’t like the dog to be in the house. “He gets so excited!” she said. “He drives me crazy.”

As I opened the door to the backyard, my heart broke. The dog was tied up on a short leash by a small doghouse, even though he had a huge yard to call home. “No wonder he barks,” I thought. Max was frustrated. Dogs are pack animals, and Max wanted to be inside with his pack members. He also wanted to be in a position to protect “his” mom and the children, which he couldn’t do effectively from the backyard. I instantly felt the barking was the equivalent of a human cry, “Hey, let me inside, okay? I’ve got a job to do.”

When the parents got in their car and drove off, I untied Max and let him in the house. He ran around once to check on everybody and every room, then spent the entire evening sitting quietly at my feet. Hours later when his parents returned home, they were surprised to find Max in the house and so well behaved.

That night, Max brought home to me the importance of work in our lives.
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In the final analysis, everybody needs a job. Our self-esteem rises when we are acknowledged for a job well done. Our work helps define us. What’s that popular cocktail party question? “So tell me, what do you do for a living?” It seems to me that our work begins the minute we are born and ends when we draw our last breath. Think how difficult it must be for a baby to learn how a human body works and master the language being spoken around him or her. The job of a child is play. Our life’s work changes from age to age and decade to decade. We foolishly think it’s only the work that comes with monetary compensation that counts. But I know mothers who work harder than corporate executives. I know children who play with more passion than most adults ever experience at their jobs. Because work is so key, let’s set ourselves up to actually enjoy the space we use to do our work no matter how lofty or mundane. Let us set up these work areas to empower and support us.

For example, having your paperwork organized is critical, so the big event this month is learning how to set up a file system. Are you an “out of sight, out of mind” kind of person who eschews the creation of a file system? I have creative solutions for you to try. The bottom line is that paper piles must be tamed; otherwise you’ll feel out of control every time you have to do something as simple as pay a bill.

Imagine trying to get to your great file system in an office that was set up to flummox you at every turn! We’re going to make the outer office as streamlined as the inner workings of your file cabinet. After you’re sitting down to get at the business of life, you may uncover numerous, clever ways you short-circuit your productivity. Don’t worry; this is oh so human. We continue our study of time management to iron out the kinks. We’re adding the word “no” to your vocabulary and delegating tasks to others. We’re becoming a little less available via phone, fax, and e-mail. This is a busy month, so grab your journal and let’s dive in!

HABIT OF THE MONTH

This month we take bold steps to tame the paper monster once and for all. Each day as you open your mail, fearlessly toss all extraneous matter. You don’t need any junk mail cluttering your desk. Nor will you need the ads your credit card companies tuck in with your bill. Want that catalogue? Toss the ten just like it that you’ve been saving. If you fall behind, dedicate some time on Sunday to catch up.


WEEK ONE

Home Office Questions

This week, you can

• Uncover the reasons why you find the world of paper so daunting

• Read several case histories of others who found a way out of paper chaos to order

Time required: Sixty minutes to write in your journal.

ARE YOU UNSURE ABOUT YOUR LEVEL of chaos in this area? Let’s look at a few things that will be clues. If you nod your head “yes” to most of these, this part is for you!

I have the money in my account but I forget to pay my bills on time.

The minute I see a legal paper of any kind, I become immobilized. I just don’t deal with it.

I could be more productive at work if I didn’t have a million voice mail messages, e-mails, and faxes to respond to.

If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. Good help is hard to find.

I’m too busy with other things to file my papers.

These represent the most common complaints I hear. We’re going to go inside first and allow some journal work to give us the key to the origin of the choices you are making and the fears you harbor. Yes, it’s true. Just about every one of the previous statements is based on fear.

Some people fear they will toss something they need, so they save everything. Others want to be liked by everyone, so they respond to every request for their time no matter what it does to them. There’s balance hidden in those piles of papers and we’re going to rout it out this month, turn fear into freedom, and enjoy the process.
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This week, grab your journal and carve out some private time to investigate your past and your relationship with work. You’ll find that your past always holds the key to your present circumstances and expectations. This is why each month begins with the same kind of investigation. Discovering the link between the past (causes) and today’s reality (effects) puts us in the driver’s seat. If we don’t like the causes set in motion in the past, we can consciously replace them with new ones today.

Following are some journal questions designed to help you understand how the world of paper turned you upside down.

1. What do you remember about your childhood in terms of the work lives of your parents? Did they enjoy what they did or did you get the feeling that work was a burden?

2. How did your parents relate to paper? Was yours the “House of Piles” or the “Home of the Neatnik Family”?

3. Did you pick up after yourself as a child or did someone do that for you?

4. Were you a good student with effective study habits? Or was school something you couldn’t wait to put behind you?

5. If you are being treated for ADD or ADHD, have you learned to work with the way your brain functions rather than let a diagnosis rule your life?

6. If you have siblings and you remember something dramatic about your childhood and the way the business of life was handled, give your sibling a call and see whether his or her perception is the same.

7. Are you married? Are you the one who handles the day-to-day business? Do you feel that you are appreciated? Would you be happy if you could turn the reins over to someone else, whether that’s your spouse, an assistant, a CPA, or a bookkeeper?

8. Everyone has paper in his or her life. We have bills to pay, reports or homework due, trips to plan, moves to organize, and hobbies to learn. And these are just a few areas that generate paper. Are you on top of this aspect of your life? If not, has it always been an issue? Or did something derail you? Identify what that was and why and how today is different.

Here are three stories to help you understand more clearly how the past affects our current life. See whether you find your situation in these stories.

Rebecca: Loyal to a Fault

Rebecca grew up in a large family in the middle of the country. Everybody had chores. Her mom took care of the home and her father worked in the city for a large and powerful union. Every day around 3 p.m., her dad would call to inquire about available work the following day. Rebecca remembers long stretches of steady employment, including overtime, and dry spells when her parents fretted about their ability to pay their bills.

Rebecca assumed they were the typical American family living from paycheck to paycheck. She grew up, moved to the East Coast, and started a successful consulting business. When I met Rebecca, she wanted to organize her home office to help her be more productive. As we went through her papers, I noticed that Rebecca made a very nice living. And yet she seemed on edge about her finances. It was at this point that I asked her to talk to me about her childhood. I was struck by the fact that she seemed to have internalized the day-to-day money drama of her parents. It was as if she were more comfortable waiting for the other shoe to drop financially than to embrace the success she had achieved in business.

It’s quite an achievement to create and run a successful business. It’s hard to enjoy the fruits of your labors, however, when your office is awash in paper. It’s important to balance your work and home life, but difficult to do so when you carry your schedule in your head. If you can’t see how you spend your time, you will no doubt be overworking yourself. The human body needs sleep, good food, fresh air, and exercise to function at an optimum level. Rebecca was just like her dad. All she did was work. And if the environment was difficult to deal with, that was a twisted bonus for her: It took more time to do everything so it was clear how dedicated she was to the business. Human beings are so clever at slapping a positive label on a negative action!

Rebecca told me something that floored me. Her father lived by a financial rule he never shared with his children: When money was deposited into the bank, it was never to be touched. Rather than living from paycheck to paycheck, Rebecca’s father had salted away a fairly generous inheritance for his children. They had in fact never been in danger of losing their home. The lean times were inflicted by her father and his personal financial code. Rebecca reveals how we internalize a system we see without ever questioning its validity. The tension she created matched that in her childhood home whenever money was the topic of discussion. She was unconsciously copying a financial system without knowing all the details of the operation. Have you done something like this?

Mike and Jenny: The Honeymoon Is Over!

As newlyweds, Mike and Jenny decided that Mike would control the finances in their marriage. Jenny was delighted to turn over bill paying and investing to her husband. She quit her job and settled into her new life as a homemaker. In short order, a dream was fulfilled with the birth of twin boys. The years passed, and one day Mike lost his job. When bill collectors started calling the house, Jenny sat Mike down for a talk. She wanted to know what was going on with their finances. It turned out that Mike had taken over a task he was ill equipped to handle. He had paid multiple credit card bills late. He had taken cash from these cards to pay bills. Not only had they incurred huge and unnecessary finance charges, but the cards now carried the highest interest allowed by law. It was a disaster.

At this point, Jenny assumed the financial reins of their life. I was called in to help her set up a file system that would make keeping track of bills and investments relatively easy. Jenny returned to the work force, and Mike took a job outside his field of expertise to pay the mortgage and keep a roof over their heads. It seemed like a solid plan was in place.

Yet after they got back on their feet, Jenny did something mysterious. She turned their financial life back over to Mike! Once again, they got into a pickle. I was reminded of my father’s words: “It doesn’t matter what sex a person is; the most qualified person for the job is the one who should have it.” Managing simple financial tasks such as bill paying eluded Mike. And yet as the “man of the house,” he felt it was his job. It would have served this couple well if they had shared this work rather than delegating their financial affairs to one member of the team exclusively. Does the arrangement in your relationship benefit both of you?

Bob and Gwen: Another Day, Another Dozen Diapers

Finally, we have the story of Bob and Gwen. When I entered their home, I wondered why I had been called in to work with Gwen. Their large home was tastefully decorated and spotless, and there wasn’t a pile in sight. And then I peered into a kitchen cupboard. Like many moms, Gwen felt the kitchen was her power center, and she wanted to do her paperwork here. The house had been built before the kitchen work nook phase became popular. Gwen had no place to put her papers before or after she dealt with them. The result was that several cupboards had been turned into stuff-it zones.

From my perspective, the fix was an easy one. Gwen needed a portable file box. I suggested she get one in wicker or bamboo with a lid. It would blend in with the décor of the family room that opened out directly from the kitchen. We got some basic office supplies and set up a file system based on the categories I discovered as we sorted through several years’ worth of piles. We established a place for incoming mail to be deposited each day. And her husband agreed that their three toddlers needed to have some daddy time each weekend outside the home so that Gwen could do her paperwork.

What saddened me greatly about Gwen was the tremendous guilt she felt about what she had created. “Why did I let this happen?” she lamented. It was clear to me; I couldn’t believe she had to ask. Gwen had a large and beautiful home, but she had no help keeping it clean. She had three children under the age of seven. I don’t think she had stopped changing diapers until recently. In addition, she breastfed each child for at least six months. Something has to give when you have this much responsibility and aren’t sleeping through the night. And so the mountains of paperwork piled up. As you examine your situation, can you identify how a birth, a death, a change in circumstance, or something else I haven’t mentioned derailed you? That’s all you need to do. Acknowledge it. Guilt has no place in Zen Organizing. Neither does shame.

The goal of this first week is to uncover your personal relationship with the “business of life.” If you are working with a group, share your perception of how each of you handles paper. You’ll find that one person may have mastered this aspect of his or her life but the kitchen is a mess. I remember a minister saying that we all have areas that need to be healed. You may also be surprised to find that what you think is an organizational disaster is a reflection of a shaming mechanism that was internalized by a parent or partner. Your group may hold the key to opening your eyes to a new reality. No group involvement for you? Grab the phone and call your best friend.

After this week you will have shed light on the dark corners of your paper plight. Next week we bring out the big guns: the tools that enable you to put into practice your desire to manage time better and conquer those paper stacks.


WEEK TWO

Save Time

This week, you can

• Learn how to be an effective multitasker

• Delegate tasks and chores to others

• Say “no” with ease and add power to your “yes” response

• Learn to visualize your goals

• Tame your electronic pests

Time required: Sixty to ninety minutes.

REMEMBER THE WORK WE DID IN January concerning time? We designated not only the various aspects of our lives but also the percentage of time we dedicate to each. I am going to bet that your life is a little out of balance and the culprit is work. As I admitted before, I am in the guilty zone with you. So let’s take a look at some ways we can save time. Saved time can then be allocated elsewhere. These tidbits will also make you more productive.

PLEASE, SIR, CAN I HAVE SOME MORE?

Whenever I teach my class or work in a corporate setting, the inevitable question arises: “How can I do more multitasking?” In our modern world, we feel that we need to be on the landline phone, the computer, and the cell phone, shuffling paper, and reading today’s newspaper simultaneously. And that isn’t enough. We want to do more. Corporations downsize. Now you’re doing the work of many and the only solution seems to be to do more at the same time.

I have to tell you that my response comes directly from yoga. When you splinter your focus like this, you fry your nervous system. You may get a promotion, but when you retire, you’re going to need a solid medical plan to heal that exhausted vehicle you live in. Do I denounce multitasking? No. But I think it’s an art, and this week I’d like you to cultivate the healthy way to multitask.

The first step is to jot down in your journal at least five ways you currently multitask. We all know the classic example of the young mother with the baby on her hip, a phone nestled in the crook of her neck while she stirs a pot on the stove. List your examples in a column, leaving a few lines in between. After you have your examples, please take a minute to recall the last time you did each one. Write down how you felt when you finished multitasking. Think physically and emotionally. Were you tired? Elated? How did your body feel? If you aren’t used to checking in with your body, try and become more conscious of what it’s saying to you. It’s always talking to you, but you may not be in tune yet with the message.
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One day a few years ago I was giving a lecture on organizing techniques to the managers of one of the big hospital complexes in the Los Angeles area. When I opened up the session to questions, I was amazed to learn that the staff was shorthanded and multitasking like maniacs. And what did they want to learn? How to do even more multitasking! I asked one manager to give me an example of how she multitasked. She said that when she was on the phone, she answered e-mail, read reports, and wrote notes to her assistant. I asked how she felt at the end of the day. “Exhausted!” she said. “Well,” I responded, “I’m here to help you balance your life, not fry your system at a faster pace!” I gave them the tools I’m presenting to you this week.
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Now that you have your crazy-making multitasking list, I’d like you to think of five positive, nondraining ways you could multitask. I’m going to give you a few examples to get you started. Here are my personal favorites:

Always have something on hand to read or a notebook to write in if you know you’re going to be in a waiting room (such as a doctor’s visit), traveling on public transportation (airport terminals, flights, trains, buses, and so on), or waiting in a restaurant. Nothing is accomplished by staring at the walls. Personally, I don’t like to make phone calls in public places. I don’t want to inflict the sound of my voice on others who may want some private time.

When watching TV, have something to do during commercials. When I did needlepoint or hooked rugs, it was perfect! Now I use those breaks to skim the daily newspaper. God bless the mute button on my remote!

Are you a stay-at-home parent with a busy after-school schedule? If you find yourself sitting in the stands at soccer practice, for example, find a spot away from the other parents and return some phone calls. If you are at a distance, your voice shouldn’t disrupt others and you can still keep your eye on the field. I frequently return phone calls when I take my dog for his evening walk.

Let’s say you are making dinner. All the prep work is completed. Something has to simmer for twenty minutes, after which you’re going to add more ingredients. If you have a kitchen nook office area, this is the perfect time to peruse today’s mail. You’re cooking and paying bills without making yourself crazy.

The common denominator in all these examples is that the first action is suspended and the time can be filled with a second activity. The goal is to be productive, not exhausted. You’ll find multitasking examples scattered throughout this book. Be on the lookout!

HOW TO DELEGATE

Are you filling your life with mundane tasks that someone could easily do for you? Sometimes we do this unconsciously because we don’t want to face something that scares us a little. Let’s say you have to prepare a report for work. You dread it but you know it has to be done. You set aside Saturday morning to put it behind you. Miraculously, by noon you find that you have left your desk a hundred times. You didn’t write the report, but the plants are watered, the pencils are sharpened, the dog has been taken out so many times he’s confused, and oh yes, you’ve raided the refrigerator to the bone. If you are part of a family, all of those actions save the last would make great chores for your kids. Your version of this kind of avoidance will be unique to you, but be comforted in knowing that we all have a version!

Other times our need to control is revealed with a desire to go it alone. The old saw “If you want something done right, do it yourself” will keep your universe very small. Imagine someone like Oprah firing her staff because she believed that she needed to give her personal attention to every aspect of her company. It would be the death knell for her empire, wouldn’t it?

Recently I had a client who runs a small business. She has all the trappings of success: a suite in a fancy building, a full-time assistant, and a part-time employee. She has the production of her products, their storage, and the process of fulfillment in place. There’s just one problem. It’s all a lesson in futility. Her business makes no profit. It can’t possibly grow. Why? Because my client systematically drowns her highly qualified assistant in minutiae and then double-checks her work. It’s what consumes her energy each and every day. Margo is queen of the micromanagers.

My assistant and I encouraged her to delegate and totally let go of the small day-to-day responsibilities of running a business. We urged her to use that energy to develop a vision for her business. We were unsuccessful. I had the feeling that Margo enjoyed playing at having a business rather than being interested in watching it grow. How serious are you about achieving your goals?

Do you unconsciously reveal your insecurity with an incessant need to control every detail of your life, as well as the lives of those around you? Do you find it wins you friends or alienates people? As Dr. Phil would say, “How’s that workin’ for you?” My guess is that it’s pretty isolating.

To delegate successfully, you have to understand how to do it properly. First, you need to find the right person for the job. Second, you want to put into place a deadline that gives you a little wiggle room in case there’s a problem. (If I’m running late for a deadline, one of my favorite questions is, “What’s the drop-dead date?” One is always waiting in the wings and it’s never the first one you received.) Finally, you need to understand all the aspects of your project so you know what you can give away to others and what you have to do yourself. Delegating frees your time and makes you more powerful. You can have several people reporting to you and doing work it would take you hours to accomplish. Learn to be the Big Boss, not one of the minions.

I know a lady who is more caretaker than parent. Her children never clean, do laundry, wash a dish, or pick up after themselves. She has two grandsons at home with her as well. Even the dog suffers separation anxiety if she leaves the house. Of course, she doesn’t leave very often. How can she? The laundry would pile up and who would make a meal? One day her two sons (who are now in their fifties) and her two grandsons (in their twenties) may assume the mantle of adulthood and move out. Until then, she refuses to give anyone a single chore. She does it all herself—a pretty sad outcome for a woman in her early eighties, don’t you think?

If you have children at the appropriate age, do they vacuum and dust their bedrooms, keep them picked up daily, clean their bathrooms, do laundry, prepare simple meals, or take out the garbage? No time like the present to start. Unless, of course, you have visions of them staying at home forever!

Could someone at work help with the mundane tasks you have to perform each day? Do you find yourself saying to others: “It would take me longer to explain how to do this than to just do it myself?” Let’s shift your thinking a bit. You can take this task off your plate and help another person advance. Don’t think of the time it will take to explain it once. Think of the hours you will save never having to do it again!

This week, as you think about delegating, see whether you can experiment and give something away to another person. If a little teaching is involved, think of yourself as a mentor. Whether it’s your child or a coworker, let someone else learn something this week.

JUST SAY NO

“Just say no” isn’t only a slogan to fight drugs; saying “no” will empower you in terms of your time. I hear pretty much the same song from everyone who has an issue with saying “no” to requests. It’s always along the lines of wanting to be helpful. They see themselves as good people who are always there for others, always willing to help. In fact they are taking on too much, they may be exhausted, and their home and work life suffer. But they reason that it’s all worth it because they are perceived in their circle as the good guy.

I understand how this works very well. I was raised to be a people pleaser. It’s not really about being a good person. It’s called codependency. If you have this issue, I have some useful tips for you. First, I want to assure you that no one will drop dead because you said “no.” (If they do drop dead, they had issues beyond your control.) If they end their relationship with you, it wasn’t a valuable relationship to begin with. Thank them for the favor they did. The elimination process is key to being organized. Sometimes human beings are the clutter in our lives.

The book that opened my eyes to healing this aspect of my life was John Bradshaw’s The Homecoming. I recommend it highly. You may also find that the support of other codependent people is invaluable. You can call your local Alcoholics Anonymous (check the front of your phone book), and they can direct you to the Codependency Anonymous meetings in your city. Go to several until you find the one that works for you.

Finally, I promise you that it’s great when you learn to say “no” because you find that you now relish when you get to say “yes” to what interests you. You will be amazed how people respect you more. When you say “yes,” it has meaning. Let me also say that just as there are those who have trouble saying “no,” there are those who have no trouble taking advantage. You help them when you say “no” because they need to learn how to do things for themselves. Empower them and free yourself.

SAYING NO TO ELECTRONIC PESTS

Don’t forget to apply your new skill to your computer and your phone. How? You do not have to reply to every voice mail message or e-mail note that’s sent to you. You also don’t have to answer the phone just because it’s ringing. Voice mail is a great invention. Ask yourself, “Do I need to take this call or am I looking to avoid the work before me?” Face the task at hand and put it behind you. Do you have a phone call to answer and you know the person is a Chatty Cathy? Send an e-mail and say you are on a tight deadline. Ask her or him (yes, there are chatty guys) to send their requests through e-mail and you will respond at your first opportunity. If you have an assistant, see whether he or she can return the call.

Understand that I am not advocating that you be rude, thoughtless, or careless. I want you to be polite with all of your communications. One technique that will serve you well with those who can’t accept “no” is to acknowledge what they have said and then simply repeat your “no.” It goes something like this, “Jenny, I am so honored that you thought to ask me to serve on your committee. Unfortunately, I simply can’t in all good conscience say ‘yes’ because there are so many demands on my time right now.” If Jenny persists, you say, “Jenny, I hear what you are saying and again I acknowledge how much it means to me to have been asked. Unfortunately, I must repeat that at this time I cannot help you. Please ask me again in the future.” As we say in Brooklyn, end of story.

With good manners in mind, you don’t have to be polite with some people. You know who I mean: the strangers who call and solicit money. They never take “no” for an answer, do they? I say “no” once. When the request is repeated, I simply say, “I am so sorry. My answer is ‘Not at this time.’” If I like the organization, I may add, “Please feel free to contact me in the future.” If I am not interested, I ask to be removed from their list. In either case, if the stranger persists, thereby not respecting my word, my time, or my boundaries, I hang up. I don’t need a new best friend. That position is filled. My concern can’t be about hurting the feelings of a person I don’t know. It has to be about conserving my time. Better yet, register your phone numbers with the National Do Not Call Registry at www.donotcall.gov.

THOUGHTS ARE THINGS

A basic belief in metaphysics is that thoughts are things. You probably have heard of it in a different way. You know the word visualization, right? Well, taking a few minutes to be quiet and to see in your mind what you want to create in your life is what visualization is all about. Your dream board is a visualization in physical form. You already use visualization techniques. All of us do. Instead of planning for the good things in life, we imagine all the terrible things that may befall us. “What if I lose my job and we can’t pay the rent? We could be homeless.” “What if I never get pregnant and have a child of my own?” “What if I never become successful in my chosen career? “What if I never find a spouse?” “What if I never get to travel?” “I can’t fly because the plane might crash.” “I can’t visit California because of earthquakes.” Do you see what I mean? Dark fears rumble around in all our psyches. When they get playtime in our minds, that’s a negative visualization. We attract what we think about, so it’s wise to learn to be in control of what you’re entertaining in your mind.

WHAT REALLY MATTERS?

We’ve done quite a bit of work meant to help you realize what is important to you. Please take a few minutes to write down two goals. One is short term: Name something you want to accomplish this year. The other goal must be long term: What would you like to accomplish in the next five years? After you have those in place, pay attention this next week to everything you do or agree to do in the not too distant future. Every activity will fall into two broad categories: those that move you closer to your goals and those that aren’t relevant.

Don’t be surprised if you discover that little you do has any relationship to your stated goals. It takes practice, focus, and a lot of dedication to bring our everyday life into alignment with our goals. In much the same way, it takes practice to learn how to run a marathon, play the piano, or become proficient at anything. You have to do something to achieve your goals. This conscious way of plotting your course in life allows your dreams to come true.


WEEK THREE

Make a Plan

This week, you can

• Clear out the obvious paper clutter

• Stock up on appropriate office supplies

• Be sure you have a file box, holder, or cabinet and all filing supplies for next week

Time required: Thirty minutes for a quick purge and clean up; thirty minutes to assess the situation and create a shopping list; sixty to ninety minutes to shop.

WE’VE BEEN SO CEREBRAL THIS month, now it’s time to have a little fun. I have two tasks for you this week. First, we’re going to do a quick raid on your collected papers to help save time next week. Then, we’ll talk about the products you may need to help create order.

SPEED ELIMINATION

I want you to set a timer for twenty minutes. Tear through the piles and pull out the obvious things you know you don’t need—the garbage. Please don’t give this a lot of thought; you don’t have to sort. Go fast and trust your instincts. And remember one of the golden rules of Zen Organizing: After it hits the trash, it’s there to stay! What am I thinking about for this exercise? Here’s a list of things that clog a space and need to be tossed:

• Ditch old magazines and newspapers. If there’s a newspaper article you absolutely have to read, have a scissors handy and cut it out when the twenty minutes are up. With magazine articles, tear the magazine apart along its spine to get to your article. You’ll have straight, smooth edges without having to use scissors. Remember that articles on popular topics are recirculated constantly. You can also do research on the Web for the latest information on any given topic.

• Are there flyers and catalogues for sales that have expired? Toss them. You may find a catalogue you no longer receive that still interests you. Save the back cover with ID information and call the company to be reinstated on the mailing list. On the other hand, if you receive catalogues that no longer interest you, call and have your name removed.

• Do you have old bank statements and bills? Save what you need and toss the envelope it came in and all the junk that arrived with it. In general, if your expense is written off on your tax return (i.e., you itemize), hold on to the statement for the time designated by your tax preparer and keep the statements with your tax receipts. This is especially important if you are self employed as a consultant. In the event of an audit, the IRS will want to peruse your bank statements for all deposits. On the other hand, if you work at an office and your household expenses are not deductible, I would save the statement until the following month. Be sure you have been properly credited and then toss or shred. Your best friend in the war against identify theft is a shredder. They are not expensive and there are compact ones perfect for the home. Your rule of thumb should be to shred any document you are tossing that has an account number or your social security number.

• Toss invitations for events that have passed.

• Toss expired coupons.

• Do you have warranties and instruction sheets for things you no longer own? Toss them.

• Junk mail goes into the trash without opening it! Did a charity send you return address stickers or note cards? Save them only if you intend to use them. Otherwise, out they go. Don’t feel guilty about using them if you can’t make a donation. Note cards usually have the name of the charity on the back. You’re giving them a little free PR.

• Photo holiday cards get tossed. Your friends wanted you to see how much Johnny has grown. They don’t expect you to make a scrapbook for him! People say to me, “I can’t throw children in the trash!” Indeed, you cannot; but you can toss their holiday portrait.

What can you add to this list? Set your timer and work in those twenty-minute spurts. You can return to a room more than once this week if you have the time. Make this an archeological dig into your past. It’s a game, not a homework assignment, and it’s developing your trash muscle. That muscle is every bit as important as great glutes! By the way, if your building or neighborhood recycles, be sure and get rid of your trash in accordance with those guidelines.
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IDENTITY THEFT

Identity theft is part of our lives now. You have to be vigilant in a way that past generations never had to consider. Don’t be overwhelmed, alarmed, or depressed by the possibility. Be super vigilant! Here are some tips to help sharpen your level of smarts in this dangerous arena:

• Protect your accounts with passwords that would be difficult to guess. Never use obvious information as a password (mother’s maiden name, pet name, or birth date). And change your passwords every six months.

• Never carry your social security card with you, give it to strangers over the phone, or have it printed on your checks. If a legitimate company asks to use your social security card for I.D. purposes, ask to use another form of identification.

• You are entitled to one free credit report each year from each of the three credit reporting companies: Equifax, Experian, and Trans Union. Spread your requests out over the year. Go to www.annualcreditreport.com or call toll free 1-877-322-8228.

• If you are a victim of identity theft, write to each credit bureau and freeze your accounts. Include a copy of your police report. (Contact information for all three is in the “Resources” section at the end of the book.) You’ll also want to alert all of your credit card companies as well as your bank and any other financial institutions.

• Do not sign the back of your credit card. Instead, write photo I.D. required.

• Check the activity on your credit card Accounts every week. You don’t want to find out at the end of a month-long shopping spree that someone is using your card!

• Don’t save electricity: Make liberal use of a shredder! Licensed and bonded companies will shred for you at their premises or yours.



PAPER ORGANIZING TOOLS

As you work through your piles, you will be jogging your brain about what’s important to keep. Next week we’ll be doing the big project of the month. We’ll be knee-deep in the paper aspects of your life, setting up a system that will support you and last for years. Now is a good time to tell you that file systems need to be cleaned out periodically, I’d say every one to three years, depending on how extensive and volatile yours is. Files are storehouses of the active information we need. They are not meant to be paper cemeteries.

Let’s talk about some products you may find invaluable in your quest to become organized.

First we have the office basics everyone should have in the home:

Calculator

Large and small paper clips

Letter opener

Paper shredder

Pens and pencils

Post-it notes

Rubber bands

Scissors (these come in inexpensive packages of three or more, so have one stashed in every room)

Stapler, box of staples, staple remover

Tape

If you have a good size desk and you like symmetry and design, by all means purchase a decorative matching desk set. Now let me say a few words about the preceding items. If you are a retired person, for example, you want one small box of paper clips. You would not benefit from making your office supply purchase at a store like Costco because you’ll be clogging up your space with supplies you will most likely never need. Sometimes a bargain is a burden.

Most people have a computer and either an inkjet or a laser printer. You’re going to want a stash of printer paper and ink cartridges or toner. Check with your local supply store and see whether they have a policy of accepting your old printer cartridges. They will recycle them for you and sometimes give you a credit towards your next printer cartridge or toner purchase. Some manufacturers also accept their empty cartridges back and cover all expenses for the return.


[image: image] Computers were supposed to save paper. Instead, we’re all madly printing everything from work projects to the annual holiday letter. How can you save on paper? Turn a useless copy over and print on the opposite side! Does your project have multiple drafts? Print each phase in a different color. You’ll have instant recognition!



While you’re stocking up on paper, may I suggest that you get a paper tray to hold the open package of paper? Even the most organized and tidy of my clients will open a package of paper just wide enough to grab a handful for the printer and then leave the package in that semi-opened condition. It looks so sloppy. In fact, it looks like a little mouse came along and had a snack.

Speaking of trays, let’s talk about your in and out boxes. These are usually stacked one on top of the other. They are not meant to be substitute files! I like to refer to them as physical conversations. Your assistant comes in and takes everything from your out box. He or she can then place all the items that need your attention in your in box. Use Post-it notes for clarification. Work has been accomplished. A conversation happened, and not a word was spoken. How efficient! If you have no help, you are your own assistant. Keep your completed and incoming or to-be-processed materials separated.

A tall stack of trays takes up too much room on a desk unless you use them artfully and truly need them. For example, these are ideal if you work in graphic design and need an array of paper in front of you at all times. Most people, however, use them as a giant, overflowing, unorganized to-do holder. You know what they say, “stop the madness!” In Week Four we’re going to organize your to-do materials in a far more efficient manner and, in the process, win back all that valuable space.

Speaking of rescued desk space, I like using a flat-screen monitor for the computer because it doesn’t take up as much space as a conventional monitor. Now, I have a fax machine and a dedicated fax line, a scanner, and a laptop. But I wouldn’t need all of these machines if I didn’t use them in my work. I’ve been in home offices that had so much equipment they looked like the bridge of the starship Enterprise. Electronic gadgets come down in price or go on sale. Be a prudent shopper. If you don’t need it, you are losing valuable desk real estate.

FROM PILES TO FILES

It takes some concentration and elbow grease to transform your scattered piles into files you can actually reference, but it’s worth the effort.

Storage Space

Everyone needs to store their important papers someplace, whether it’s a file cabinet, file drawer, or file box. Examine which one makes the most sense for your household’s needs. I have two two-drawer file cabinets (I used to have three) as well as one file drawer in my desk, which is more than enough filing space for me. You may not have room for a file cabinet. Perhaps a file container or the file drawer in your desk will be enough for you. If you want to store your archival files as cheaply as possible, use cardboard file boxes. I have one word of caution if you take that route. If you intend to store these boxes in the garage, the attic, the basement, or an off-site storage facility, remember that critters such as roaches and rats feast on cardboard. I would use heavy-duty plastic containers instead. Nothing is foolproof where rats are concerned, but plastic gives you an extra line of defense.

Your Filing System

When it comes to creating a filing system, you will want to be sure your file cabinet is set up with rails to support hanging file folders. Don’t panic if you don’t have them because you can purchase the rails and pop them into the drawer. Just be sure you measure the length of the drawer and know whether you have letter size (8½ x 11) or legal size (8½ x 14) capacity.

If you have a legal setup that isn’t adjustable and you rarely get legal size documents, don’t be shy about using letter size folders. Just because a file drawer is set up for legal hanging folders, you don’t have to put legal files inside.

For those of you who have never had a file system, here is the basic setup: file folders and hanging folders. You put your papers into a file folder. You use the tab at the top of the folder to identify the file. The file folder lives inside the hanging folder. The latter gets identified with a detachable tab that you can read on sight when the drawer is opened. Not all tabs are created equal! You want long tabs so you can be more creative with your titles. Okay? Are you building your shopping list as we go along?

If your setup is basic, you can use manila folders. They are inexpensive and adequate. I use them for mundane information such as automotive, banking, business expenses, and medical expenses. If you have a business, you may want to use another color to identify these folders. For example, I use blue for my business files and red for my writing material.

Perhaps you have a job with a company outside the home, and you work on different projects. You might consider color-coding your individual projects. If you have sensitive material that should never leave your office area, a color folder will automatically alert you if someone is taking a file from your office. Office managers, for example, love this idea for their personnel files.
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Does your office get overrun with loose change? Get a bank, anything from a Hello Kitty piggy bank to one of the mechanical varieties that will sort the coins for you.

Is there a child in the house itching to make some extra money and just learning about finances? They have tall banks in the shape of your favorite soft drink. Put one in your child’s room and tell him he can have the money provided he fills up the bank and sorts and counts it. He’ll be grabbing change from all over the house in no time. He’ll also be learning the validity of that proverb: “Pennies make dollars.”

Do you need change in your car for tolls? Have a special coin sorter in your vehicle. You’ll have to keep it fed, but it’s better than tearing your hair out as you approach a tollbooth and realize all you have is a twenty. Keeping the coin sorter full might be a wonderful chore for a child in your home.



The office supply market has been flooded of late with artistic supplies. These tend to be pricey, but you can now have beautiful file folders! The “Resources” in the back of this book will direct you to some fun stores.

I use my handy label maker machine all over the house. In the office, it is a must. No matter how neat your handwriting, the uniformity of the print on a label from a machine is visually calming and saves time. After all, you may be able to read your handwriting but can everyone else? Many of my clients prefer to generate labels on the computer. The choice is yours. For next week, be sure you have extra cassettes for your machine or an extra package of labels for your computer.

Remember the liner we used in the kitchen and those wonderful drawer organizers? I use them in the office as well. Do you need to add these to your list?

YOUR OFFICE

This is a good week to assess the condition of your home office if you have one. Is your desk big enough? Perhaps it’s too big? Is your chair comfortable? Is the lighting adequate? Would you like to have a plastic liner under your chair so you could be more mobile in the office? It would save time and steps if you could just roll from your desk to your file cabinet, wouldn’t it? Take a look at all of these details. If you can, make some big changes while we’re creating the internal system for information. It’s all part of the whole.

If you lack a dedicated home office and use a desk and chair in another room such as your den or guest room, do they have their own area? Perhaps a small rug would mark this territory as a work zone. Or perhaps you could hide the area behind a screen. If you have the kitchen nook setup, be fearless in organizing your files and designating this area as your work zone. This area is prone to becoming a catchall for everyone’s junk. It’s okay to park something there temporarily, but at least once a day you need to return orphan items to their rightful homes. Make this a habit!

By now, you probably have your shopping list in order. Please take a minute to read through the material for next week. If you find an organizing solution you’d like to implement, add the tools you’ll need to your shopping list.


WEEK FOUR

Say Goodbye to Piles!

This week, you can

• Create a working file system

• Learn how to organize paper in other creative ways

• Discover what goes on your desk and in your office space

Time required: Five hours.

To have inward solitude and space Is very important because it implies Freedom to be, to go, to function, to fly.

– KRISHNAMURTI

I PARTICULARLY LOVE THIS QUOTE because that’s the goal of our work this week. We want the business of your life set up and organized in a way that unleashes your creativity. I want you to fly. First, let’s read the instructions. Like the pilot of a jumbo jet, you want to be familiar with the controls before take off!

This week, you’ll need to set aside that five-hour block of time. And don’t forget to follow the tips for success that we established in Part 1, “January.” No matter how many piles you have, remember that you are going to work with only one at a time. When you have your pile chosen and in front of you, remember it’s just one piece of paper at a time. Here are your guidelines for the process:

1. Ask yourself whether you need this piece of paper. If the answer is “no,” it gets tossed or shredded. A shredder is an inexpensive and invaluable tool for everyone. It’s your first line of defense against identity theft. If you think you are going to have a large amount of papers to shred, put everything in a separate trash bag. Most large cities have professional companies that shred documents at your home or office. You can usually take your papers to them and have them shredded at their site for an even lower fee.

2. If the answer to your question as to whether you need the piece of paper is “yes,” place the item on a cleared workspace. As you collect related material, your stack will grow. Examples of common paper categories are articles on hobbies, recipes, travel articles, bills, and children’s school activity sheets. Place a Post-it note in front of the pile to identify the category. This way, you won’t forget or become confused. You’ll be able to move along quickly.

3. When this phase is complete, you will have worked the first two steps of the Magic Formula: What you no longer need is eliminated and what you do need is in logical groupings by category. Now it’s time to organize each category. If you need a break, now is a good time to take it.

CALL TO ORDER!

Everyone has everyday business papers such as mortgage payments or rent, automobile insurance, cell phone and landline bills, and medical insurance information. These are best kept in manila folders in your file cabinet or portable file container. Take a look and see whether some of your categories are related. For example, one way to organize is to use a hanging file folder and create a label for the tab that reads “Household Expenses.” Put that tab on the left side. Tabs on the left side indicate major categories. Tabs on the right side indicate subdivisions within that category, such as “Automobiles” and “Insurance policies.” This way, the folders for the household’s cars are together in the “Automobiles” folder rather than scattered throughout the file cabinet. It might look something like this:

Household Expenses

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Automobiles (right side tab for hanging folder)

BMW (tab for manila folder)

Camry (tab for manila folder)

Mercedes (tab for manila folder)

Saturn (tab for manila folder)

Insurance policies (right side tab for hanging folder)

Automobile (tab for manila folder)

Disability (tab for manila folder)

Homeowners (tab for manila folder)

Medical (tab for manila folder)

Legal Documents (right side tab for hanging folder)

Birth certificates (tab for manila folder)

Credit cards (tab for manila folder)

Passports (tab for manila folder)

You can have photocopies in a safety deposit box or scanned onto a disk.

Mortgage payments (tab for hanging folder)

Phones (right side tab for hanging folder)

Cell (tab for manila folder)

Landline (tab for manila folder)

Utilities (right side tab for hanging folder)

Electric (tab for manila folder)

Gas (tab for manila folder)

Other popular files I find in most setups include the following:

Recipes

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Main dishes (tab for manila folder)

Salads (tab for manila folder)

Desserts (tab for manila folder)

Sports

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Golf (tab for hanging folder)

Tennis (tab for hanging folder)

Travel

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Asia (right side tab for hanging folder)

China (tab for manila folder)

Bhutan (tab for manila folder)

Europe (right side tab for hanging folder)

England (tab for manila folder)

France (tab for manila folder)

Italy (tab for manila folder)

South America (right side tab for hanging folder)

Bolivia (tab for manila folder)

Brazil (tab for manila folder)

Chile (tab for manila folder)

I keep my attached file tabs in a straight line, in alphabetical order. When you stagger the tabs, it gives you what I call “brain dance.” Your mind gets tired as your eyes dart back and forth. Use file folders with the tab in one location as well. If you eliminate an attached tab or file, your staggered pattern is off. Try the straight-line approach for the tabs on your hanging files as well as the folders you insert in them. You’ll like it!

If you have projects to work on, you can divide them in the same way. When it comes to projects, we can have a little fun. For example, at www.seejanework.com or www.flaxart.com, you can find wild, colorful, fun file folders. At your local office supply store (Staples, Office Depot, and OfficeMax), you will find lovely pastels in addition to traditional primary colors. You can designate a color for each project. If you are a mom with a large family, you can assign a color for each child. It might look something like this:

Family/Children

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Edith (pink files/right side tab for hanging folder)

Activities (tab for manila folder)

School records (tab for manila folder)

Medical information/records (tab for manila folder)

John (red files/right side tab for hanging folder)

Activities (tab for manila folder)

School records (tab for manila folder)

Medical information/records (tab for manila folder)

Tom (blue files/right side tab for hanging folder)

Activities (tab for manila folder)

School records (tab for manila folder)

Medical information/records (tab for manila folder)

“Family/Children” would be a tab attached to the left side of the hanging folder. It announces a new major category.

Moms, if your children come home with a lot of paper for you to read from their school, set up a portable desktop file holder with a file for each child. Make it their responsibility to deposit the information they collected at school that day in their personal file. It then becomes your responsibility to peruse it after dinner while they are doing homework or at whatever time seems most logical.

Finally, a huge category of material found in most families is warranties and product manuals. I usually find them dumped into an empty drawer or stashed away in an old box in the back of a closet. It would take hours to find whatever you need. Let’s transform that situation. Go through your material and toss the papers or manuals for items you no longer own. Toss warranties that have expired.

For large amounts of information, you need box-bottom hanging file folders, which are designed with a wide bottom to accommodate large amounts of related material. To keep the bottom of the hanging folder flat, you use a cardboard insert. I wouldn’t go wider than two inches because the added weight in three inches or more will cause the folder to rip. Divide everything into categories, and put these individual categories in folders in alphabetical order. The overall category tab can simply say “Warranties/Product Manuals.”

Here’s what a typical setup looks like:

Warranties/Product Manuals

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Appliances (right side tab for hanging folder)

Cameras (right side tab for hanging folder)

Entertainment (right side tab for hanging folder)

Garage (right side tab for hanging folder)

Home Office (right side tab for hanging folder)

Computer (tab for manila folder)

Equipment (tab for manila folder)

Small office purchases (tab for manila folder)

Household (right side tab for hanging folder)

Art (tab for manila folder)

Furniture (tab for manila folder)

Jewelry (tab for manila folder)

Small household goods (tab for manila folder)

Toys (tab for manila folder)

I keep TV, DVD, and VHS manuals and all related items in the “Entertainment” folder. I keep the kitchen blender info in “Small Household Goods” rather than with “Appliances.” I have the refrigerator, the stove, and the washer and dryer in mind for that file. The “Small office purchases” file would include a new label maker. A scanner or fax machine information would go into “Home Office, Equipment.” You might want to make a category for phones. Some households have more phones these days than the Pentagon!

OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND

Many of my clients tell me that if they can’t see it, they forget it exists. Is that you? I have a solution for you. It comes in two parts. First, you do have to create a file system for the mundane aspects of life. Take the time to create a master file list on your computer. Simply make a list of all the files you have created! Print that and keep a hard copy inside a sheet protector. Keep “gotta have it at my fingertips” information such as this in a narrow binder. (I like a red binder for this purpose because it’s easy to find.) Put a label on the spine that says “Reference” and voila! You are at once more powerful and in control of your world. You can let your fingers do the walking when you can’t remember where a file is located or whether one exists. You will have to keep the list current, but you’ll discover it’s a small price to pay for the convenience it affords.


[image: image] After you sort recipes into categories, you may decide that you’d like to have some or all of them closer to you in the kitchen. This will be especially convenient if you are an avid cook rather than an occasional one. Put your recipes into individual sheet protectors and keep them in a large binder. You can separate your categories with tabs. If you have a vast collection, use both files and a binder. Keep your ideas in the folders and your proven recipes in a binder.



For projects, however, you can keep material at your fingertips in two ways. The first is to use binders. Your binder is the equivalent of a box-bottom hanging folder. Inside you divide the various aspects of your project with index tabs. This is the equivalent of individual file folders. You can keep your binders on a shelf behind you or on your desk depending on the size of your desk, the number of projects, and the configuration of your office.

In addition to binders, you can purchase small boxes called, aptly enough, “Project Boxes.” You can put the various components of a project in here. Use the slot in the front for a label. You can choose one of these solutions or use a combination. See how creative organizing files can be? You can find many ways to put your unique stamp on your material. By the way, when it comes to binders, you can buy an inexpensive one and decorate it to suit your personality. When people tell me that artists can’t be organized, I tell them this is hogwash. Everyone can get organized, and artists can put their unique stamp on this process.

Many of my clients like to have current project or reference files on their desk in one of those graduated stands that elevates the files so you can better see all the tabs. If this works for you, far be it from me to deny you. What I don’t like about this solution is that the stand is open on the sides and therefore precarious. I envision reaching quickly and having a cascade of materials flying all over my desk and the floor. Consider either the flat version of the file holder with all files on one level or using a small desktop file holder. It’s a container really. It not only prevents accidents but is portable.

Let me close this section by saying that there is one other solution for the “I gotta see it” crowd. It doesn’t work for me, but I have lots of clients who swear by it. What is it? The old-fashioned expanding or accordion file. I find them awkward, and that brown color is so unfashionable, isn’t it? Guess what? The creative folks at www.seejanework.com now carry attractive versions of the expanding file. You can use this solution and be stylin’ at the same time!

DEALING WITH THE DEADLY DAILY MAIL

Has a week’s worth of mail—or worse, a month’s—piled up on your kitchen countertop? The best thing is to flip through your mail the minute you pick it up and do the following: Trash what you know you don’t need (junk mail, anyone?); put your bills in a “Bill” file (coming up next, don’t panic!) and toss the envelopes they came in along with all those wonderful ads that get stuffed inside to tempt you; and put magazines in a magazine holder and catalogues in a different holder.

Decide how many months you’re going to save your magazines. My rule of thumb used to be a generous one year. Now it’s down to two months. If I haven’t set aside the time to read an issue by then, clearly it’s not going to happen. If you find that you never have time for a particular magazine, don’t renew the subscription when it runs out. Whenever you see an issue you want to enjoy, pick it up at the newsstand.

When it comes to catalogues, after you make a purchase, you’re going to get a new catalogue on a regular basis. Please toss the old when you make room for the new. Remember here as well, just about all catalogues today have online versions, so the hard copy isn’t as vital to hold onto as it once was. Afraid you won’t remember the Web site address? Google the name of the company and it will pop up in seconds.

It takes time to be able to process mail quickly, but eventually these decisions become second nature. If you are too busy to do this kind of sorting when you first pick it up, please toss the obvious junk and then place the day’s mail in a basket. This could be on a table by the front door if you live in an apartment or on a kitchen counter if you drive in and enter through a door in the garage. Later in the day, you can execute the previous directions.
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I was invited to a movie production company office on the verge of expanding into TV and the Internet. It was the perfect time to get streamlined.

When I was taken on a tour of the offices, I met a lovely woman named Kathryn.

After so many years of organizing, I can diagnose most environments on sight. I knew instantly that the barricade of papers, scripts, and books that were threatening to bury Kathryn were there for two reasons: No decisions were being made on a regular basis about incoming material and no systems were in place. I salivated every time I passed her office. I knew this busy lady’s life would be so much easier if she wasn’t in a self-imposed prison of paper.

Kathryn, however, cowered whenever she saw me. If I tried to set an appointment, she broke into a sweat. It was clear that a series of root canals without an anesthetic would be preferable to working with me. One day I decided to let her off the hook. I told her my services had been offered to everyone, but it wasn’t mandatory to work with me. I was sure that the head of the company would allow me to organize Kathryn if she wanted to do it six months or even a year down the line. Kathryn relaxed. She thanked me for my understanding.

As time passed, Kathryn noticed and appreciated the transformation in the common areas of the office. We began to have personal conversations and a friendship started to form. One day Kathryn bravely made an appointment and laid bare her office to me. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on those piles.

Books were donated to the library. Old information was tossed. We involved her assistant on a deeper level. I set up a new file system. I divided her office into work zones, each one dedicated to the various responsibilities she has. These were not unlike the zones we created in the kitchen. You’ll find that an organizing solution you apply in one area can have wide application. All you need is imagination.

Kathryn is now a happy Zen Organizer. Her office is maintained not only with ease but also with joy. She’s also using these techniques at home. Her young sons and husband benefit from the skills she learned from me. I hear she even called her mom in Ohio with tips! Kathryn demonstrates beautifully that organizing is truly the gift that keeps on giving.



ACTION!

We all have things we need to take care of, don’t we? We have bills to pay, phone calls to make, letters to write, and things to keep track of. You want all this information in files. But you don’t want it buried in alphabetical order in your new system. That will mean hunting for it when perhaps all you have are a few precious minutes. At the front of your file system should sit a special section called “Action Files.” The following are the most common:

Action Files

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Bills (right side tab for hanging folder)

Log (right side tab for hanging folder)

Pending (right side tab for hanging folder)

To call (right side tab for hanging folder)

To do (right side tab for hanging folder)

To file (right side tab for hanging folder)

To read (right side tab for hanging folder)

Bills Folder

One of the most important considerations is how to remember to pay your bills. Here are several choices that I have used or seen over the years:

• Pay bills on the first and the fifteenth.

• Mark in your calendar when each bill needs to be paid.

• Set reminders with your computer.

• Turn over the process to a bookkeeper or a CPA and check the statements once a month.

• Have bills that are always the same (think car payment) automatically deducted from your checking account. Check the amounts each month on your bank statement. One word of caution: Choose one system and stick with it to see whether it works for you. Don’t bounce from one to the other without giving one time to see whether it works for you.

Log Folder

“Log” is the file where you can put names and numbers that need to be added to your address book, whether that’s a physical book or a virtual setup. By the way, recently I re-did my address book. I discovered why it’s such a difficult chore and why most of us put it off for as long as possible. It turns out that it’s an emotional task. As you go through the pages, you are reminded of those who have passed away; those who have disappointed or abandoned you; those who have moved away or with whom you have simply lost touch. After you finish the task, however, it puts you in a powerful position. You can find anyone who is important in your life in a flash.

Do you collect a lot of business cards? Why not invest in a business card holder? I divide my cards into categories (what else would you expect?), but I don’t put them into alphabetical order. Why? Because one addition can throw off the entire setup. Don’t forget you can always make your own business card holder by selecting a binder and purchasing the refills. I use a business card holder for the good folks who aren’t going to make it to my address book but who pique my interest enough for me to want to remember them.

Pending Folder

“Pending” in an invaluable file but not everyone uses it correctly. If you take an item from your “To do” folder and take action, you may still not have completion. Perhaps someone has to call you back? Or perhaps you must wait for a follow-up letter in the mail? While you are waiting for more information or time to pass, the related paper(s) go into “Pending.” I check my “Pending” file every Monday morning to see whether I need to pull something out and put it back in my “To do” folder for the next phase.

To Call and To Do Folders

For some of my clients, the calls they have to make get placed in their “To do” file. This is a matter of choice. I separate them because I might like to take a break from writing or investigating online. In my “To call” file, I place invitations so I remember to RSVP. First, of course, I check my calendar to be sure I can go!

Not everything in “To do” is of the same importance, is it? You can therefore create two folders: “To do/ASAP” and “To do/Personal.” My “To do/Personal” folder gets checked once a week. My “To do/ASAP” gets checked each morning.

To File Folder

In your “To file” folder, nothing should be placed without being cut down to the smallest size possible. If you have someone helping you, put on each item to be filed a Post-it indicating the destination. If this is a new file, before you create it, ask yourself whether more information will be added. You don’t want a series of file folders, each with one piece of paper! This is where one “Miscellaneous” file folder is indispensable.

To Read Folder

Cut out newspaper and magazine articles and newsletters. If you haven’t read it in a month, toss it.

TAX MATERIALS

People always ask me how long they need to keep their tax backup materials and their returns. The latter is easy: forever. Don’t ask me why, but Uncle Sam wants you to have your returns with you from the first time you file until the day you die. The current rule of thumb on backup material is this: Save it for three years for Federal purposes or seven if you have a corporation. Each state asks you to save this material for different periods. In California, for example, it’s four years. With that said, when you visit your tax preparer this year, ask for his or her preference. After all, if you get audited, your preparer will be going with you, not me!

Create an archival section for yourself. It might be in the bottom drawer of a four-drawer file cabinet. It might be in a cardboard or plastic file box in the back of your office closet or in the garage. The location is not important. What matters is that as projects move out of your day-today life, they need to have a location all their own. You want to be sure your file system reflects the present, not the past.

PERSONAL DESK ITEMS

Whether you work at home or in corporate America, keep your decorative items and photos to a minimum, especially on your desk. I can’t tell you how often I find clients who have barely enough room on their desk to sign a letter because the available space has been given over to memorabilia, photos, or decorations.

Do you have children? How old are they in the photos on display? Here again I will frequently find multiple photos on someone’s desk of small children, only to find that they are now in their late teens. Take these old photos home for the family album. Here you need the space!

Another form of desktop clutter is having too many tools. I often find three staplers and multiple containers of pens and pencils. If you want all those containers, at least separate your stash with pens in one, pencils in another, Sharpies and highlighters in a third. Test them at least twice a year because ink dries up over time.

PLACEMENT OF FURNITURE

If at all possible, sit so that you are facing the door but not directly in line with it. This is an old Feng Shui tip. Sometimes clients fight me about moving their desk. And then we try it and they immediately feel more powerful. Feng Shui isn’t a religion. You aren’t betraying your personal spiritual beliefs if you follow a tenet or two from this five-thousand-year-old philosophy.

Be sure you are set up so that you save steps. You don’t want equipment that you access regularly to be so far away that you have to get up to use it. For example, when you print something, you want to be able to grab it and continue working. Haven’t used that scanner on your desk in a year? eBay is waiting, or just stash it in your office closet until you do need it. You might also consider donating old equipment to your local charity or school system. Your space taker is their treasure! Their treasure is your tax deduction. It’s truly win-win.

At the end of the day or work period, put away your completed work and all the files you pulled out to reference. If you have an ongoing project, you can leave the material out provided you take the time to tidy up. Think about coming in tomorrow morning ready to work and faced with a mess. The act of simple office maintenance is a great way to express how much you appreciate yourself. Soon you will naturally and automatically return everything to its designated home no matter what room of the home you’re in!

This is one of the toughest weeks in your year of assignments. Working with paper is time consuming and often emotional. Take heart. After you have this system in place, you will save time, money, and energy. You’ll be much more productive. And your self-esteem is going to go through the roof! Do you have a suitable reward planned?


MARCH SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Journal alone or with your group to investigate your personal relationship with paper.

WEEK TWO

Learn some simple techniques to safeguard your time.

WEEK THREE

Do a quick sweep of your office proper or work area, and create your shopping list of needed supplies.

WEEK FOUR

Set up your new file system.

BONUS TIP

Never underestimate the uses you can make of an old dresser or armoire. In the office it can hold your office supplies if you lack a closet in the room. Refinish the wood or paint it a bright color; just don’t let it go at the next garage sale before you look around and see whether it might not be able to help you get organized.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I am grateful for the work I have to do today and the people with whom I interact. I protect and manage my time. The future I see in my dreams comes into reality as I handle the details of today with respect, care, and attention.


4. APRIL

Bathrooms: Chasing Your Cares Away!

. . . He longs to be free . . .
. . . And yet how strange!
He is still afraid of freedom . . .

–ASHTAVAKRA GITA 3:8

AFTER THREE MONTHS OF HARD physical and deep emotional work, during April we take a much-deserved break. Most people are busy with last-minute tax preparation. Why add a big organizing project to the mix? It’s the perfect month for a quick and cathartic makeover—one that will contribute immensely to creating a soothing, Zen environment in your home. I’m talking, of course, about clearing all the small bits of junk from your bathroom!

By April I feel comfortable using a bit of organizing shorthand with you when it comes to the instructions. I hope by now that certain things are becoming a natural part of how you plan. For example, don’t forget to check your calendar for the perfect days to shop and organize. Be sure your organizing activities are scheduled with as much care as a day at the office.

Before you start a project day, be sure to review the “How to Prepare for an Organizing Project” checklist introduced in Part 1, “January.” For example, have you chosen the ideal time for your body to start, eaten a good meal, blocked off your five hours, stocked up on healthy snacks and slept well the night before? I hope your family is going to give you some private time to get the bathroom in order. Your shopping should be complete. And, like a surgeon preparing to operate, you have all of your tools ready to go.

The goal of Zen Organizing is always to create an environment that nurtures and supports you. To accomplish this goal, the steps taken must be treated with respect. You will find a direct correlation between the respect you pay a goal and the results you achieve. This month, through your organizing efforts, you’ll be creating a room that treats your body with respect. Too often, the bathroom is a sloppy, carelessly put together room. We’re going to get as close to the feeling of a spa as we can.

You will be amazed how wonderful this room feels the minute you declutter it! It’s ripe for so many decorative touches that will draw you in at day’s end for a relaxing bath. We’re going to check every detail from the condition of the towels and the shower curtain to the number of hooks and shelves. We want a room that is a pleasure to relax in even if you’re a shower person. Are you ready to get started?

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Every single time you use your bathroom, wipe off the counter. You can purchase those special sheets that pop up from a dispenser or simply keep a pretty sponge handy. The bathroom counter attracts and holds hair, product residue, and general grime more than most surfaces. Wiping the counter helps the room stay inviting. Be sure you put everything away when you have completed a task. No toothbrushes, hairbrushes, or makeup left carelessly tossed across the bathroom counter.


WEEK ONE

Sing a New Song

This week, you can

• Devote yourself to uncovering the unconscious story of your life that you most like to tell

• Learn how to write positive affirmations

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes of journal work.

THE FIRST WEEK OF APRIL, I WANT you to think about just one question. Ponder it at odd moments throughout your day rather than sitting down to record your immediate response. What’s the question? What is the same old song you’ve been singing to yourself and anyone else who would listen? Let me tell you a story and explain.

My friend Constance is the personification of elegance. You can tell the minute she enters a room that she has something to do with the fashion industry. What impresses me most about Constance is that her beauty is not just skin-deep. She is compassionate, generous, and kind to a fault. And one day, she taught me an important life lesson.

Constance had been happily married to a man who is a famous actor. They traveled; they had the big house; and they were luxuriating in the fruits of a life of fame and wealth—when he announced he wanted a divorce. At the time, Constance was devastated. But as she told me this story, now happily in the past, she paused. She smiled wistfully and said, “I haven’t talked about this in a long time. One day I realized that this saga was becoming ‘my story.’ And I stopped telling it. I didn’t want one event, no matter how painful, to be what identified me. The minute I made that decision, I went on with my life.”

Your assignment this week is to think about the story you habitually tell about your lack of organization. After three months of work with this book, are you still singing the same old song about a lack of order, an inability to manage time, or how stuck you are in your situation? “I can’t have people over because of the way my home looks.” “My friend Janice has as many kids as I do but somehow she finds the time to do things like scrapbook. And her home is spotless! I don’t know how she does it.” “I am so stupid. I don’t know why I can’t get organized.”

Here’s a secret that Constance discovered: After a while, even your best friend is sick of the same old song. If you change your tune, you not only encourage yourself to better your life, you uplift and encourage others. If you think you need the added boost, journal about your childhood or recent past. How did this song start? Sometimes it frees you to know where or how you got hooked into a negative pattern. Constance saw herself getting stuck in her broken heart. Be conscious about the new tune you want to sing.

Every month I’ve created a special affirmation for you to repeat. This week you are going to write some for yourself. You have uncovered the sad or negative story you like to tell. Please write down some of the personal descriptions that accompany this story. The most common go something like this:

“I can’t believe how stupid I was to (trust, believe . . .) him/her.”

“I can’t do that, I’m not (pretty, smart, good) enough.”

“I’ll never accomplish anything with my life. I don’t have enough time/money/luck to make a difference.”

You get the idea. Your personal negative beliefs probably come out in the same way all the time. Listen to that story you’re telling. Are you a victim in it? Write down as many negative descriptions as you can. The more you uncover, the better off you are! After you have them, you are going to create affirmations that are the positive antidote. Always speak in the present tense. We want to alter our belief system now, not at some future time.

Here is how I would counter the preceding examples:

I am a strong and intelligent individualized expression of Spirit in the world. I trust my judgment, instincts, and decisions regarding all matters in my life.

In this moment in time, I declare that I am enough. I am pretty, smart, good, and accomplished enough to achieve my goals. These include the complete organization of my home and work environments. I am unfazed by the negative comments of others.

The resources of the universe are at my disposal. I align my thoughts with the Divine and manifest whatever I need to succeed. The right teacher/business partner/finances/dating opportunities/etc. are now free to enter my life and assist me. I accomplish with ease the work I came here to do.

Your affirmations are meant to guide you and move you forward in a positive manner. There is no right or wrong. There is no test, grade, or judgment coming your way. If you feel empowered as you say the words you write, your affirmation is perfect! Be on the lookout for those negative statements. When you hear them coming out of your mouth or bouncing around in your head, immediately utter the truth. You will be amazed how this simple exercise can transform your life. Now we need to turn our attention back to the bathroom so the attractive, successful, and talented version of you can get cleaned up in style!


WEEK TWO

Goo and Gunk Be Gone!

This week, you can

• Grab a garbage bag and start pitching the junk

• Consider hosting a product swap party

• Put the products you want to keep in categories

• Design a morning routine to save you time

• Start your bathroom product shopping list

Time required: Two to three hours to eliminate, categorize, and plan future steps.

THIS WEEK, IT’S A GREAT IDEA TO clean out your bathroom. It’s amazing how much we pack away in this little room. Even if you’re working this program alone, you may want to call friends and suggest that you have a product swap party later this month. This is a clever way to find new homes for those perfectly good products that you no longer use but that are taking up valuable real estate under the bathroom sink, on a shelf, or in the shower.

There are two big space takers in the average bathroom. The first category is the glut of products we’ve purchased over time that simply didn’t work out as we expected. Let’s consider a typical example. We decide we don’t like a particular shampoo after using it just once. However, we feel wasteful tossing it, so it becomes a space hog. It may even be part of that second type of space taker: products that come in multiples. Was the shampoo you didn’t like part of a double package you got at a big warehouse store like Costco? Our desire to be thrifty now demands that we have not one but two large bottles of shampoo we’re not going to use.

To compound the matter, there may have been enough plastic wrap and cardboard in the original packaging to clog that area under the sink all by itself. When we were organizing the office, I suggested that you get a paper tray to hold the paper you need for your printer and fax machines. It looks so much tidier to have paper neatly stacked in a tray than to have it peering out from a partially torn package. (It really does look like a woodland creature nibbled it!) Well, that same visual might be assaulting you all over your house! Two bottles of shampoo is one thing. One bottle stuck in a half-opened package with a second bottle roaming around elsewhere is a waste of space. What about that monster twenty-four-pack of toilet paper? Is it still in its plastic packaging? Does it take up the entire area under the sink? Something we fail to understand is that often our attempt to be economical means we have squandered our space. We don’t stop to consider how this affects us. Every time you struggle to find a needed object through a minefield of debris, you waste time and energy and cause upset. Every time you come home with a product you need and realize you have no place to keep it because the space you have is filled with a jumble of stuff, you are treating yourself without respect. Let’s dive in and change all that, shall we?

FIFTEEN-MINUTE SPEED ELIMINATION

This week, try a few more rounds of speed elimination. As with the bedroom, work one area of the bathroom at a time. As you clean under the sink, the drawers, the cupboards, the shelves, and the shower area, decide what you want to toss and what you could swap (or give away). Remember to work quickly.

CATEGORIZING YOUR PERSONAL CARE ITEMS

Now let’s figure out what you use in this room. How much makeup do you have, how many prescription bottles are in the medicine cabinet (check their expiration dates), how big is your first aid collection? Do you really need three hair dryers, six hairbrushes, and three combs? Has your collection of hair grooming aids grown over time? Can you whittle down this category? When you go shopping for your organizing tools, the size of your category and the available space will dictate what you purchase.

If you find items from one category in several cupboards, house them all in one area. Just like in your pantry, you’ll have automatic control over your product needs. When something such as shampoo, soap, or toothpaste runs low, you’ll know to add it to your shopping list.

After you have a category, don’t be afraid to refine it in an attempt to reap space rewards. For example, I like to keep general first aid in one container and cold remedies in another. If space is limited, I would keep first aid in the bathroom and cold remedies on a shelf in the linen closet or wherever you create satellite bathroom storage. You don’t need to think about stuffy noses when all you need is a Band-Aid.

If you have makeup that is strictly for special occasions, keep it in a separate container. You don’t need to wade through the glitter and the gloss to get to your everyday lipstick. It will be more of a treat to take these items out for a special occasion. Check with your favorite makeup rep about the shelf life of your cosmetics. Nothing is forever. Especially your mascara!

As always, lined drawers will hold treasures in place. Small acrylic containers work well in these drawers because they wipe clean. Divide the small products in your life: nail care, makeup, eye care, bobby pins, safety pins, and teeth cleaning products are good examples. If you have extra countertop space, check out the wonderful acrylic containers designed for makeup, cotton balls, and Q-tips.
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Here are some makeup guidelines direct from my client Sarah Garcia, the Director of Product Development at Jouer Cosmetics.

Determining the age of your makeup: It is FDA law that all manufactured makeup have a batch code or lot code on or under the label; for tubes this is crimped into the tube crimp. The code is usually three to five digits or letters or both and is a record of when the makeup was produced. Each brand and lab has a different system, but you can call customer service, give them the code, and find the age of the makeup. For example, F61 in Jouer language stands for June-2006-1st batch that month.

Anything SPF, including powders, gloss, lipstick, and foundation: Toss after two years! Most SPF chemicals are good for only two to three years in cosmetics, and you don’t want to use anything that has expired. Most SPF products in bottles or tubes have expiration dates; tubes usually have this date crimped into the end of the tube.

Powders such as eye shadow and blush: These last much longer then you’d think. Most are good up to five years, but pigments can change over time or oils used in the powder can dry out, making them chalky and dry. They are not harmful if old. I say, test it on your skin. If it applies nicely, keep it; if not, toss it.

Wax-based products such as lipstick and cream blushes: These tend to have a nice long shelf life, I’d say often three to five years. Same advice. Test it. Some formulas dry out and get clumpy.

Wet lip gloss and liquid foundations: These should be tossed after one to two years. The ingredients often start to separate. You don’t want to allow your skin to absorb old ingredients.

Mascara: If it’s used and older than six months, toss it. If still sealed, it can last a few years on the shelf.



Here are a few key “what to pitch” guidelines:

• Is it expired, outdated, or broken? Out it goes. To inspire you, think old prescriptions, fad makeup, and cracked mirrors.

• If your lotions ‘n’ potions smell funky or have separated, pitch ’em. If we’re talking about a high-end product such as La Mer versus the generic body cream from a store such as Rite Aid, call the company for guidance.

• Assemble all your hair care tools and ask yourself how many you really use. Think combs, brushes, hair dryers, curling irons. Keep the everyday handy. Store the special event products. Toss the rest!

• Separate cold and flu remedies from general first aid. Check expiration dates.

• If you have pocket change and pens in your bathroom drawers, take them out. If either of these items has been loose and touched an item you use in your body, such as a toothbrush or a Q-tip, trash it. Get an acrylic drawer organizer and a piggy bank!

If you’re planning a product swap party, remember the following:

• No one wants your trash! Items that are ripe for swapping include shampoo, conditioner, hair gels, mousse, body cream, and face cream that have been used once or twice only!

• I would swap makeup that came as a free sample with purchase rather than any products I have tried and used, even one time.

• You can swap products that you have used such as brushes or combs, provided you clean them first. Be sure they are in good condition!

• Lots of people love sample sizes of products. If you fly a lot but don’t have enough to donate to a shelter, toss in those first-class cabin kits you’ve been saving! Check all the items for quality and expiration dates. Sewing kits, travel size toothbrush and toothpaste, and wrapped cotton balls or Q-tips can be given out like party favors if you have enough!

What items will you trash or swap that I did not mention here?

ORGANIZE FOR YOUR MORNING ROUTINE

When you’re rushing in the morning, you can use a combination of storage solutions to help you move quickly. You might have some items on the counter (such as lipstick in one of those acrylic makeup holders, so you can refresh all day long), some items in your drawer (such as your toothbrush and toothpaste in those clear containers), and other things in containers you pull out as needed. Most women use multiple brushes and combs to get ready. A grid tote can hold these and your hair dryer. Take out your container when you need these products and then put it back under the sink, in a deep drawer, or on the shelf outside the bathroom you set aside for this purpose.

I play a little game with myself in the morning. I take out the products I need to get ready to leave the house. The makeup, the deodorant, the perfume, and so on all go onto the counter. When I get out of the shower, I can gauge how well I am doing for time by how quickly those items go back to the places they have been assigned. See whether something like this works for you.

After you have sorted through all the cupboards and drawers in the bathroom, it might be a good time to give this room a special cleaning. As much as I love aromatherapy, sometimes the sweet, clean smell of a freshly scrubbed bathroom makes me just as happy. Check out the end of this part for some ideas on making your own natural cleaners! You can save money and the environment at the same time.


WEEK THREE

Reinvent the Space

This week, you can

• Examine your large bathroom products such as towels and the shower curtain to see what needs to be replaced

• See whether you need to do any redecorating or plan to make any structural changes

• Decide whether the current room setup is adequate for you and your family (for example, are there enough hooks, cabinets, and shelves)

• Take a look at your linen closet as it works with the bathroom

• Add to your shopping list, if necessary

Time required: Sixty to ninety minutes to examine and strategize; sixty to ninety minutes to shop.

THIS WEEK YOU’LL BE OUT SHOPping for the organizing tools you need as well as for specialty items such as candles, bath oil, and your favorite music CDs. Most of the bathrooms I have been in over the years feel utilitarian. I think the bathroom can be another area where you express your creativity. Let’s take a look now before you go shopping and see whether you can purchase something to make your bathroom more inviting.

Is there a window? What kind of window treatment do you have? If it’s just smoky glass or a pull-down shade, what about adding a pretty curtain? If you have a window, do you have the counter space for a real plant? Could you hang one?

Do you have an eclectic collection of decorative items on the counter? Can you either banish a few to the area under the sink or pick up a matching set?

We’ve mentioned towels. Don’t forget your scatter rugs. Do they need to be updated?

What about your shower curtain? Is it playing host to mildew? Does it represent an old style of decorating that once attracted you? If you still love your shower curtain, could you jazz up the look with new shower curtain hooks?

Speaking of hooks, do you have enough in the bathroom? What about towel bars?

Do you have space for a hamper in this room?

What about your trash can? Is it an adequate size for the number of people using the room?

If you read in this room, do you have a discreet holder for your magazines?

WALLS

Let’s not forget the bathroom walls. Do you have anything hanging on the walls now? Are you ready for a change? Bare walls look as if you just moved in and have yet to assume ownership of the space. Most people have a stash of pictures hidden in the back of a closet. Do you have an old framed poster you love? Perhaps a needlepoint canvas you completed years ago is languishing in a drawer. Why not frame it? What about those rolled-up posters in the back of the closet you have been threatening to frame? Is now the time? Many craft stores offer discount coupons for framing in the Sunday paper. Check out your paper this weekend.

THE TUB

If you have a tub and can’t remember the last time you used it, why not treat yourself to some special bath products? A relaxing soak is one of the most restorative and economical treats you can give yourself. Add an aromatherapy candle and some music and you will wonder what you had been waiting for. Every so often, add a small box of baking soda to your bath or one cup of apple cider vinegar. They have wonderful healing properties—and, no, you won’t smell like a salad! You can also invest in a tub pillow and tray. This way, you can relax and read some of those magazines you swear you never have time to flip through. Just promise me you won’t bring work-related papers or periodicals into this situation. The operative word here is relax, not multitask!

THE LINEN CLOSET

After cleaning out the interior areas of the room, let’s turn our attention to the space itself. Start with the towels (and the nearby linen closet if that’s where you store your entire collection). Is it time to replace the sets you are using? Are they old, faded, tattered, or threadbare? Add at least one new set to your shopping list, if necessary. Your local animal shelter or animal hospital would love to have your old towels and sheets. It may not be a tax deduction, but you’ll be giving a wonderful second life to things you have outgrown. Why do they want towels and sheets? They can use them to line cages and clean up after the sick animals.

Does your family constantly destroy the order you create in the linen closet as they rummage for matching sheets and towels? Try this trick: Put each sheet set inside a pillowcase. Keep all the linens and towels for a particular room on one shelf. You can also keep them organized by size: twin sets in one area, full on another shelf, and so on.

Often the shelves in a linen closet are unevenly spaced. You can purchase an inexpensive portable shelf at The Container Store or Bed, Bath & Beyond. These shelves come in many lengths and depths; some are even expandable. Place one on your shelf and now every inch of that cavernous space is utilized!

I would label the shelves so that all family members know where to return sets when they do the laundry. The latter is a great chore for children. After all, you want them to know how to wash clothes when they move out. You’d be surprised how many college-bound kids don’t have a clue.

STORAGE SPACE

Make a list of any of the basic bathroom items you may need: toilet paper, shampoo, soap, and so on. Do you have a place to store backup items? Some bathrooms are blessed with lots of storage. If yours doesn’t fall into that category, could you put up a shelf or two on a wall or get an over-the-toilet unit to add storage? If your bathroom is the size of a postage stamp, you will probably need to use some area outside the room itself. If your linen closet is nearby, you might be able to use part of a shelf in that area.

Take a peek under the sink. Does the pipe configuration give you any space to store necessities? One reason why I like to use a container such as a grid tote is that in the event of a leak, you have to take out only a few containers rather than an eclectic collection of bottles and jars. If, however, this is a tiny space, see if you could use one of those shelf creators we talked about in Part 1, “January.” The extra-wide ones made for large cans will help you see the collection of hair care products and body lotions at a glance.

Grid totes from the Container Store work well in the bathroom. They come in two sizes: a small square tote and a longer rectangular tote. Both have handles. These clean out easily and, because of the open design, everything is aerated. Speaking of aeration, here’s a tip: If you remove the paper from your soap and let it dry out just a bit, it will last longer. If the soap is scented, tuck it in with your lingerie.


WEEK FOUR

Watch Your Personal Spa Appear

This week, you can

• Have your fellow Zen Organizers over to swap products

• Put your newly purchased organizing tools to work

• Create a home spa for yourself

Time required: Ninety minutes to plan the party; ninety minutes to shop for snacks and drinks; sixty minutes to set up. Two to five hours (depending on the size of your bathroom) to introduce the new products.

Note: A major project like a full-room paint job should be scheduled for a separate day. Don’t forget to note the time you feel you’ll need to complete this task.

THIS IS THE WEEK TO HAVE YOUR product swap party with your fellow Zen Organizers or pay a visit to a local shelter and donate your items. Do you travel often? You can also donate those samples the airlines give first-class passengers, as well as the samples from hotels. If you work for a large corporation, why not put out a call for all the execs to donate these items? These are appreciated and useful at shelters.

Wouldn’t creating a home spa be a lovely goal? Instead of going into the bathroom and finding a room devoid of color, humor, or design, you can create your very own relaxing spa. As a society, we have a fascination with diet and exercise. Good health, however, has another huge component: releasing stress. Think of your bathroom spa as a step to a healthier you!

Remember to put your new bathroom together one area at a time. Have a workspace set aside, even if that’s the floor. I would start with the small interior areas first (cupboards, drawers, and under the sink) and make the splashy changes last.

Every big project should end with a planned reward. I hope tonight yours is a luxurious bubble bath!
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Remember at the start of this book I told you that I knew you? Well, right about now, some of you are thinking that you just can’t get organized. You have some special issue. If you find yourself in the middle of a trauma or a transition, be gentle and patient with yourself and the progress you can realistically make.

However, if your sadness is rooted in the distant past, I invite you to let go of your identity as a person with this problem and embrace today. I want to tell you about a client of mine who inspires me every time I think about her. Vita is, as they say, “a woman of a certain age.” I’ve never asked. I presume her to be around seventy. Did you just picture a little old lady? Think again. Vita is beautiful, always impeccably groomed, and has more energy than any teenager I know. She and her husband of forty years lived in a beautiful home near the ocean in Los Angeles. They raised five wonderful children. The one and only sadness in their lives was his cancer. Vita’s husband fought a valiant battle for more than ten years.

Many women in Vita’s situation would have shut down their lives. They would squirrel away all their funds for the children. I’ve never asked, but I feel certain she was advised to downsize to a condo and live out her days quietly, simply, frugally. Vita, however, is fully invested in life, not just hanging around waiting for death. In addition to traveling the world and having lots of beaux, Vita loves to entertain.

As you work your way through this book, see your home as a vehicle that enables you to nurture and care for yourself, your family members, and all those who enter. This view adds the sacred to what might otherwise be something else you should do: get organized. The tyranny of the shoulds will kill you.

Vita is also an example of a woman who had every right to sing a sad song. She lost her best friend, the father of her children, and the companion with whom she shared her life and her youth. Instead, Vita chooses to find joy in every breath she takes. I hope Vita’s story has inspired you.



SIMPLE STEPS TO SUCCESS

Remember when you were a child how amazed you were that your mom always knew when you had to go to the bathroom? I was sure my mom was clairvoyant. It didn’t occur to me that the jumping around I was doing gave me away. Years later as an adult I was in an exercise class with a particularly wonderful teacher (we used to call her Gumby!). One day she looked at me and said, “Regina, when you are struggling, you hold your breath. Breathe!” When I checked my body, I was astonished to realize that I was indeed holding my breath. How in the world did she know?

Now it’s my turn to be like your all-knowing mom or that wonderful instructor. When you think about getting organized, do you become engulfed with fear or guilt? When you start to organize, do you become immobilized? I bet you stop breathing. Here’s my directive for the month: Breathe! I have two magic bullets to counteract fear: Breathe and drink water. Try them. You will be amazed.


APRIL SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Uncover the habitual life story you tell others.

WEEK TWO

Clean out the bathroom of debris and consider how to better use the space. Create your shopping list.

WEEK THREE

Shop for the organizing tools and bathroom products you need.

WEEK FOUR

Create order in the bathroom—your own personal spa.

BONUS TIP

Why not replace your professional chemical cleaners with homemade, nontoxic versions? You can use these all over the home, but the bathroom is a nice place to start. Your best friends in the war on dirt are in your kitchen: baking soda, lemon juice, and vinegar. (You’ll find a wonderful guide on homemade cleansers in the “Resources” section at the end of the book. You can also use Google for some quick, easy tips to get your adventure with natural cleansers started.) While you’re at it, be liberal with your use of plants. Homes with plants have natural air purifiers on staff. Five of the best are the peace lily, the ficus, the bamboo palm, the Boston fern, and the pothos.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I honor the body I have been given for my earthly adventure. I keep it clean. I release tension. I relax. I am at peace and all is well.


5. MAY

Tackling the Hidden Areas: Attic, Basement, Garage, Laundry Room, and Guest Room

It is easy to shield our bodies against poisoned arrows from without but
 difficult to shield our minds against poisoned darts from within.

– SHAKYAMUNI

HOW WOULD YOU LIKE TO WASTE some money? You know, just go crazy with a tidy sum and toss it to the winds. You could gamble in Vegas, go to the Empire State Building and let hundred dollar bills flutter to the street below, or race to the dollar store and purchase dozens of meaningless trinkets. What? Are you saying you would never do that? Well, guess what? If your attic is jammed to the literal rafters with stuff, if the basement has become a storehouse instead of a space the family might enjoy, if your garage hasn’t seen a car in years, or your guest room is a junk room, you are wasting space with the same abandon that gamblers squander their money. Let’s devote this month to reclaiming the bonus areas in the home.

Bonus areas all share one common denominator: They are places in the home that traditionally get used for some type of storage. Mind you, these areas don’t store things we really need, but rather hold items that, for the most part, we are reluctant to make decisions about. Hiding physical items in these spaces has an emotional counterpart. I am reminded of a wonderful client I had a few years ago.

Ben is the kind of man every woman wants to marry—handsome, successful, charming, a wonderful father. When his wife, Betsy, was diagnosed with a terminal illness, he was shattered. For several years, Ben had nursed her at home. I didn’t know him then, nor did I ever meet Betsy. Their son Charles hired me to help Ben get organized several years after Betsy had passed away. It was time to move on.

When I entered his large house in an exclusive area of Los Angeles, I was struck by the old-world charm of the home. I could easily imagine the wonderful parties Ben and Betsy had been famous for. Ben gave me a tour. The first floor was unremarkable. I had no clue why I had been called; I presumed the chaos waited for me in the private living areas. What greeted me, however, was a surprise. Sometimes having space, time, and money work against you. They give you the luxury of putting your life on hold. The downside to this is that the time we lose can never be recaptured.

Ben slept in one of the guest rooms. The master bedroom was clogged with the energy of the past. It was full of Betsy’s clothes, as if she were expected to reenter at any moment to dress for dinner. The fact that she had been gone for several years was not apparent. I have, of course, seen the clothing of the deceased left untouched; I’ve also seen rooms turned into de facto museums. But it was in their master bathroom that my heart broke.

Betsy, like many terminally ill patients who spend their last months at home, had many medications to take and lots of special equipment to assist her. Ben had left all these items in their master bathroom. His reasoning, as you might imagine, was that it was all expensive. He hadn’t been ready to part with it nor had he wanted to be wasteful. Although I am certainly not in favor of coming home from a funeral and summarily tossing every single item the deceased has ever used, there comes a time when we have to realize that our loved one has moved on. We’re never going to hear the words: “Hey, thanks for saving that for me!”

Ben was ready to begin the process. We started in the master bathroom. Over the next several months, we worked together once a week. As the items of the past exited the house, the energy of the present grew stronger. I knew my work was finished when Ben announced he was moving back into the master bedroom. I have enormous respect for the emotional, physical, and psychological work he had been willing to do. I found Betsy’s personal things hidden all over the house.

I believe that just as we free our spaces and ourselves when we let go of stuff, we also exert an influence over the Souls of our loved ones. Now they too can move on. We have set them free.

HABIT OF THE MONTH

This month I want you to be hypervigilant and listen for this phrase: “I don’t know where this goes. I’ll just put it here for now.” Stop yourself immediately when you hear this sentence come out of your mouth. Replace this phrase with the following bit of wisdom: “There is a place for everything. I will now find the perfect place for this item. My search begins by identifying the broad category it is part of.”

This is not the traditional “habit of the month,” but it will change your life. I have chosen it because this month you are organizing the areas that most frequently absorb the orphan objects that enter the home.


WEEK ONE

What’s Hiding in Your Space?

This week, you can

• Find out what a true pack rat is. Are you one? Do you live with one?

• Take a clinical look at the bonus areas in your home (attic, basement, garage, laundry room, and guest room). What works in these spaces and what doesn’t?

• Decide what concrete steps you can take to make these areas work better

• Begin your shopping list for the month’s projects

Time required: Varies.

WHEN WE HOLD ON TO TOO MANY physical objects from our past, we are in fact just like Ben. We’re clutching a shadow world that has ended. What’s up in your attic or in a box high on a shelf in the guest room closet or lurking in the recesses of the garage? If we were to work together, would I find the sweaters you wore in high school? Or perhaps the trophies you won in Little League or your cheerleader’s outfit? Would some of our discoveries be broken or falling apart? Nothing brings back the past. Waiting for its return by hanging on to the artifacts from bygone eras only robs us of the joy, the opportunities, and the beautiful reality of now.

HELP, I’M A PACK RAT!

I don’t have any probing, emotional questions about your past this month. These areas of the home don’t usually figure heavily into the relationships we develop with “stuff.” If you feel that your situation is unique, please do engage in an exploration of these rooms from your childhood or any other era in which they play a role. One of the most common possibilities would be if you were raised by a pack rat parent or live with a pack rat now. This is probably an opportune time to say a few words about this often misunderstood condition.

Many clients tell me they have too much stuff because they’re pack rats. The reality is that they have never been taught how to organize. If you have piles in your home from time to time, you are not a pack rat. If you haven’t created a file system because you have no idea how to go about setting one up, you are not a pack rat. If you have several sizes in your closet because your weight goes up and down, you are not a pack rat. Hoarding is a medical condition that affects the brain. It is not about being sloppy, willful, or obstinate.

Many books deal with the pack rat syndrome, or compulsive hoarding. The most important thing to understand is that the hoarder has no choice. He or she is as much a slave to his or her destructive behavior as the alcoholic or drug addict. They aren’t creating piles everywhere to get back at you or make you angry. They are in essence looking for security. If you find yourself involved with a pack rat, ask yourself why, out of all the people on the planet, you chose someone with this issue. If you are a blood relative, ask yourself what you think you might learn from being in this situation. We can’t control other people. Thankfully, we can control our responses and ourselves.

You need to have tremendous love for the pack rat, especially if you happen to be one. We are all-too-eager to grant forgiveness and extend love to others while we berate ourselves with abusive thoughts and actions. Perhaps this situation is your opportunity to learn how to love and forgive yourself.

The way out is to engage with a therapist who specializes in this condition and who can administer appropriate drug therapy when indicated. There are also professional organizers who work exclusively with those who have this condition. You can find one by contacting The National Association of Professional Organizers or your local Chamber of Commerce. A great place to start, especially if you can’t afford these avenues of assistance, is by joining a Messies Anonymous or a Clutterers Anonymous group. These organizations are based on the twelve-step program used by Alcoholics Anonymous. If you can’t find a chapter, contact your local AA (check the Internet or the front pages of your phone book), and they will direct you.

PLAN OF ATTACK

We need to do some planning before we get going this month. It’s time to grab your journal and begin! We’re going to consider each area or room in turn. Please read all the sections even if you don’t have the area in question. You never know where an invaluable tip may be hiding! Next week I will present diagnostic tools and cures that apply to all the areas. You’ll be able to mix and match as you see fit. How about that for a touch of personal creativity?

Create two lists for each room (attic, basement, garage, laundry room, and guest room).

1. First, write down all the things you like about the current state of the room.

2. After you have finished, directly across the page in a separate column, note all the things you don’t like. Being human, the second list is probably going to be longer!

3. And don’t forget to create your shopping list.

These lists will help bring clarity to the work you need to do in these areas. Feel free to make additional notes as you read along.

WHAT’S IN YOUR ATTIC?

The attic is a bonus space that more often than not looks like the landscape from the moon. There seem to be two kinds of attics: those that are in fact like an extra room and those that are barely a crawl space. My first word of caution is to consider the temperature in this space. You don’t want to put boxes of photographs up here if the area is subject to temperature extremes. Nor do you want this space, if it’s large, to be a dumping ground for furniture. It’s like having a cemetery of the past over your head. Not a pleasant image, is it? Take a few minutes to rummage around in your attic, even if you are absolutely convinced you know what’s up there, and make a list of your erstwhile treasures.

After you have your list, what do you think about these items? Do you have things you have been saving for your children or grandchildren? Ask them if they want them. If they do, are they in a position to take them now? Your home isn’t a storage facility. As you look at these things, do you think they might be worth some money? You can sell items you have outgrown in numerous ways. We’ll look at these issues next week when you make your plan.

THE BASEMENT: NOT JUST FOR HORROR MOVIES!

When I first moved to Los Angeles, I was amazed at the price of the homes and the fact that you rarely saw basements, which are common back East. If you are lucky enough to have one, let’s make good use of it.

The Kid Zone

Is your basement a crash pad for teenagers? Parents frequently use furniture here that has stood the test of time. A wayward spilled soda or some melted chocolate won’t be the end of the world. No matter the age of your children, this is an important gift to them. It’s impossible to expect children to always be careful. Sometimes their lack of coordination or level of social skill will handicap them. Let them have a space like this, if you can. This room usually has a couch that opens out to accommodate guests from out of town. Does this sound like your setup? If it does, let me ask you a few questions.

Does the room look thrown together? Just because it’s casual doesn’t mean it can’t be inviting. If it is a kid zone, ask them to be part of the new decorating theme project. Along with this privilege comes responsibility: The upkeep of the room is ripe for chore assignments. We all have to learn to put things away when we are finished. Today it’s the clothes you wore or the papers that need to be filed. Yesterday it was the toys you played with. It’s the same skill with a different application. No time like the present to learn how it works and feels.

This project doesn’t have to cost a fortune. New curtains, a new afghan for the couch, a few scatter pillows, and maybe some containers for toys are all you need. If the kids are older and will be entertaining friends here, you might want to check out a store such as IKEA that specializes in inexpensive dishes and glasses. If you pay $20 for a set and something breaks, you won’t have a meltdown. You might even want to use unbreakable materials designed for outdoor use.

How about hanging a few framed posters on the wall? Does the room need a bookcase? Is there a TV here? How are you going to store your VHS tapes, DVDs, and music collections? Lots of stands and holders are available to help you organize your entertainment choices. The best thing is to pack away the items you no longer listen to or view and take a count of what’s active. Whether you shop at high-quality stores such as The Container Store or Hold Everything or the organizing section or department of your local home store, you can match your needs to what’s available.

My favorite choice these days is the use of a binder with special sleeves that hold DVDs and CDs. You can either toss the jewel cases or pack them away. People generally save them if they want to resell the music or movies at a later date.

By the way, if you have your old vinyl records but no player, pack them away in special boxes made for this purpose. Whatever you do, don’t stack the boxes! The weight can cause the records to warp. You may not be listening to them right now but there are frames made for the album covers. The visual will remind you of the good old days until you get a new record player!

What else would you add to this do-over shopping list?

The Empty Nest Basement

If this was the playroom and now the children are grown and gone, would you like to make it a more adult-themed guest room? Perhaps it would also be the perfect spot for a craft corner? Moms are always wrapping gifts for parties. Why not take advantage of this space and have your supplies set up and ready to go? Part of your craft corner can be devoted to scrapbooking. It can be a challenge to keep track of all those supplies. Setting aside an area in your basement means you can work whenever the mood strikes.

Would you like to be able to exercise on a regular basis? You might want to put in a Murphy bed (one that pulls down from the wall) so that you can divide this room into separate zones: workout, scrapbook or craft area, gift wrapping, and so on. Very often we hold onto the past by not changing a room long after the original function has ceased to be performed there. If this room became a mausoleum after the last child left home, get busy and reclaim the space. When we stay vested in life, we demonstrate to our children how each decade is full of blessings. You aren’t just doing a little weeding out and redecorating, you’re teaching a life lesson.

The Dungeon

At the opposite end of the spectrum is the basement that has space for some storage but no possibility of being used for any kind of social interaction. Very often this area has the guts of the home, such as the furnace. In many new homes, this is the area housing a computer that automatically runs many of the home’s functions. If you need to store some things here, be sure they are in airtight containers. I love the ones that are plastic, can be stacked, and have wheels. You can stack an entire category, such as holiday decorations, and just roll them out when you need them. Don’t forget to label your containers.

To capitalize on your wall space and keep storage containers off the floor, you can add an inexpensive shelving unit. Bed, Bath & Beyond has one in metal, and Williams-Sonoma has metal shelving with a bonus: It’s on wheels. And don’t forget to shop at your local home store such as Target or Costco. Their shelving units may not be attractive but they are sturdy and utilitarian. Your choice will be dictated by what you have to store, how you have chosen to pack it, and the amount of floor and wall space available.
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As you look at the basement, no matter what kind you have, be sure you are using the space in a way that serves you. With so many design resources available to accommodate any budget (check the “Resources” section in the back for some of my favorites), make the space a fun place to be. Regardless of size, make it an organized and completely functional space. Your best guide is to be sure you really need and use what you are storing. Don’t let the past or your desire to hold onto things for others turn your real estate into a cemetery.

THE GARAGE: WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE CAR?

I live in a lovely neighborhood filled with beautiful homes, which my golden retriever Spirit and I walk around every day. Inevitably, the owner of a home I have fallen in love with will leave his or her garage door open. I jump back in horror. It’s dirty, confusing, filled to the rafters, and a car hasn’t been inside in eons. In a temperate climate like Los Angeles, you can park outside all year long. But do you want to waste valuable real estate like this? How does a space fall into such disarray? Every time you don’t want to make a decision about an item and you exclaim, “I know! Let’s put it in the garage!” you contribute to the creation of the Chaos Monster. Let the Sword of Order slay this monster once and for all!

If ever a space called for the dumpster approach, the garage is it. This is likely to be the most difficult bonus space you tackle. Let’s assess what we have here:

• Have you always wanted to call a garage company and have built-ins installed? Will your budget allow you to do that this month? If not, why not purchase some utilitarian shelving units at your local home store?

• Is the garage large enough for you to install a pulley system and fly some of your stored items? Or could you add a loft?

• Do you have wall space that isn’t being utilized well? For example, you can store your bikes on special hooks and free up floor space. You can also attach holders for brooms, mops, and other tools.

If you have two cars and live in a temperate climate, one can live outside and one can be in the garage. You could convert the other side of the garage into a workout or hobby area. I have friends who converted their entire garage into a rehearsal space. The wife is an actress and the husband has a band. How creative is that?

The bottom line is to think outside the box. The garage is designed to house a car. If you have inadvertently turned it into a storage facility, take back the space. How you reclaim it and for what purpose is where your creativity can flower. Speaking of creativity, remember that most large closet companies also outfit garages. You can ask one of their designers to come out and give you some ideas. Usually they will give you a simple space plan at no charge. This design may be just the thing to help you come up with the perfect solution.

Take advantage of all available resources when you are in the planning stage. Some design companies do only garages, and they too will happily give you a free estimate and either a plan or some ideas. The Container Store will also space plan a garage for you and help guide you in outfitting it to solve your personal needs. Why not look at a few plans and decide which works best for you?

Many large families revel in going all-out to decorate for the holidays. As you repack your decorations in sturdy plastic containers, don’t forget to be willing to downsize. As we get older, too many decorations will seem like a big burden at the holidays. Why not give some treasures to family members or close friends? Just letting go of holiday decoration boxes may free up valuable real estate in the garage!

THE GUEST ROOM: WHO WANTS TO SLEEP IN THIS BED?

In my travels, I see two types of guest rooms: The room that is set aside exclusively for guests and the room that serves many purposes. The most common multiple purpose is the guest room and home office combination, which is the most difficult to pull off.

The combo room is tough. The greatest challenge I see is a room that is at the same time the everyday office and the occasional guest room. If you have this setup and your guests get a futon couch, a pull-out bed, or a Murphy bed, it can work. (If you work at home, however, you must have ground rules so your guests don’t prevent you from performing your duties. If you have to call the opposite coast at 6 a.m. and Aunt Gertie sleeps till noon, there will be trouble in paradise.) But I can’t tell you how often I walk into a room and discover a queen size bed taking up most of the space. I am told that this is because mom and dad visit once a year. Stop and consider the reality at play: The comfort of one or two people who rarely visit is more important than the work you need to accomplish each day. It doesn’t make sense, does it? If you have this setup, how will you go about making it work for everyone involved?

Finally, if this room is where you keep items you use periodically, such as your festive ribbon and gift wrapping paper, be sure it’s organized rather than falling all over the closet floor. I used to tell my clients to store wrapping paper in a tall garbage can (you don’t use the lid). Now they make tall containers for the wrap with lids that hold supplies such as tape and a scissors. One of those in the corner of the closet wouldn’t bother your guest at all!
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The dedicated guest room is a luxury, and bravo if you can offer such convenience for your guests. I would take a survey of the room and see whether you need to update anything or change some things. You might notice that the bedspread, the towels, or the sheets are a bit tired and need to be refreshed. How fluffy are those pillows? Have they turned into rocks when you weren’t looking?

When it comes to making guests feel welcome, comfort is in the details. Take a stroll over to the closet. Do you have a nice selection of uniform hangers or does it look like you tossed in some leftover wire hangers from the cleaners? Is there floor space for shoes? Sometimes the guest closet gets used for off-season clothing. Is yours bulging at the seams? When guests walk into a room and there is no space for their personal belongings, it’s as if you’ve hung out a sign that says, “Hi! Thanks for coming. You’re not staying too long, right?” How does your guest room stack up?

You may find that you need to organize this closet. If you’re following the parts in order, organizing a closet is a snap for you. If you haven’t done your closet yet, you may want to read the directions in Part 2, “February,” first. Don’t forget to put in an extra shelf, if there’s space. You can store your off-season items on the top shelf and leave the bottom one for guests. Offseason clothing is ideally stored in space bags. By the way, don’t forget to look under the bed. In America, this is a popular place for storage. I follow the suggestions of Feng Shui, which teaches that you will sleep better if this area is left open. The choice is yours.

THE LAUNDRY AREA: A LEAN, MEAN, CLEANING MACHINE!

If you are lucky enough to have a laundry area or room in your home, it can be demoralizing if it’s in perpetual chaos. Let’s consider the main problems and their antidotes and see if we can’t make this room as inviting as the rest of the house.

Most laundry areas have cupboards above the machines. Let’s take a look at what you have stored here. For example, do you have a mixture of open and unopened laundry detergent boxes? Be sure the detergents and other products you purchased and used once are eliminated. We all experiment with detergents, don’t we? Keep the tried and true. This is an area of product waste like the bathroom. Put the detergent and fabric softener you’re using on the dryer. Keep the backup on a shelf in the cupboard.

What other items do I find here? The usual suspects include stain spot removers, lightbulbs, boxes of fabric softener, household cleaners, and rags for cleaning. If they get used, this is a fine location for them. As you look at what you have, would anything be stored more logically in the kitchen, a bathroom, or the pantry? Are there any products you want to toss? By the way, if rarely used silver and brass polish or jewelry cleaner is taking up space under the kitchen sink, put them on a high shelf in one of these cabinets.

Keep related items together and, if possible, in containers. For example, remember the grid totes I suggested for use in the kitchen and bath? They would be great here. Put your lightbulbs in one and your cleaners and spot removers in another.

Did you get a label maker yet? Labels on the shelves and the containers will help family members maintain the order you create.

If this is where you need to store mops and brooms, can you put up a simple holder for their handles? This will keep them off the floor, tidy, and easy to find. These holders are at home stores, cost little, and are easy to install. All you need is a little wall space!

If the laundry is a separate room, can you hang something festive such as a favorite poster? Is there a window? How about some pretty curtains? These may sound silly, but if you want to be on top of the laundry or assign it as a chore, you don’t want the room to look like a prison! What about a fresh coat of paint? You could use magnetic paint on one wall and put your child’s artwork here. Or maybe this is the place for a corkboard? What will you do to spruce up this room?

When we tackled organizing our paper piles and streamlining our schedules, we talked about how to successfully multitask. Remember? Tossing in a load of laundry is a great example of something you can do with almost any other task. On the phone with a friend? Fixing a snack? Watching TV? I invite you to toss in a load of laundry.

Doing laundry is a great example of a chore that can be assigned on a rotating basis if you are part of a family. Is there anyone who doesn’t need to know how to do laundry? Whether you live alone or are creating a chore chart, be sure you schedule when the laundry is to be done. If you make it the same day and time each week, it will become a rote task.

In many cases, the problem isn’t the laundry itself; the problems are folding the items and putting them away. Again, if you are part of a family situation, these can be additional chores. If you live alone, be sure you’re doing the laundry when you can complete the task. Leaving the house with the dryer going is not only a fire hazard but will also hopelessly wrinkle your dry clothes. Which reminds me: Unless you love to iron, look for fabrics that require little or no care when they exit the dryer. Folding, by the way, can easily be done while you’re watching TV or listening to music. Another example of positive multitasking!

FEELING PRESSURED?

At this point you may be feeling a bit overwhelmed. Don’t worry, that’s normal! On the off chance that you have every area or room mentioned here, you’ve done quite a bit of work this week. You may be wondering what it will take to get these rooms under control. Well, just in time, next week we’re going to look at a host of tools you can use to make your projects easier. You didn’t think I would leave you in the lurch, did you?

And don’t be surprised if you are also feeling a new sense of ownership concerning your home. The bonus areas are often treated casually, sometimes without respect. They can easily turn into a dumping ground. After this week, however, you should begin to see new possibilities on the horizon. Think how great it’s going to be to drive into your garage, spontaneously invite someone to spend the night in your guest room, or know that your attic is no longer a fire hazard!
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LAUNDRY ROOM BONUS TIPS

Every bedroom and bathroom in the home should have a hamper. If you use a decorative one with a lid, be sure it has a heavy-duty canvas drawstring bag that you can pull out so you can easily transport your laundry to the washer!

If you have a lot of dry cleaning and your vendor doesn’t supply you with a bag, you can use another canvas drawstring bag for transporting items to the dry cleaner. Hang the bag on a hook in your closet.

Lightweight hampers are great for the kids’ room. They have handles and your children can be responsible for bringing them to the laundry room.

No room for cabinets? Put up a shelf or two. (Be sure these are braced to support heavy items such as laundry detergent.)

Don’t have room for shelves or cabinets? Try using a laundry storage cart on wheels. You’ll have three deep drawers for product storage and a usable flat top.

Are you hiding your ironing board behind a door? Does it fall all the time and make you crazy? If you have some wall space, use an ironing organizer, which keeps your board and iron together, off the floor, and no longer in danger of falling!

If you are blessed with a large laundry room, be sure you have a pole with extra hangers. It’s also great to have a large, multiholder hamper so you can have the family sort their laundry as they bring it to the laundry room. (Chore, anyone?) Some of these units are on wheels and have a bar across the top where you can put your hangers.

If you need to wash a lot of delicates and don’t have time to do them by hand, invest in a fine washables bag that you can toss into the wash.

For delicates that you don’t want to trust to a dryer, purchase a drying rack or, for sweaters, a sweater dryer. I used to have one that was large and a pain to store. Now they make ones that pop open and are a breeze to put away.

Special note to all apartment dwellers! I too have to take my laundry to another location in my building to do the wash, so I understand the issues. It was a literal drag for years until I made one glorious, life-saving purchase: I got a cart with wheels. It’s sturdy and yet folds up for easy storage in the back of my closet. This is an especially critical purchase if you have to do your laundry outside your building. I did that for many years in Brooklyn, so I also know how difficult that can be. Invest in a cart. You’ll never regret it. You can also use it for transporting groceries!




WEEK TWO

Help Is at Hand: Resources!

This week, you can

• Consider the tools at your disposal, such as the dumpster, consignment shops, charity organizations, eBay, and Craigslist

• Learn about yard sales: pros, cons, and how to organize one

• Make arrangements for the tools you’re going to use (rent your dumpster, put an ad on Craigslist, and so on)

Time required: Varies.

LET’S BANISH ANY FEELINGS OF BEing overwhelmed by developing that strategy I promised. Remember what we learned early on? The whole of anything is overwhelming. We always need to break things down into manageable chunks. Every person will be in a unique situation. Whether it’s one area or all, the first order of business is to eliminate what is no longer needed.

Create a worksheet for each room. Don’t let the word “worksheet” scare you. For this context, worksheet is just a detailed to-do list. Look at the notes you took last week for that area. As you read the information for this week, decide the fate of the stuff in these rooms. Do you need to rent a dumpster? Will you be asking a charity to come out to make a pickup? Are you going to be interviewing experts to see what goes to auction, on eBay, and to a dealer? Know what you want to accomplish and who you need to contact to achieve success. If you get stuck, use the sample worksheets at the start of each of the next two weeks. These are abbreviated worksheets that will point you in the right direction.

GET EVERYONE INVOLVED

If you are part of a large family and everyone has items stored in these areas, you may want to call a family meeting. It can be disconcerting to come home and discover that your possessions have been tossed or donated without having a chance to express your feelings. If your children have left home, ask them to pick up their stuff. If they have to pay for storage, they may see those soccer trophies in a new light! After all, after their stuff exits, you might have an area for a mini home gym or enough room for a hobby such as woodworking.

If your children are young, help them make decisions about what they really need. If you are just learning how to get organized, share with them that as a family you are all learning how to let go. Talk them through the process just as I have done with you through our journal exercises. For example, suppose that little Johnny has three bicycles. You bring to his attention that the garage can hold only one of his bikes. He has the luxury of choosing which one stays. He can also accompany you to the local charity resale shop so a less fortunate child can enjoy the two bikes he doesn’t need or has outgrown. As the parent you set the guidelines, the parameters, and the consequences. Children are fast learners, so don’t be shocked when little Johnny points out the five boxes of your old college memorabilia that have to be whittled down to one!

One day a client asked me to accompany her and her two children to IKEA to shop for bedroom furniture. I said I would be delighted to go. “Famous last words” as they say. I envisioned being at IKEA for about ninety minutes max. We were there for more than six hours! I regretted not driving my own car. My friend wanted her then 11-year-old and 13-year-old daughters to agree on the furniture they would have in the room they shared. They had just moved into a new home so the mom felt a treat was in order.

The girls fought for hours. It wasn’t a treat for anyone involved! It was excruciating. Finally I said, “You are the mom and you are paying for the furniture. Why can’t you make the final decision?” The moral of the story is this: Don’t ask your children to make decisions and be responsible for things that are beyond their years and emotional development. Be a leader!

DUMPSTERS

Often people have the “what was I thinking” moment when they get into a deep excavation of the hidden areas of the home. Should you have all the bonus areas we’re looking at this month, you might want to research renting a dumpster. From the tiny to the mighty, the one you need will be delivered and, once full, it will be carted away. Your neighbors might think you are moving. When you tell them what you are doing, don’t be surprised if you are the first organizing domino on the block. Downsizing and organizing are as contagious as the flu! Zen Organizers will be sprouting up like weeds before you know it, and it will all be thanks to you and your good influence.

CONSIGNMENT SHOPS AND DONATIONS

When I work with families, we often take lots of furniture to the local consignment store. This as well as online venues such as eBay and Craigslist are but three ways to lighten your possession load. They also put money in your pocket that you can in turn use for organizing tools, new decorative items, and furniture.

For high-end goods, you can always contact an antique dealer or auction house. If you’d rather have the tax deduction than the cash, charities will come and pick up those former treasures from the past. Very often women’s shelters can use furniture to help their graduates set up new homes for themselves and their children. Isn’t it beautiful to consider that the furniture you have stashed away in your attic could help a young family get back on its feet?

YARD SALES

My clients frequently ask if I do yard sales. Let me be candid. It’s just not my thing. I don’t enjoy going to them or organizing them. Why? Because I went to hundreds of antique stores and yard sales with my mom when I was a little girl growing up in Brooklyn! If you want to have one, I bet you can find one or two friends in your circle who are experienced at this kind of activity. You want to be with folks who love this activity. You’ll stand a much better chance of having a fun day and a profitable event. A successful yard sale takes planning and patience with the public to be successful. Here are some of the most important considerations:

• Choose a date at least two weeks in the future. And of course check the five-day weather forecast! I would have a rain date in your ads or flyers. I would also be specific about the start and end times.

• Decide how you are going to advertise. Will you design and post flyers? Will you put an ad in the local paper? A combination of the two strategies should attract a nice crowd.

• Travel around town and check out garage sales before you host yours. Talk to people at the end of the sale day. Don’t be shy. Ask them what they know now that they wish they had known at the start. Listen carefully and profit from their mistakes.

• You will probably want folding tables and chairs and perhaps even a few clothing racks. Be generous and warn your neighbors about your plans. In addition to having the supplies you need, they might even add to your goods. In fact, why not invite them to schedule their own yard sale for the same day? The more the merrier for the planners and the shoppers.

• Shoppers will be more attracted to items that are artfully displayed. If it’s all tossed on the lawn like trash, it may sell but for a song. Launder, scrub, and polish everything you want to off-load. Fold it, drape it, hang it. Make it look like gold.

• Keep items in categories. If you can, have family members or friends staff the different stations. Tell your children that they can keep whatever money they make from what they sell. You will of course have the final say over the choice of their sale items. “No, Johnny, you cannot sell your iPod!”

• You’ll want to tag everything and price it to sell. Be prepared at the end of the day to deliver the “remains of the day” to a charity. Promise me that you won’t drag it all back into the house or the garage.

• Be sure you have at least fifty dollars in singles so you can make change easily. Keep the money on your person. Don’t leave it unattended.

• If it’s a hot day, perhaps an enterprising child can set up a lemonade stand.

• Direct your customers to the nearest public rest room. Strangers should not be allowed to enter your home, nor should you answer a lot of personal questions about the reason for the sale, the size of the family living at the house, and so on.

• Even if you have the sweetest dog in the world, let him stay inside and bark if anyone slips past you and gets to the front door. My late golden retriever Miss Katie wouldn’t hurt a fly but her bark would lead you to believe otherwise.

• Start collecting bags and boxes about two weeks before the sale so you can pack up your buyer’s treasures.

• When the sale ends, be a good neighbor and remove all the flyers you posted.

• In this instance, many hands do make light work. Don’t have a sale all by yourself. You’ll be so exhausted that no amount of money will be worth the effort.

HOW TO IMPLEMENT YOUR PLAN

Decide which areas are right for you to tackle now. You should also consider how much time and energy the transformation will take. What’s going on in your life right now? A retired person, a working mom, a stay-at-home mom, and a busy executive all have different schedules and available time. I don’t want you to feel that you have to drive yourself to complete all these areas over the next two weeks. After all, seven months are left in this year! If you aren’t traveling or moving this summer (the projects for June and August, respectively), you’ll have all the time in the world to get these projects finished by fall.

This week, research the resources available in your city to implement your plan. Start your quest with Google. If the companies, vendors, or charities you choose aren’t well known, don’t hesitate to check out their record with the Better Business Bureau. And as always, the experience of friends may hold the key to the best in your area.

Take out your calendar and start making appointments! If you’re meeting with a group of friends, you can compare your research before you make calls. Perhaps someone has experience with dumpster rentals or knows of a great charity in need of furniture. In fact, with one call you can set up appointments for everyone in the group! One reminder: Look ahead and pencil in any remaining projects for this month on your calendar. You don’t want to forget them.
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The work you do this week is time consuming, but it will put you firmly in the driver’s seat. After you have a plan, a sense of control is free to enter the picture. You have a lot of hard work coming up in the next two weeks, especially if you have many or all of the bonus areas! Just remember: You’ll be reaping the rewards for years to come.


WEEK THREE

The Projects Begin

This week, you can

• Begin your first project!

Time required: Varies.

FOR THE PERSON WITH ONE PROJECT, this month is a cakewalk. For the person blessed with all these bonus areas, it’s a different story. I’m going to do a garage worksheet as a sample. This is for a two-car garage that would take a full two weeks to get organized. Have you seen the commercials where the person can’t find her car in the debris of the garage or pulling into the space is an engineering feat? That’s the garage I have in mind! If you find the idea of creating a project worksheet difficult, the sample worksheet should help.
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Next week I’ll show you worksheets for two small projects. One project might take one day (the guest room) and the other might take two (the laundry room). The amount of time depends on the size of the space, how much stuff you have, and how many changes you want to make (paint a wall, put up some racks, and so on). Is that panic you feel in your gut? Let me stress again that you don’t have to do everything this month. You might have a crawl space attic and get it cleared out and organized in a matter of minutes. You might want to focus on your finished basement because relatives are coming to visit and will be using this room. Perhaps you’re having a cold snap and working on the garage would be impossible. Develop your goals, set a strategy, and make appointments with yourself and outside vendors to complete those goals. Next month we’re dealing with travel and you may have no plans to go anywhere. You can get caught up then. And if you aren’t moving this August, you have even more time at your disposal. Can you feel the panic subside?

WHAT’S THE TIME COMMITMENT?

You may have noticed that this month I did not indicate the time needed at the start of each week. These areas have so many variables, it’s hard to pinpoint even a ballpark time. I would allow at least two days for cleaning out large areas such as the garage or basement. When it comes to the laundry room or your guest room, you might get lucky and a half day will suffice. It all depends on the current condition of each area to be organized. As a rule of thumb, be generous with your time. If you work faster than you anticipated, you can give yourself that extra time to play. Or move on to the next step on your worksheet, and your project will get finished in record time.

You may find that in addition to cleaning out items, you need to move some of those you intend to keep. For example, let’s say you have the majority of your photo collection stored in the basement closet. You discover that photos are in the attic and the garage as well. Move them to one central location.

We’re going to be dealing with photo albums and memorabilia organization in July. If you’d like to wait, you can purchase your archival storage boxes at that time. This month, at least you will know the current size of your collection and where in your home it resides.
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Before creating a garage worksheet, you would have written your two lists: the things you like about the space and those you don’t like and want to change. These lists are the starting point for the worksheet. Here’s my sample. Does yours look anything like this?

Things I like about my garage:

• My garage has one large window. I appreciate the light that constantly fills the space.

• The garage door opens onto an alley that is rarely trafficked. I can work on my garage without the whole neighborhood knowing that I am decluttering and organizing!

• If it were organized, the garage would be a large space capable of holding two cars.

• The garage has lots of wall space and a high ceiling.

Things I dislike about my garage:

• I have stored items that stopped working with the hope of one day restoring them. These include the old washer and dryer that came with the house. In truth, they are just taking up space.

• Holiday boxes have been used and reused for years. They are falling apart.

• Sports items like basketballs roam around the floor while the bikes fall over.

• The garage needs some type of shelving.

From this evaluation, I would create my worksheet. Please note my sample includes some clarification notes to help you understand my thought process.

GARAGE WORKSHEET: WEEK ONE

1. Dumpster delivered on Monday (The dumpster is scheduled to be picked up Friday morning.)

2. Set aside two to three hours a day to

• Toss items into the dumpster

• Choose items suitable for eBay Craigslist, or a yard sale

• Find items that need to be repaired

• Return items that belong to family and friends

• Make additional phone calls

3. Call neighbors to see if anyone is interested in a yard sale. If someone wants to organize a yard sale, we need to set a date for the sale as well as schedule our first planning meeting. (I want all items out of the garage as quickly as possible, so the sale date can’t be set too far in the future.) If no one is interested in a yard sale, I will add the yard sale items to the charity pickup.

4. A charity is scheduled to pick up the washer and dryer and other miscellaneous items on Friday late afternoon. Secure receipt for taxes. This happens at the end of the week because until the debris is tossed into the dumpster, no one can reach the washer and dryer! Many charities, such as Goodwill, repair items. Be sure and let them know the condition of the items when you call to make your appointment.

5. On Saturday morning, put all items designated to remain in the garage into categories. I can make use of the open floor space to keep everything neat and tidy. I need to assess these so that I know what kinds of storage containers to purchase and how many.

6. On Sunday, shop for containers. Check out simple shelving at the local home store: I need to know what’s available in terms of design and cost.

7. This weekend, photograph items and post for sale on Craigslist or eBay. (Alternatively, I could take them to a professional who will do it for me. These are private individuals or storefront operations that work on commission. Be sure and check the references of the vendor you decide to use. Your best friend, your personal organizer or decorator, or a local antiques dealer may have a referral for you.)

GARAGE WORKSHEET: WEEK TWO

1. Monday morning, a space planner from Closets by Design will be here to give me an idea how the garage could be professionally outfitted. This meeting will help me decide whether I need a professional system now or whether I should use simple shelving until a later date.

2. Tuesday (assuming I decide to wait on the professional system), return to the store and pick up the necessary shelving units.

In addition, pick up any special equipment that I might need to complete the organization of the space, such as bicycle racks or bike hooks for the wall, a tool holder for the wall to grip the handles of mops and brooms to keep them off the floor (as suggested for the laundry room), a pegboard with hooks to hang tools and keep them accessible, and a sports center to hold all sporting equipment.

Assemble the racks when I return home.

3. Wednesday, transfer all items to their new containers. These will be labeled and placed on the shelves.

All special storage supplies, such as the bike rack or hook, will be installed today as well.

At the end of the work session, sweep the garage and, if necessary, hose down the floor.

4. Thursday, return all borrowed items.
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This will give you an idea about how to accomplish a big project such as the garage, the attic, or the basement. You could probably compress your activities and do everything over the course of three days, especially if you have help. This slower pace allows you time to research, shop, clean out, set up, and organize without exhausting yourself. Who knows? You might even enjoy the process!

By the way, if a job is really big and requires heavy lifting, why not consider asking for help? Is there a teenager in your home or on your block who needs to make a little cash? Would you like to ask a neighbor and then offer to help with his or her garage? What about those wonderful grown kids of yours who are going to rent a truck and pick up their stuff? Maybe they’d like to help you? Never be afraid to ask. We all need help from time to time.

As you organize your garage, be aware of the importance of placement. What do I mean by placement? For example, you need your holiday decorations once a year, right? If you’re putting in a loft, that’s the perfect spot for those containers. If you’re using shelving, put those containers on the top. You want the items you need during the year to be more accessible. Similarly, don’t bury the new sports center in the back of the garage. Keep it near the front so the kids can grab items easily.

It’s good to have some emergency supplies. Place them so they will be accessible! And check expiration dates every six months to a year. You can make a date on your calendar or set an automatic computer reminder. When water expires, use it for your plants or lawn. By the way, the Red Cross can provide you with a list of emergency supplies at www.redcross.org. You can sign up for their free monthly newsletter geared with information for your community.

You want to factor in the size of your family (don’t forget Fido and Fluffy!) and how elaborate you want to get. Obvious items include flashlights, batteries, a battery-powered radio (or one that uses solar energy or is wound like a clock), a large first aid kit, water, canned and dried food, and some camping equipment. If you live in a city dominated by personal transportation, don’t forget to have some supplies in your car! Next month we’ll be organizing the family car and I’ll have some additional pointers for you.

Remember how we established zones in the kitchen? Well, you can do the same here. You may have the following: sports equipment, hobby area, emergency supplies, holiday decorations, gardening supplies, and automobile care. No matter what room or area, you want to save steps, which in turn saves time. And knowing what you have saves money. How’s that for motivation? The ultimate trifecta: physical energy, time, and money saved just by creating specific spots for your categories!

Try and start with a project whose completion will reap obvious rewards. Wouldn’t it be cool to have your neighbors envious that you can actually park two cars in your garage? Wouldn’t it be nice to enjoy doing laundry instead of having your heart sink at the thought? How about the fun of your first movie night as a family in the newly organized basement? Bonus rooms are a gift. After this week, one or two of them will be ready to serve you. Are you ready for another week of reclaiming space in your home?
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Has it been years since you’ve driven into your garage? Here are four tips to make your reentry a smooth one:

• Hang a small ball from the ceiling so you know exactly where to stop the car when you pull in.

• When you’re establishing your zones, be sure you leave enough room on either side of the car so you can open the car doors with ease.

• If you enter your home from the garage, put down a small, heavy-duty mat by the door. You don’t want to track dirt into the house with you.

• Do you live in a four-season climate? When the rain and snow start, put a simple shoe rack by the door leading from the garage into the house. Put out a pair of comfortable shoes or slippers for each member of the family. This will cut down on the dirt everyone tracks inside.




WEEK FOUR

Call More Areas to Order

This week, you can

• Complete a big organizing project from last week or move on to a new project

• Consider my off-site storage guidelines

Time required: Varies.

ARE YOU NOTICING HOW THE MAGIC Formula (eliminate, categorize, organize) repeats itself in every challenge you face? Here’s a word of caution concerning the last step (organize) and the use of containers. They come in all sizes and shapes and are a blessing to anyone interested in creating order. However, they do not excuse you from the elimination process! You want to pack up and label only the things you need. Getting a huge tub that will hold every stuffed animal your child ever touched is not the way to go, especially if your child is now forty with kids of his or her own.

I’m going to show you my worksheet for two easy projects this week. But you’ve been working so hard, why don’t I share a story first? I’m sure that some of you are convinced that you don’t need to sort through things in any of these bonus rooms because what you have is what you absolutely need or want. Is that you by any chance?

Time is a funny thing. As it passes, it often releases us from those “needs and wants.” In Eastern philosophy, these are called “attachments.” Here’s a story for you. See whether you recognize yourself in Barbara. If you do, give yourself the chance to do some eliminating! Who knows? Maybe you could fill up a dumpster!

Barbara’s Story

Like so many of my clients, Barbara showed me around a home that was very organized. I might have tweaked the closet or a cupboard or two, but basically she had a well-run home. And then we went to the garage. It was Fright Night in Los Angeles. Ironically, Barbara had put in professional cupboards. She rightly understood that these add to the value of the home when you decide to sell. Adding them and using them correctly are two different things.

As a consultant, Barbara sold products from her home and had to store large quantities of them. There was no rhyme or reason to the way these items were tossed into the cupboards. In addition, the floor of the garage was littered with boxes of still more product. She and her husband were forced to park on the street. The first thing I wanted to do was sort through everything and see what we really had to deal with.

Barbara told me this would be unnecessary. “I sell these products. I need all of them.” In theory, this was true. In reality, there was no way to find anything in this mess. I knew exactly what was happening. Barbara was using the products she had in her office. The ones in the garage were the overflow. Most were probably outdated and too old to sell. Barbara swore this was not the case. She wanted to leave so I could get to work organizing. I asked her to stay a few minutes. You know what happened. Denial is not a river in Egypt.

About two hours later, most of her products were in the trash. They were either too old to sell or were no longer carried by the company. My assistant and I set about creating the best way to make her inventory accessible and organized. The moral of the story is this: Don’t peer into the garage or the attic, look at a stack of boxes, and say, “Oh yes, those are the things I inherited from Aunt Betsy. I want them all.” Go through your treasures. You will find that time has turned some of them into trash.

Look what Barbara and her husband were losing with a messy garage: They had to park their vehicles on the street; the garage was an embarrassment every time its door was open; and as Barbara’s products were replaced by newer versions, the older ones stayed here and turned to trash. They could have been donated to a company that would have shared them with the poor in third-world countries. (Barbara is a rep for medical supplies.) This was another example of waste. Can you see how powerful the accumulation of stuff can be?

RECLAIM THE LAUNDRY ROOM

Readers of my books tell me they are amazed how much personal information I share. I think we’re on a great adventure together, so you might as well know who I am. In keeping with this philosophy, I must confess now that I love to do laundry. When people tell me that their laundry piles up, I have a hard time understanding why! Clean clothes are such a joy, what can I say? Make your laundry room a pleasure to be in because it’s pretty, organized, and functional. It won’t take long for you to share my passion for doing laundry!

Here’s my mockup of the two lists I would create for this room and a worksheet to help you see how you could transform a laundry room into a place you enjoy I’ve made it a two-day project. If you don’t paint or change the floor, you’d be finished in one day.

Things I like about my laundry room:

• There are two nice cabinets with three shelves each for storage.

• The small window lets in light that brightens the room.

• It’s off the kitchen so I can multitask while cooking.

Things I dislike about my laundry room:

• The walls need to be painted.

• The linoleum is old and ugly.

• The machines are small, so I have to do more loads.

• The light fixture needs to be replaced. There’s a bare bulb in the room and it looks dreary.

WORKSHEET FOR THE LAUNDRY ROOM

Day One

1. Clean out old, expired, or no longer used products from the cupboards.

Take things to other areas to see whether they would more logically be stored there.

Sort what will remain here into categories.

Make a list of containers needed.

2. Go to the store and purchase paint (enough to freshen the room plus magnetic paint for one wall), two rollers, two brushes, and a few disposable drop cloths. Find suitable organizing containers. Go to the flooring section and choose some do-it-yourself tile squares. (Be sure to have exact measurements.) Select a new fixture for the light. Price new washers and dryers. Take brochures. Pick up a hanging crystal for the window and some magnets.

3. That evening, put all items in their new containers. Wipe off the shelves. Label both the shelves and the containers. Put containers on the shelves.

Day Two

1. Paint the walls. (Magnetic paint will require several coats.)

2. Put in new flooring.

3. Hang the crystal in the window so that on sunny days the room will be filled with rainbows.

4. Spend some time surfing the Internet to comparison shop other washers and dryers. Find the best price. Check finances to decide whether now is the time to purchase new machines.

5. When the paint dries (follow instructions carefully), surprise the kids with a display of their latest artwork!

6. Create a house rule: No more than four pieces of art (or whatever number you decide is in keeping with the size of the wall) can be up at any one time. New artwork needs to replace the old, not join it if the number exceeds four!

GET THE GUEST ROOM READY

Whether you use it for a family reunion, a spontaneous sleepover, or a part-time office, a guest room is a treasure. Let’s work to make it as inviting as possible.

Things I like about my guest room:

• It has a bathroom so guests can have their privacy.

• It’s a nice size room with a sitting area as well as a queen size bed.

• The room is in the back of the house away from street noises.

Things I dislike about my guest room:

• The bedding looks tired and worn, as do the towels in the bathroom.

• The window treatments do nothing for the room.

• The closet is full of clothes I no longer wear.

WORKSHEET FOR THE GUEST ROOM

1. Measure the windows. Go to the store and pick up new bedding and matching drapes for the window.

Also pick up fresh blinds for the windows.

Get a set of new towels for guests and some aromatherapy candles.

In the organizing section of the same store (probably Bed, Bath & Beyond because I have discount coupons), pick up a few sets of hangers for the closet, as well as a shoe rack and a hook for the back of the bathroom door.

Pick up an inexpensive bathrobe so guests don’t have to bring their own.

2. Spend the afternoon weeding out the clothes I won’t be wearing again. Put the bag of clothes in the trunk of my car to drop off at a charity in the morning. (If I didn’t have a car, I would call a charity that makes pickups or call a friend with a car. When things languish because you don’t take the final step, you have not become organized. You have created a new source of clutter!)

3. Take a few minutes to organize the closet. My clothes should take up no more than half the closet and should be arranged by type of clothing and color order just like in the master closet. In the other half, place hangers and a shoe rack for guests. (Make your guests feel welcome by supplying the closet with decent, uniform hangers. Don’t make this the closet where you toss the wire hangers from the cleaners. Recycle those. As a matter of fact, most cleaners have a special box for you to pop your “wire wonders” into!)

4. Check the bathroom to be sure my guests have ample amenities such as shampoo, conditioner, toothpaste, toothbrush, and toilet paper. (You can purchase sample sizes at the drug store and create a welcome basket for your guests.) Put out the fresh towels and empty the trash. The old towels can be donated to the local animal hospital. The finishing welcome touch is an aromatherapy candle on the counter!

I have dear friends in New York who came into my life as clients. I love staying with them when I go home. The wife’s office turns into a guest room when the Murphy bed hidden in the wall comes down. Although the room itself is tiny, it is exquisitely appointed. The view of the Hudson River is always arresting. In the luxurious guest bathroom, one finds every product one could wish for. I always feel as if I am being nurtured by the space itself. What feelings do you think your guests will have when they stay in the newly organized room you have provided?

APARTMENT DWELLERS AND OFF-SITE STORAGE

Some of you are saying, “Regina, not everyone owns a home!” I understand. I don’t have a house any longer myself. I’ve lived in some tiny studios in New York City in my day. Believe me, I understand the problems. I guarantee that you have found a way to stash your stuff outside your apartment. Do you have a storage locker in the building? That’s your garage! Did you leave things at your parents’ house? Ah, that’s your off-site storage. Do you store your off-season clothing at the local cleaners? Do you have a friend with a house in the country who lets you store a few boxes in his garage? You get the idea. We all find a way.

Sometimes off-site storage is an invaluable tool. I love those pods that get delivered and picked up after you fill them. But be sure that you really need what you are storing. You don’t want to waste money in lieu of making decisions. I couldn’t begin to calculate how much money is squandered each year in this manner. If you do have storage, and you legitimately need it, be sure you have it organized. If you face a sea of boxes when you open the door to your storage unit, you are making life difficult for yourself. Here are some guidelines to help you:

• Be absolutely certain you need what you are storing. I may be beating a dead horse here but it’s a key issue.

• If an item can be packed, put it in a plastic container. Label the container clearly. Group categories together.

• Make use of wall space with containers on wheels or with shelving units. You want to be able to walk into the center of the area and start grabbing what you need.

• Keep the key to your lock in one place. Make a spare just in case and store it in a different location.

• Check to see if your renter’s insurance covers this location before you buy additional on-site insurance from the owner of the building.

• Be sure to choose a building that is well maintained, is well lit, and has reasonable access hours.

• Rent a unit that is secure. I have seen storage units whose walls don’t go all the way up. If you’re thin and agile, you can visit all the units in that row!

• Know exactly why and for how long you need off-site storage. Your monthly rent is money that you could be saving to make a down payment on a home.

After these bonus rooms are decluttered and spruced up, you are going to feel as if a weight has been taken off your shoulders. ‘Why didn’t I do this before?” will cross your mind every time you enter one of these now organized, useful, fun-to-be-in rooms!

Next month we turn our attention to travel. Please don’t feel left out if you’re staying home this summer. Completing the work from this month will be a worthwhile way to spend the next month.

Do read the material for travel because you never know when you might have an unexpected opportunity to leave home. This time you will be prepared in a way you’ve perhaps not experienced before.

If you’re staying home, why not go out and buy a beautiful magazine about travel? Or perhaps a travel guide to a place you’ve always wanted to visit? You can take some breaks from the hard work your bonus rooms are demanding and start dreaming about where in this world you’d like to go.


MAY SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Examine each bonus area of the home to identify your likes and dislikes.

Find out whether you are a pack rat.

Begin to create a shopping list.

WEEK TWO

Examine the tools at your disposal for organizing special challenge areas (such as renting a dumpster).

Devise a battle plan for each room.

Make phone calls to outside vendors if necessary to book appointments (call a garage design company, contact a charity to arrange a pickup, and so on).

WEEK THREE

Organize at least one bonus room.

WEEK FOUR

Tackle your next bonus room.

Consider the special needs of small city apartments and when and how to use off-site storage.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I am a good steward of the blessings that are given to me. This stewardship extends to all areas of my life including the physical. I make use of all the areas in my home. In this way I express my thanks.


6. JUNE

Traveling Light

To straighten the crooked
 You must first do a harder thing–
Straighten yourself.

–BUDDHIST WISDOM

IN THE FALL OF 2006, MY FRIEND SHAY and I traveled to China. It was a long-held dream of mine to walk around the Forbidden City, see the Great Wall, and visit the Terra Cotta Warriors at the excavation site in Xian. Shay is quite possibly the most wonderfully even-tempered person I know. Like just about every human being on the planet, Shay takes way too much with her when she travels. I have always marveled at the number of large suitcases people drag around with them.

We traveled from Beijing to Shanghai by plane, had a bus take us around the famous coastal cities near Shanghai, and then flew to Xian. When it came time to pack up and return to Beijing for the flight to Los Angeles, Shay was in a pickle. She purchased lots of souvenirs and her suitcase had been bulging from day one. You can’t really help a friend in this situation. Too many hands in a suitcase are the enactment of that proverb: “Too many cooks spoil the broth.” So I did what any good friend would do—I sat on my bed and teased her mercilessly. I even took a photograph of that exploding suitcase before she tamed it. To her credit, Shay laughed the entire time. We’re heading out of the country again this fall and I’m thinking of doing a packing intervention before we leave!

Of course, there was a time when I was just like Shay. My mother taught me that there was a place for everything in the home; she also warned me to travel light. I wish I had taken these words to heart the summer I turned seventeen.

As an incredible gift from my parents, I was sent to live with my favorite cousin in Brazil for three months. My dad wanted me to travel in style, so he bought me a large, high-quality suitcase. “Large” is the operative word. The seasons in Brazil are opposite those in New York. I was heading from the start of summer to the beginning of winter. We all believed I needed warm clothing. Although my mom was a minimalist and a champion packer in her own right, she felt we had to bend the rules because of the length of my stay. This trip was when I learned the meaning of the phrase “less is more.” My battleship suitcase and I left New York in June right after school ended.

Dragging that monstrosity around Brazil was the bane of my existence. I found there were creative ways to stretch a wardrobe without having a huge stash of new outfits. I vowed to travel light for the rest of my life. The rubber hit the road the next year when I spent a summer traveling around Europe. I had a small suitcase that could fit in the overhead compartment. To this day, this is the only size suitcase I own. No airline can lose my bag because it’s always with me. I can dash off the aircraft at my destination and set about the business at hand. I’m going to teach you, too, how to travel light.

HABIT OF THE MONTH

This month we’re going to be concerned with completion. Do you walk into rooms all day long and think, “Oh yeah. I forgot I was in the middle of . . .” Get into the habit of finishing whatever you start. If you do this with simple physical tasks, you will do it with every aspect of your life. Living with the intent to complete whatever you start will keep you centered, focused, and oh yes, more organized.


WEEK ONE

Travel Questions

This week, you can

• Learn how to use your organizing skills to plan a trip

• Glean tips from past travel mistakes for future adventures

Time required: Thirty minutes to two hours, depending on your travel experience, where you are going, and how soon you are leaving!

THIS WEEK I’D LIKE YOU TO JOURNAL about past trips. I want you to note what you have learned about travel. Do you ever find yourself saying something like this: “I can’t believe I did it again! You’d think I would learn.” Well, after this week, all those travel blunders will be a thing of the past. Let me give you two personal examples of things I’ve learned through trial and error.

When we went to China, I knew that we’d be on a tour bus every day. I needed good walking shoes. I didn’t need any dressy clothes. I made the mistake of taking only one pair of shoes. Although they were broken in and consistently comfortable, I longed to give my feet a break. You can be sure I’ll never again travel without a spare pair of comfortable shoes!

Over the years I’ve learned that when I stay with friends, I can count on finding certain items in their home, such as shampoo and toothpaste. I can probably borrow a bathrobe. Add up the weight and the bulk those items represent and my suitcase stays light and roomy. (By the way, I call ahead of time to get the okay from my hostess!) You don’t need to write about your experiences. I’m looking for a simple list of lessons learned.

Do you need some questions to help jog your memory? Here are the ones I would ask you if we were working together:

1. Do you travel a lot for business or are you pretty much a once-a-year vacation traveler?

2. If you are primarily a business traveler, do you like this aspect of your work or do you endure it? Whatever you answered, explain why.

3. If you mostly travel only on vacation, would you like to travel more? If so, what has stopped you?

4. Do you like to stay in your relative geographical area or do you like to venture far from home?

5. Please make a list of two or three successful trips you’ve taken. Think for a few minutes about what made these travels so special. What were the reasons behind the ones you selected? In lieu of a lot of writing, you can simply jot down key phrases.

6. Looking at each of those phrases, do they translate into things you can repeat? They don’t have to, of course; I’m just looking for clues.

Let’s switch our focus to trips that you didn’t like. Please list four travel adventures and write a few key phrases to understand why you didn’t enjoy them. I would bet cold, hard cash that the nightmare trips yield solid evidence of things you want to avoid at all costs.

Let me give you a personal example of the “won’t ever do that again” trip. My mother died not long after I graduated from college. I nursed her at home for the last eight months of her life. I was exhausted body, mind, and Soul. A friend suggested we take a trip to Europe. I had the worst time ever, even though I adore traveling abroad. My loss was too recent and the pain too raw. In retrospect, I might have profited from basking in the warm sun on a beach somewhere. But we live and learn, don’t we?

In summary, here are some things my travels have taught me:

• Take at least two pairs of shoes (previously worn and well broken in).

• Call ahead to friends (and hotels) and see what amenities are available so I know what can be left out of my suitcase.

• I wear a personal air purifier around my neck on airplanes to counteract the recycled air’s impurities. I got tired of getting sick on long flights.

• I always have an herbal first aid kit with me wherever I go. I can stop diarrhea, vomiting, and motion sickness in their tracks! Have you ever become sick while you were traveling? It only has to happen once and you learn to be prepared.

• I don’t travel soon after a personal loss.

Learn from the past. Let it be your teacher and your guide. This attitude will help you let go and continue to move forward. And guess what? The freer you are mentally and emotionally, the less stuff you find yourself accumulating. Now you should be ready to make your list.

A second and equally important list I’d like you to make is a list of the items you have either forgotten once or consistently leave at home. “I can’t believe I did it again!” We’re going to use this list next week so that these dramas are never again repeated. I remember the old days when forgetting a hair dryer was a huge mistake. Now, thank goodness, most hotels provide them in the room. What did you forget to put in your suitcase?

I have one final list for you. This one will be painful. You have to promise you’ll be honest with yourself. Please list at least four things you always take with you but never use. Remember the first line of this book? “I know you.” Okay. Tell me four things you take and never use! I want you to leave them home in the future. And remember, unless you are going camping or to a third-world country, I bet you could replace them in a pinch, whatever these items are.

Before you start writing, let me tell a quick anecdote about myself. My assistant was taking me to the airport for a long business trip home to New York. I was nervous about leaving my old golden retriever, Miss Katie. I was so wrapped up in the fear, I didn’t acknowledge it. Instead I let it run me. And how did it manifest? I pitched a fit in the car because I had left a package of gum on my kitchen counter. Can you imagine? My wonderful assistant looked and me and said ever so calmly, “I just bet they sell gum in New York, Regina.” We burst out laughing.

I learned two things that day. First, you don’t have to take every item you use if it’s easily found at your destination. The most important lesson, however, is to be conscious of your emotions. When you start to feel yourself acting in an irrational way, ask yourself, “what is driving this upset?” Dealing with your emotions guarantees that you won’t be alienating anyone around you with an out-of-character emotional outburst.

Okay. Your turn. Start writing!

ORGANIZING A TRIP

When I was eighteen, I returned home from my second trip abroad. My parents gave me an extraordinary gift in the form of a challenge. I could leave home for the entire summer the following year if I did the research for and planned the trip myself. They wanted to know where I’d be every day for the entire ten weeks I’d be abroad. I had to make all hotel and flight reservations. I needed to research train and bus transportation within the countries we’d be going to (I was traveling with a college friend). The letters to all hotels had to be written in Spanish or French. And, oh yes, I had a budget! Is there any doubt as to how I became the Zen Organizer?

One of my favorite pastimes that year was wandering up and down Fifth Avenue in New York City. I collected more travel brochures than you can imagine. I wanted to be sure I saw everything in all the cities we were to visit. I went to Consulates to get visa requirements. I went to the airline office and researched flight information. I got the names and addresses of hotels and, yes, I wrote in French or Spanish! (We traveled to the Iberian Peninsula and Morocco.) What took me months to research, you can do in a few hours. Today, the Internet puts the world at your fingertips. Whether you’re collecting cyberdata or hard copy brochures, however, you need a way to keep track of the information.

Most people cut out articles from newspapers or magazines about places they’d like to go. Do you have such a collection? If you are following the months in order, you have a file system by now. I’m going to assume that you cut away all extraneous paper and stapled the articles together. I bet you divided your articles into areas of the world. This way, of course, you don’t have to wade through material on countries you won’t be visiting until some time in the future.

My file system has an area called “Travel.” Within “Travel” are hanging folders for the following areas. Within each hanging folder are manila folders for each of the countries or states in which I have an expressed interest. If a category is particularly robust, I switch to a box-bottom hanging file folder to hold all the material comfortably. If you are confused by these terms, please refer to the creation of a file system section in Part 3, “March.” That is the month we conquer paper and banish piles! Here is what my “Travel” files look like. Feel free to adapt this format to suit your needs and style.

Travel

(left side tab for hanging folder)

Africa (right side tab for hanging folder)

Kenya (tab for manila folder)

Morocco (tab for manila folder)

Tanzania (tab for manila folder)

South Africa (tab for manila folder)

Asia (right side tab for hanging folder)

Bhutan (tab for manila folder)

Cambodia (tab for manila folder)

China (tab for manila folder)

Thailand (tab for manila folder)

South Vietnam (tab for manila folder)

Europe (right side tab for hanging folder)

England (tab for manila folder)

France (tab for manila folder)

Italy (tab for manila folder)

Middle East (right side tab for hanging folder)

Dubai (tab for manila folder)

Egypt (tab for manila folder)

Lebanon (tab for manila folder)

United States (right side tab for hanging folder)

California (tab for manila folder)

New York (tab for manila folder)

North Carolina (tab for manila folder)

Washington, D.C. (tab for manila folder)

In today’s world, of course, in addition to reading newspaper articles and magazines, you can surf the Web. For those who might be new to the Internet, I’ll include a few of the more common travel Web sites in the “Resources” section at the back of the book. Don’t forget that every major airline has a Web site. You can collect information any number of ways. Most of the time, you’ll be able to sign up for a newsletter. You can tag the site as a favorite so you can return easily. You might even start a collection of information on your computer. You can organize your cyber-files in the same way you do your hard copy material. This will streamline your thinking process and avoid the problem of forgetting what you called a file.

If you are going to an area rich with history, you may want to read about it in detail beforehand by purchasing an extensive guidebook. I would suggest that you copy key pages rather than drag the entire book on your trip! If you have a simple list of what you feel you need to see, you can supplement the list with local publications. We’ll be covering memorabilia shortly, so it’s a good time to suggest that you don’t have to bring the local guidebook back home with you. I know that’s heretical to some of you. I’m just planting the seed! In the same way, you needn’t save every ticket stub from every museum, amusement park, or flight you take. Unless, of course, you are a mad scrapbooker and you will actually make use of those receipts in the scrapbook you intend to make of your trip!

If you are traveling to a foreign country, go to their consulate to check their visa requirements for entry. They will also advise you if you need any special shots. Before I went to China, I called my internist for advice. He suggested that I speak with a doctor who specializes in travel medicine. Ask your regular physician if such a specialist is located in your area. If you are working with a travel agent, he or she can advise you on these matters as well.

Do you belong to the Automobile Club? I have been a member for years so that I can have roadside assistance when I need it. It’s wise to remember that they are also a first-class travel agency. Speaking of inoculations and visas, don’t forget to apply well in advance if you need a passport. If you intend to do any driving, be sure your license is current. Are there other legal documents you need to tend to for the trip to your chosen part of the world?

After you choose your trip, be sure you pull the existing material out of the general files and create a new setup for the current trip. For example, last year I pulled my “China” folder out of my “Travel” section. I transferred it to my “Action Files” section. As time passed, I put all pertinent information here. When it came time to pack, I knew just where to look for all the legal docs and research I wanted to take with me. By the way, when I returned home, the “China” folder was cleaned out and returned to the general section on “Travel” information.

It isn’t possible for me to direct you to all the sites and agencies that will make your trip a reality. My job, as your professional organizer, is to teach you how to keep track of all the information you are gathering. You want it to serve you rather than become a new source of chaos and frustration. Be sure you enjoy every step of the journey rather than rely on the actual days away from home as the sole reward.
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One of the ways to help prevent being bumped from a flight is to have your boarding pass before you get to the airport. (Most airlines will allow you to print them from a computer twenty-four hours before the scheduled departure.) This will also help you speed to the gate!

Another safeguard is to secure a specific seat when you purchase your ticket. There are no guarantees you won’t get bumped, but these steps decrease the odds!

When your itinerary is finalized, be sure you take a copy with you. You want to have all hotel names, addresses, contact phone numbers, and confirmation numbers with you. You should also leave a copy at home and e-mail it to a family member or friend. In the event of an emergency, you want to make it easy for your loved ones to reach you.

Be sure and check with the TSA for the latest instructions regarding what is allowed on board.

Fast food and snacks at the airport not only cost a fortune, they are filled with empty calories. Pack some healthy snacks such as high-quality trail mix, healthy food bars, dried fruit, and dried meat or grab some fresh fruit. For the latter, think of something like a banana that comes in it’s own protective wrapper rather than a fresh peach that might leak it’s beautiful juice all over the inside of your purse. Not such a beautiful outcome.



Your vacation fun begins with the dream. The more organized your preparatory phase, the less hassles you will encounter. And, as an organized person, if hassles do occur, you will dispatch them with ease!


WEEK TWO

The Travel Checklist

This week, you can

• Create travel lists so you understand what’s really needed

• Learn how to pack a light suitcase

Time required: Thirty minutes to two hours, depending on how close you are to your next trip.

NOW, I WANT YOU TO CREATE A PERsonal travel checklist. You may find it easiest to enter your list in Excel so that you always have the master. This is just like the master file list you created for your office files in Part 3, “March.” Over time, you can tweak this master travel checklist as well. For example, if you are the mother of a new baby, your checklist is different from the mom who is traveling with a six-and nine-year-old. It’s also different from the business traveler or someone on a pleasure trip.

How to begin? Make categories and start listing. When you’re finished, save it as your “Master Travel Checklist” file. When it comes time to take a trip, you can make a copy on your computer just for that trip, using the “Master” file as your guide. After you create your individual trip checklist, you can print it and keep a hard copy in your suitcase. When it comes time to leave home, you can check your list as you pack. You might even want to laminate it. Take it with you and check off items as you get ready to return home. Shay left her toiletries bag hanging on the back of the bathroom door in Xian. If she had had a list like this, she would never have left those expensive toiletries at the hotel.

If you are computer savvy, you may find that you have lists like these provided in one of your computer programs. I stumbled across some great forms on my laptop under the Microsoft Works folder. You can tweak the provided master to suit your individual needs. You can also find preprinted forms at online stores such as www.seejanework.com.

This is your assignment, but it isn’t meant to be homework. Have fun and be creative! By the way, if you are a frequent traveler, you will find that this list becomes a part of you. One day you’ll discover yourself checking items off in your head.

Here’s a list to get you started. Of course, not everything on this list may apply to every trip. You just check off what you need at the time. As we get older and busier, established lists save us time. We don’t have to create a new one for every trip we take. We can just check off what we need. I used to think my mother forgot things because she wasn’t vested in life. If you live long enough, you discover your mental computer goes down periodically. I think less now about mundane things such as shopping and packing. I just grab my trusty list and start checking!

Basic Grooming

Contact lens solution and a few extra pairs of contacts

Disposable razor

Deodorant

Fragrance

Glasses (as a back up if you wear contacts regularly; a pair for reading, if you need them; and if you wear glasses exclusively, an extra pair in case something happens to your favorite) and of course sunglasses

Lotion (body, suntan, and face)

Nail file or emery boards

Nail polish (for repairs)

Nail polish remover wipes

Shaving gear

Small packets of tissues for your purse or pocket

Soap (liquid or a bar, and soap leaves for your purse)

Toothbrush, toothpaste, floss, and mouthwash

Makeup and Hair Needs

Conditioner

Eyebrow pencil

Eye shadow

Face color and blush

Foundation

Hair brush, comb, pick

Hair gel or mousse

Hair spray and gel

Lipstick and gloss

Mascara

Powder

Shampoo

Tweezers

First Aid

Antiseptic wipe packets

Band-Aids

First aid cream in a tube

Oral thermometer (nonmercury, non-glass)

Scissors (leave out if traveling by plane unless you plan to check a bag)

Over-the-Counter Medications

Allergy kit, if needed

Antacids

Birth control pills

Headache medication

Insect repellant and after-bite cream

Lip balm

Moleskin for blisters

Motion sickness pills or patch

Sleep aids and ear plugs

Vitamin supplements

Prescription Medications

Extra written prescriptions in case of emergency (for life-saving medications)

Clothing

Bathing suit, sandals, aqua shoes

Blouses

Coat

Crushable sun hat

Dresses: day and evening

Dress pants

Exercise clothing

Jacket

Jeans

Nylons and tights

Shirts

Shoes: sport, casual, dress

Shorts

Skirts

Slacks

Socks: dress, sport casual

Suits

Sweaters

T-shirts (unless you plan to pick up some souvenirs)

Undergarments and Sleepwear

Bathrobe and slippers

Bras

Pajamas or nightgown

Underwear

Documents

Directions and maps

Driver’s license

Emergency ID list and personal contact info (preferably laminated)

Friends’ and family addresses, for postcards

Immunization record, if applicable

Insurance documents: medical, travel, etc.

Itineraries, hotel and contact information

Memberships that provide discounts, such as your Auto Club

Passport, if applicable, and copy of passport

Photo ID if you don’t have a passport or driver’s license

Tickets (airline, bus, and train, as well as any theater or show tickets you purchased)

Money

ATM card

Cash

Credit card and debit card

Foreign currencies, if applicable

Traveler’s checks, if applicable

Miscellaneous Items

Binoculars

Calculator for foreign currency (check your cell phone)

Camera (don’t forget batteries or battery charger!)

Cell phone and charger (use cell phone as your alarm clock)

Converter and adapter set, if applicable

Emergency sewing kit (the size you get in a first-class airline gift bag)

Feminine hygiene products

Flashlight

Jewelry

Laptop computer

Puzzles, games, deck of cards

Reading material (think magazines and paperback books, not War & Peace)

Small, flat carry-all for souvenirs

Small travel umbrella and a raincoat or a disposable rain poncho

Sporting equipment, if applicable

Suitcase locks (TSA approved for air travel: if they need to examine the contents of your suitcase, they will be able to open it without breaking an expensive lock)

Travel notebook and pen

Wet wipes (for your purse or pocket)

Wet wipes for stain removal

Work documents, if applicable

Ziploc bags (various sizes)

TRAVELING WITH CHILDREN

Books have been written about the subject of traveling with children and tons of information exists on the Internet. Probably the best advice will come from the more experienced moms in your circle. Go to all sources to compile a list that works best for you! Remember to create subheads for specific types of trips. For example, theme park vacations, beach vacations, travel by air, and travel by car will all have special needs.

I flew recently from Los Angeles to Detroit. When I got on the shuttle bus to go from the parking lot to the terminal, I saw something I could not believe. A young woman was traveling with a young boy and a baby. She had a large suitcase, a smaller suitcase, a carry-on, her purse, and a stroller. I had to ask, “Is all of this yours?” I told her I was a professional organizer and I was in awe of her. I could tell she had travel and packing down to a science. I asked if her husband appreciated what a remarkable woman she was. She laughed and said: “Oh! He thinks this is easy.” We all know a mother like this. She’s your best guide.

KNOW WHERE YOU’RE HEADED!

When I was a teenager in Europe, traveling with a group of other college kids, I set off on my own one morning. Suddenly I realized that I didn’t have the name of the hotel with me. I had no idea where I was staying! Because I was meandering for pleasure, I also had no idea how to retrace my steps. What saved me? A letter from my mother! It had been waiting for me at the hotel and I had grabbed it as I left. In that moment I realized how important contact information can be. Be sure you always have your itinerary and contact numbers with you. It’s only one piece of paper, after all, so fold it up and tuck it away someplace safe.

WHAT’S A PERSON TO WEAR?

Clothing should be chosen based on length of stay, activities, and climate. The cardinal rule is “less is more.” Literally. You want to pack garments that can be mixed and matched to create new outfits. You want solid colors and easy care, wrinkle-free fabrics. Wash-and-wear is the ideal fabric-care tag you’re seeking when you look through your wardrobe. Grab shoes that are broken in and guaranteed to be comfortable. Leave your jewels at home and bring out the costume pieces. Of course if you’re going to a special event like a wedding, you have to add additional items. Usually those trips don’t involve sightseeing, so there will be room in your suitcase as other items like your shorts and crushable sun hat get left behind.

Before we went to China, I checked with a Chinese friend who had lived in Beijing and with the weather service. October in China is similar to the weather in New York City. I took a warm blazer and wore it on the plane. On the long flight over, it was my blanket. During the trip if it was a bit nippy, I was prepared. Shay, on the other hand, came overprepared. She had a warm jacket that was perfect. She also had a heavy winter coat. She never wore it. It didn’t fit in her suitcase so she carried it all over China! I can’t say enough about checking the weather service.

I’ll tell you about something neither of us had. It was one of those travel lessons. Now I’ll never leave home without one. What is my new find? An inexpensive rain poncho! We had a light sprinkling of rain one day in Xian. In two weeks that was the only precipitation we experienced. A couple from Texas had rain ponchos they had purchased at the 99-cent store before they left. Those ponchos weren’t meant to last a lifetime, but they kept them dry in Xian. For 99 cents they could be trashed at the end of the trip. And they were a lot easier to carry than an umbrella, even a travel size one. If it’s not the rainy season where you are headed, go to the 99-cent store today!

Let’s take a pretend trip together and plan the clothing. You’ll have the basic outline and can alter it again and again to suit your needs. We’ll plan a five-day trip to Paris in late September. We’re on our own. No tour bus or group to contend with. The purpose of the trip is to explore the City of Lights and have fun. We do have one business meeting on the third day. It comes late in the day, and afterward we will be taken to a lovely Parisian restaurant. Are you ready?

The first and fifth days are long travel days. I’d want to be comfortable and wear loose fitting clothing on the plane. For me, that would be a comfortable pair of jeans and a nice sweater. We’re going to be doing a lot of walking, so I’ll be sure and wear those broken-in shoes on the plane. My warm blazer will serve as my only coat on the trip. I’ll tuck a small travel umbrella in my bag. I don’t want to bring a cheap poncho to Paris!

The second and third days we’ll be up early and sightseeing. Europeans recognize Americans on the street because we’re always in blue jeans. I would pack a nice pair of woolen slacks. I’ll bring another sweater and a blouse. If there’s a fall nip in the air, I have the sweater and, if it’s Indian summer, I’ll go for the blouse. Paris is a big city, so I’ll have access to neighborhood cleaners if the need arises. Hotel services are my last resort because of the high fees they charge.

On the fourth day we have that meeting and dinner. I’ll wear a skirt, a simple silk shell, and the one pair of heels I brought along for this event. My blazer will be a classic that seamlessly goes from business to fun. Each day what will change will be my scarves and jewelry. I once went away on a business trip for a weekend. No one noticed I wore the same pants suit but kept changing my blouse and my jewelry. (And I was one of the speakers, so believe me, they were looking!) If clothes make the man, then accessories make the outfit. For this trip I’d have a scarf for the plane and two for Paris.

Total

One pair jeans

One pair woolen pants

One skirt

One blazer

Two light sweaters

Two blouses

Three scarves

Two pair shoes

One umbrella

Jewelry
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My wardrobe is simple by design. Now, you don’t have to be quite this austere. You might want to return to the hotel each afternoon and change for dinner, which might require an extra outfit. The most important thing is to have a specific plan for every single thing that hits the suitcase. You don’t want to be an emotional packer: “Oh! This is lovely, I think I’ll take it.” Or “Isn’t this pretty? I’ll take it along just in case.” Pack with a purpose in mind for each item.

This week, you can also share the travel wisdom you learned from last week’s exercises with your organizing group or other friends. Go around in a circle and let everyone share their discoveries. As each person finishes speaking, take a few minutes to discuss the merits of these ideas and tips. Take notes and profit from the group experience—the pool of travel knowledge should be amazing. You might also compare your master lists to see whether you left anything off. Perhaps at the end of the year, when you are all basking in the glow of having achieved your life-long goal of getting organized, you can take a weekend trip together! I wonder who will have the smallest, lightest suitcase?


WEEK THREE

Before You Leave the House

This week, you can

• Identify things to do before you leave home

• Create a home inventory

• Prepare your home for your absence

Time required: Thirty minutes to make specific notes about the upcoming trip; an additional ninety minutes if you stop and create your inventory.

THIS WEEK WE’RE GOING TO GO through our travel paraphernalia to be sure we’re ready to leave home. You don’t want to discover the day before your departure that your suitcase no longer serves you. Equally tragic would be the discovery that your favorite piece of carry-on luggage now reeks of the lotion you spilled coming back from your last vacation. We’re also going to touch on that thorny issue of the second, or vacation, home. It can get confusing when you have more than one residence and duplicate items. I have a great tool for you to use to keep track of everything you own, especially your valuables. It’s called a home inventory. But first, let’s examine our gear.

• Check out your suitcase and overnight bag. Do they need to be replaced?

• Do you have a unique ID tag that helps you find your bag on the baggage carousel? (One of my clients ties a tulle bow on the handle.)

• Do you have a sturdy bag that you can fold up and put into your suitcase? If it’s about the size of a grocery shopping bag, it can accommodate your souvenirs. In fact, a canvas grocery bag from your local market is ideal because it’s lightweight, inexpensive, and sturdy.

• Do you need to purchase any other travel specialty items, such as a travel clock (cell phones usually have an alarm), an inflatable pillow, a jewelry travel case, or a blanket for the plane? (I would get the disposable blanket designed for emergency survival. It’s about the size of a pack of cigarettes and usually sells for less than two dollars.)

• Lots of travelers swear by space-saver bags. These are not the space bags we used in previous projects. You don’t need a vacuum cleaner to get them to work. They are designed specifically for travel. I find them to be more trouble than help but maybe they’ll work for you.

• If you don’t mind using the airline pillow, bring your own pillow case. Airline pillows and blankets can be covered with germs if the previous passenger was ill.

• In China, whenever Shay and I got separated in a museum or gift shop, we wished we had taken walkie-talkies with us. Using our cell phones would have cost a fortune (can you imagine those roaming charges?). Walkie-talkies would have saved the day.

In today’s world you can buy or rent an international-use cell phone. You should also check with your cell phone provider and phone manufacturer. Most of my business clients, for example, use a Blackberry. However, they work for large firms and the expense is not critical; customer service is. If this is your family holiday, do you really want to be making calls home from London or Shanghai? Part of a vacation is leaving behind the constant need to communicate that society imposes on us. Research your options and your needs. And don’t forget that if you’re staying in a large hotel, you will have access to their business center. Your friends can communicate via e-mail.

I have a lot of sympathy for kids who have to travel with their parents on long trips. It’s one thing when it’s a trip to Disney World and you can’t wait to get there. It’s another when you want to stay home with your friends or do something entirely different. I’d be asking: “Are we there yet?” myself.

Here’s a bit of wisdom I’ve learned from parents over the years. Even if you hate videos and computer games, on a long trip let your children be hypnotized for a few hours. It can eliminate the “Are we there yet?” mantra. Game Boys and portable DVD players are lifesavers. Remember the adage: “You have to pick your battles.”

Tell your children that they can’t bring every toy they own. Then show them by example what an economical packer you are! Take something they love, bring a surprise (something they have been asking for), and promise them a souvenir from the trip. If your child loves to read, you are in the best situation of all.

Decide as a family where your vacation will be. Research together. If you’re going to a foreign country, get a tape that teaches common everyday phrases. You’ll all feel less lost.

Allow your children to do extra chores around the house as a way to earn extra spending money on the vacation.

Remember that children take their emotional cues from you. If you are happy about this trip, odds are they will be too. Are you traveling with teenagers? Before you go off the deep end, take a minute to remember what it was like. You’re stuck in limbo between childhood and adulthood. Your body is a chemistry set of hormones that make you act in ways you don’t understand and can barely control. Let some of those holiday outbursts slide.

As soon as it’s age appropriate, let children and teens be responsible for their own suitcases. I guarantee that “less is more” will be learned after one trip!

CREATE A HOME INVENTORY

A home inventory documents the contents of your home and is an invaluable tool for all homeowners, especially those with multiple residences. It’s actually a practical tool for any homeowner or renter. If you are ever the victim of theft or a fire or flood, you can show your insurance company the items that have been lost. With very valuable items, you want to set aside the purchase receipt, as well as an appraisal or any provenance documents. You might want the originals in a safety deposit box and have copies on hand.

If you have a vacation home or condo, it’s wonderful to document what’s there for legal reasons. Your inventory will also enable you to answer the question: “Is the Tiffany china at the Vail condo or the beach house in Costa Rica?” I had clients with multiple residences and an extensive collection of books and music. My assistant and I recorded each item and its location. One touch of a computer key and my clients knew where everything was! This kind of detailed documentation isn’t for the average person. Nor do most of us have to solve the Vail versus Costa Rica conundrum. The inventory is a tool. Use it to serve your needs.

In the old days when I had to create an inventory, it was an arduous process. We used Polaroid snapshots and had to painstakingly document every item. With the advent of inexpensive digital cameras and video recorders, you can easily document a room in minutes. Walk into each room and slowly show all the contents. Work from one end to another. You can make some comments as you do this. Remember that you’re documenting large and valuable items as proof of ownership in the event of a disaster.

After you do the overview, you can go back and make separate video portraits of special items. If a curio cabinet houses a valuable collection, for example, you’ll want to be sure and get close-ups. If you don’t have access to a video camera, you can purchase a one-time-use video camera with a twenty-minute capacity for less than thirty dollars! If you don’t feel like a budding Scorsese, you can take simple photographs (digital, Polaroid, or regular film) to document your home’s contents. With a home inventory, you’ll always know what you have and where it is. If you do move from residence to residence, you can take all your inventories with you on a flash drive.

On the off chance that you’re a purist who wants to do everything by hand, here’s a sample from a typical inventory I did. I’ve played with these items to give you an idea how you might approach this project. You can be creative and tweak the format any way you like:

Kitchen

Antique Tiffany flatware for twelve

KitchenAid mixer

Set of All-Clad pots and pans

Tiffany gold-band-pattern china set for twelve

Viking appliances throughout

Bedroom

Bed linens also by RLH include comforter, duvet cover, bed skirt, sheet set, two shams, and eight toss pillows

One 9 x 12 rug imported from Tibet at the turn of the century

One bookcase with a complete first edition collection of Charles Dickens

One California king bed, two matching night stands, one dresser, and one highboy; designs by Ralph Lauren Home

One handmade rocking chair from the American Revolutionary War era

Before we move on, I’d like to share a personal experience from a time when an inventory would have saved me weeks of work. When my parents died, it took three months to sort through their belongings. I vowed that I would live the rest of my life being ready to move at a moment’s notice. “If you see it, pack it.” This is my mantra! Yes, it takes some time to create a home inventory, but it takes more time to run around looking for things. A lot more!

THE WELCOMING HOME

After a trip, it’s wonderful to be home, isn’t it? Personally, I see everything in my life with new insight. You will find that coming home to an organized household is a special treat. I’d like to give you some tips on things you can do before you leave to make your reentry as smooth as silk. Are you ready?

Although I don’t think you have to do a major cleaning before you leave, it helps if you do all the laundry, toss all the garbage, give any fresh food to a neighbor or friend, and make sure the place is picked up. No piles, please!

Be sure your pantry is stocked with basics. You’d be surprised how comforting it is to know you have food in the house. Again, nothing that can spoil; otherwise you’ll be greeted by an aroma that will knock you back out the door!

About a week before you leave, set timers so that lights go on and off in the evening. Use fresh lightbulbs so they don’t burn out midtrip.

Stop your newspaper delivery.

Have a neighbor bring in your mail each day. Ask him or her to walk through the house to check for leaks, broken windows, and such. Be sure this person has your itinerary so you can be reached in case of an emergency. Leave your homeowner’s insurance policy number out as well as the contact information for your agent.

If you have plants, be sure someone knows how to take care of them. You will want to lower the thermostat, but be careful you don’t suffocate or freeze your plants. If your collection is small, perhaps they need to be farmed out while you are away?

Speaking of care while you’re gone, have you provided for Fido and Fifi? I prefer to have a pet sitter come and stay in my home rather than board my dogs. If you do board them, be sure and take along their favorite toy, a blanket for their crate, and an article of clothing that has your scent. An old T-shirt will do fine.

Whether it’s a board situation or a pet sitter coming to your home, check references before you go. Be sure your pet’s shots are current and meet the requirements of the boarding facility should an emergency arise. Last but not least, have your itinerary posted in your home or give it to the facility so they can reach you in an emergency.

A detailed itinerary and local emergency contact numbers are also key if you are leaving someone to care for your children!

Choose a good friend or family member who is at a distance and send them the details of your itinerary. In the event of an emergency like a plane crash or a terrorist attack, this adult could help coordinate things at the home front. Better safe than sorry, I say.

If you tend to get homesick, take a favorite photo with you for your hotel room. When you get home, put out one or two souvenirs so that you will be reminded of the wonderful time you had.

Unpack your suitcase within twenty-four hours of returning home! When a half-unpacked suitcase sits in the middle of the floor, it looks sloppy. Put your suitcase back where it gets stored.

Do your laundry within two days of returning home. Put everything away so it’s there to serve you again. That’s what our possessions are meant to do—serve us. In the unorganized home, they run our lives.

These precautions take a little time to put in place. But they will give you peace of mind and are worth the effort. The minute my plane takes off or my car pulls out of the driveway, I leave my cares and concerns behind. I want to be in the present moment where my journey is taking me, not mentally stuck at home. Having lived through a major earthquake and been in New York on 9/11, I see every physical object as a gift given to me by the Universe. It’s all on loan. Put your safeguards in place and then don’t look back. Own your stuff. Don’t let it own you.


WEEK FOUR

Pack and Bon Voyage!

This week, you can

• Learn how to pack like a pro

• Pick up tips from a busy business traveler

• Get tips on car travel

Time required: Two hours to plan and pack if you’re headed out of town.

IN THE BEST OF ALL POSSIBLE WORLDS, your prep work is complete a few days before you leave. There’s a lot to do, so you want to schedule all necessary steps on your calendar. Give yourself some wiggle room because you are bound to have a delay or two. Perhaps you can take off this week on a minitrip and experience the ease all this planning is meant to provide. So first, let’s take a look at some basic tips for packing your suitcase.

GENERAL YEAR-ROUND TIPS

Keep your travel paraphernalia stored in your suitcase. You don’t want to have to hunt for the items you use only on vacation! For example, when I travel abroad, I like to wear my passport and other valuables in a special pouch around my neck. I keep that pouch in my suitcase.

If you are a frequent traveler, have your cosmetics and overnight bag ready to go at all times.

Do you have any underwear you’re ready to toss because you just got a new stash when you organized your closet? Consider taking the old with you and just tossing it as you go! Do the same with socks and bras.

With the ever-changing world of terrorist threats, be sure you check with your airline about the latest regulations for carry-on luggage. As of this writing, if you put all liquids and gels into a one-quart bag and no item is over three ounces, you’re safe. But these guidelines can frequently change. If you can’t buy travel-size personal items, the 99-cent store will have small containers so you can have travel sizes of whatever you need. Then you just have to refill the bottles as needed. Regardless of airline rules, you don’t need the large economy size of any product you use.

Check the local weather report one last time. If a large storm has moved in, you might have to add a few articles of clothing. It’s wise to check with the airline the night before and, as I noted previously, get your boarding pass and seat assignment.

If you are traveling abroad, check the government travel warnings for the country you are headed to visit. If it’s a hot spot, check again the day before.

Keep all travel documents in one place, preferably in your office. Again, you don’t want to have to go on a wild goose chase the night before you leave to find your passport. I have a file folder called “Legal docs.” Some of my clients like to use a code name for this file. Call it “I Love Lucy” if you like, but just don’t forget the code!

If you have a cell phone, you can call in once a month to get free updates to ensure the best digital coverage while on the road. Check with your provider for their instructions.

THE SUITCASE

When we pack, the suitcase is open and flat. We see a nice square that has to be filled. What we need to remember is that once the suitcase is closed, we pick it up by the handle and the contents of that nice flat world slide into new positions. As you pack, keep in mind where the true bottom is!

Put your heaviest items such as shoes on the bottom. You can keep them in individual shoe bags or, my personal favorite, Ziploc bags. Let the shoes create support for your packing tiers.

Why let the inside of those shoes go unused? Fill them with goodies! Socks are the logical item, but feel free to be creative. If you have highly aromatic feet, you might want to skip this tip.

You can avoid wrinkles in many ways. Some people swear by tissue paper; others roll their clothes. The larger the roll, the less likely you’ll have wrinkles. However, a big roll is a space hog, so keep it to two items.

Many travelers use cubes or specially designed soft containers to segregate types of clothing. For example, I might have a cube with all my underwear and another with undershirts or tees. I like this method because you are creating categories.

Using the side pouches of your suitcase is tricky. You don’t want to store big items that will push into the center of the suitcase floor and essentially rob you of usable space. Use them, by all means, but do so with care. You can have a separate jewelry holder or you might wrap some jewelry in a pair of socks or a soft scarf and make use of those side pouches.

Some people put their toiletries in a special bag. Some of these clever bags can be hung on the bathroom door hook. I worry about forgetting this item like Shay did in China. I just use Ziploc bags.

THE CARRY-ON BAG

Whether or not you need more than one suitcase depends, I think, on the reason for your trip rather than its length. If you have a lot of formal social engagements, for example, you need a large suitcase. For the rest of us, there’s mix-and-match and the wonderful world of accessories.

If your carry-on is merely an adjunct to your suitcase, here are two rules of thumb to guide you. Have a change of underwear and a fresh top with you. If the airline loses your luggage, at least you can feel fresh while you figure out your strategy. Your fellow travelers will thank you. You also want all your legal documents and your toiletries. High altitude does strange things to lotions and potions and the containers that hold them. You want any spills, explosions, or leaks to happen in a small bag, not in your suitcase where the accident can ruin your clothes.

I use a sneaky trick when I travel. I have a very large purse and one suitcase with me at the airport. My on-board purse is large enough to hold legal docs, my real everyday purse, and toiletries. It’s actually an overnight bag. When the airline rep asks to see my purse, I flash this bag. It’s a bit of a cheat that will give you extra packing room in your suitcase. Coach makes the overnight bag I use. It’s classy and wears well. You can find a version to suit your taste.

The material you have worked on this month should turn you into a champion traveler. Remember that every vacation will impose special demands. The temperature is a huge factor. The length of time you’ll be away is an important consideration. Another big influence is where you are staying and, of course, the purpose of the trip. If you have a large family, create a list for each family member and ask them to check off items as they prepare to go.

HEY! HOW MANY BAGS YA’ GOT THERE, LADY?

Are you like my best friend Susie who likes to check her suitcase? Susie gets on the plane with just her purse. The purse Susie carries is a large one that holds her valuables and important papers for her journey. She sends her personal care products and makeup onto the plane in her large suitcase. I like to have these items with me. There is no right or wrong; do whatever works best for you.

Now for some people and for various reasons (you’re traveling with children or you have lots of meetings and formal functions to go to), you may need to check a bag, have a large purse, and take a carry-on bag. I would still keep all valuables with you in your purse. For me, the key ingredients are money (cash, credit cards, and debit cards), all travel documents (inoculations, tickets, hotel and car confirmations, and so on), sometimes a checkbook, and personal contact information (family and friends). In your carry-on, you can have your snacks and a basic change of clothes for one day in case your suitcase is lost. If you are traveling with children, you might reduce your extra clothing to fresh underwear only and use the extra space for toys. In the final analysis, you should only have extra luggage if you need it, not simply because you can. And you won’t know what you really need until you sit down and make a plan.
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TIPS FROM A BUSINESS TRAVELER

Joseph Walsh is a maritime attorney who travels the globe for business. He came into my life as my client and like many others stayed to become a friend. Joe and I are both competitive personalities. When we get into a room and start organizing, look out. Joe holds the record as the client who worked with me the longest number of continuous hours. We started around 10:00 in the morning and quit at 2:30 the next morning! Joe won that round, however, because while I was traveling the freeways home, he stayed in his office until 5:00 a.m. working. If they ever host an organizing marathon, Joe and I are shoo-ins to win!

I asked him to share some key travel secrets he has learned over the years. Here are his tips:

Call your bank and credit card companies before you travel, especially when you are traveling abroad. You don’t want them to question a crop of new charges made far from home. Some financial institutions will shut down your account!

Take a space-saver bag. Joe likes the space bag from The Container Store or a Coleman’s camping bag. He uses them to transport dirty laundry home. His wife, Ann, wisely suggested that he put a sheet of scented fabric softener in with the dirty laundry.

When he gets home and unpacks, no one has to run out of the room.

Take a small roll of duct tape. If anything starts to fall apart (like your suitcase after a particularly brutal baggage handler flings it into the hold of the plane), you can secure it with duct tape.

Take a small first aid kit.

Keep a small flashlight in your carry-on bag for emergencies.

Consider carrying a Swiss Army Knife in your suitcase (obviously, only if you intend to check your suitcase).

Check the weather forecast in the cities you’ll be visiting.

Call ahead to find out what amenities are provided by the hotels where you’re staying.

When you travel for business, be sure to wear business attire on the plane. If your luggage is lost, you’ll still be able to attend meetings. Business attire also works wonders for getting upgraded.

Walk from your hotel room to the nearest fire exit and count how many doors you pass to reach the exit. In the event of a fire, even if it is dark and smoky, you’ll be able to feel your way to safety.



TRAVELING BY CAR

Taking a trip in our own vehicle certainly allows us to be more lenient with what we haul to the new location. Did you like my choice of verb? If you are taking too much, you are hauling stuff, not packing what you need. I would still plan carefully and use a checklist. No matter how you get there, why be burdened by too much stuff? After all, someone is going to have to pack it, unpack it, and make sure it gets back home. I want to say, “What a drag!” And that is literally what it is. Excess weight drags down the vehicle and lowers gas mileage efficiency.

Don’t put off your car’s pretrip service until the day before you leave. What if you discover your vehicle needs a repair and the mechanic doesn’t have the part in stock? If you need a rack or other tools that will enable you to take special equipment, be sure you order them well in advance. Take some time to get to know how to use your new tools quickly and easily.

Check your glove box and trunk before you start packing. Can you leave any items at home? If you travel with office supplies or some portable files, for example, you won’t need those at Disney World! My golden retriever is a very old man. I have lots of pillows and blankets in the back seat to keep him comfortable and safe. When I take a road trip without him, however, I transfer all that to my dog-sitter’s car. If little Spirit has to go to the vet, he still travels in style and safety. What’s in your car that could easily stay home?

After you’re on the road, take a few minutes to clean the car out each evening, especially if you’re traveling with young children. You’ll be amazed what treasures the back seat holds for you!

Be sure you have a spare tire in good condition in your car. It’s also nice to have some basic tools such as jumper cables or a jack in case you have to change your own tire. In that rare emergency when I get a flat, I call the Auto Club.

It’s also wise to carry an emergency kit with some dehydrated food or energy bars, a few gallons of water, one pair of exercise shoes, a wind-up radio, a flashlight, and a warm jacket or a blanket. I have a dog, so I also carry food and biscuits for him, as well as his own stash of water. I can’t tell you how many stray dogs have profited from my supplies over the years.

By the way, ladies, don’t forget to have a small makeup kit in the glove compartment of your car. The operative word here is “small.” I carry powder, lipstick, my favorite fragrance, a toothbrush, floss, and some toothpaste. Tissues are important to me, and you’ll find them in every room in my home and of course in my vehicle.

If you have small children, you’ll want a pop-up container of handi wipes. I didn’t use them often so my container dried out. Now I carry a spray bottle of hand sanitizer instead. Have fun with your emergency kits. Stock them to suit your personality. And set a reminder on your calendar or computer so that you check your kit every six months. You don’t want to be hauling expired, dried-out products around!

THE BOTTOM LINE

We do three kinds of travel in our lives. Travel for pleasure broadens our life experience. I can tell you that standing in the shadow of the Great Wall changed me as a human being forever. A trip like this is worth its weight in gold. Make your pleasure travel a time of renewal. Enjoy it as the truly spiritual experience it is. Don’t let this kind of trip be about how many outfits you brought to wear.

Travel to see family and friends can reconnect us to our roots. Often, we dread these trips because there is so much emotional baggage. Try and rise above the normal family bill of fare. Enjoy the people to whom you are related and with whom you experienced your formative years. It is by understanding and treasuring the past that we sweeten our future experiences. Besides, they won’t always be there for us to have this experience.

Business travel is rarely fun, but this time away from home can serve two purposes. First, we can honor the work that has been given to us. No matter what we do, we add to the nobility of life on planet earth. We are part of a vast interconnected web. Without our contribution, the whole is diminished. Second, travel helps clear our personal mental cobwebs. We return home to view our situations in a new light.

I hope you enjoy all of your travels more now because you have less “baggage” to schlep around.


JUNE SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Write in your journal about past travel mishaps to learn from your mistakes and avoid repeating them in the future.

WEEK TWO

Create a personal travel checklist.

If you’re working with a group, compare travel mishaps.

WEEK THREE

Examine all travel paraphernalia to be sure it’s ready to go.

Create a home inventory.

WEEK FOUR

Understand the fundamentals of packing.

BONUS TIP

Be sure you leave a tidy home before you set out on a journey. You don’t want to be stimulated mentally, emotionally, and intellectually on your trip only to be instantly demoralized as you open the front door and realize you left your home a mess.

When I travel, I tuck a few sticks of incense in my suitcase. At each stop, I burn one to release the energy of the previous occupants. Yogis and Feng Shui practitioners do this all the time. Try it. The worst that can happen is that your hotel room will smell good!

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I consciously relax into the present moment realizing it is the only reality. The past is over, I cannot change it. The future is unknown. Today is the gift I embrace as I feel, hear, see, and experience life to its fullest.


7. JULY

Fun in the Sun:

Scrapbooks, Memorabilia, Greeting Card Collections, and Your Address Book

To have inward solitude and space
 Is very important because it implies
 Freedom to be, to go, to function, to fly.

–KRISHNAMURTI

I CALL PART 7 “FUN IN THE SUN” because at last we have arrived at the heart of summer. I love being able to walk out of my home and not have to think about boots, a coat, a scarf, gloves—you know, all the paraphernalia of winter. If you are working with a group, many of the members will be away this month. In July, you have more breathing room to get caught up with your previous projects. Some of you will no doubt have fallen a bit behind the curve because you decided to paint a wall or order some new furniture. Grab a cool drink and, if you can, go sit outside under a tree. It’s time to consider those projects that bring us joy but hang over our emotional heads for years.

This month we’re going to look at the thorny issue of the past. It’s all too easy to stay stuck there, isn’t it? How do we honor where we have been, who we have loved, and what we cherish without allowing them take over the present? It is a law of physics that two objects cannot occupy the same space at the same time. If you don’t consciously make room for today, yesterday will fill all the corners of your home—inside and out. Your heart, your mind, and your emotions will be tied up with things that happened a long time ago. A writer I deeply admire named Ram Dass has written a wonderful book whose title says it all: Be Here Now. Because now is really all the time there is . . .

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Every day we are inundated with information we need to record. People change names, phone numbers, and addresses with abandon. And don’t forget the volatile world of changing e-mail addresses. At day’s end, either record that information and toss the slip or place all slips in one location to be dealt with later. Depending on the volume, you could use an expanding file with accordion sides or a large envelope. Devotion to this single action can transform your life.


WEEK ONE

Who Are All These People?

This week, you can

• Update your address book

• Choose the right address book format for your lifestyle

• Understand why it’s often difficult to keep your contacts current

Time required: Thirty minutes to several hours depending on the complexity and out-of-control nature of your current setup!

WITH THE ADVENT OF POST-IT notes (a product I love), most of my clients have large collections of those little slips with all the phone numbers, names, and addresses they want to record . . . one day In the same collection, I’ll find return envelopes from Christmas cards and invitations. The intention to work on this project becomes an ongoing affair. Last year I updated my own address book and I had an epiphany. I think I understand why we don’t want to deal with what is essentially a simple task. A lot of pain is hiding in those pages.

All of us have old acquaintances we haven’t spoken to or heard from in years. We may have long meant to catch up with them. Suddenly we find that we no longer have valid contact information for them. Updating an address book means you’ll need to remove those who have for one reason or another left your life. Remember what I said at the top of this chapter: When you let go, a space opens for something else to move into your life. It can feel like a betrayal, but that’s just the ego playing emotional tricks on you to keep you stuck. Zen Organizing is about living a full life, remember? We need to open up to new possibilities.

This doesn’t mean we don’t honor what we shared with those we now leave behind. If you have an unusual circumstance (for example, perhaps you want to save a name or two so you can search for them later), you can create a file on your computer or make a printout for your file cabinet. Label the file “Research” or “Miscellaneous.”

Organizing the address book also means removing those who have died. When I realized this, the task became easier. I understood the fear and loss lurking in the shadows making this something I didn’t want to face. Human beings engage in all kinds of magical thinking. Leaving the dead in your phone book is a small and benign manifestation of not releasing them. I have had clients say, “I just can’t erase her.” You’ll do what’s right for you. If this is difficult, give yourself a marker. After a person has been gone six to twelve months (whatever is comfortable for you), it’s time to make a space for the living. Remember, the dead aren’t coming back to berate you for no longer having their phone number!

CHOOSING AN ADDRESS BOOK

The best phone book is the system that works for you. No one size fits all. If you are long retired, for example, your circle may have shrunk to the immediate family and a few dear friends. You can shop for a small address book. Choose something sturdy yet attractive. After all, you are going to handle this book a lot and you don’t want it in tatters.

I like to use pencil so I can erase addresses from time to time. I have friends who move so often they have raised moving to the level of a sport. You don’t want to have to stare at a page of crossed-out addresses and phone numbers. Nor do you want to waste all that space.

If you are active in business, you’ll probably want a program on your computer that you can sync to your electronic organizer. If you’ve had a PDA, cell phone, or computer crash, you know it can be quite an experience. I once dropped my phone in a rain puddle and killed the battery. It was impossible to retrieve my phone book—I considered dressing in black for a week. I love electronic gadgets. I don’t know how we lived without most of them in our lives. However, I would urge you to back up your phone book on a disc or with a paper copy. Most cell phone providers now have online storage capability for your address book so you won’t have an experience like mine.

If you are a binder lover, choose something attractive and purchase standard name and address sheets from a company such as Day Runner. Some of my clients employ more than one method. Their business contacts are on the work computer (which may be part of a network) and their personal contacts are in a handwritten book at home. No matter the format—old-fashioned address book, binder, computer file, or handheld electronic organizer—the modus operandi for entering the material is the same. Let’s address that now.

SO MANY SCRAPS, SO LITTLE TIME

You’ll need to gather all those scraps of paper in one place. As you go through them, you will no doubt eliminate some of the players. Perhaps you don’t remember who the person is or maybe it’s a business card and you’ve found another expert in that field. Whatever the reason, whittle the pile down to the people you really need to be able to contact.
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WRITE TO ME!

After you have updated your address book, it will be much easier to stay in touch with family and friends. Even though we’re pretty much an e-mail society, sometimes only a card or letter will do. You can be Johnny-on-the-spot with your cards in two ways: buy as you need them or stock up in advance. With the first method, you need a special occasion book. I check mine at the end of the month so I can get my cards ready for the following month. I also set my computer to remind me about special dates.

The only drawback is that I have to shop for the cards I need. If life is particularly hectic, I might fall behind. And then you’d get a happy belated birthday card instead. How to avoid this? Follow the second method and stock up on greeting cards. Buy a card or two whenever you’re in a card shop or mall to replenish your stash. You can put your cards in a small case they make for this purpose. Check out the scrapbook section of any large store such as Costco or Michael’s Arts & Crafts. I found my case at Costco for twenty dollars and it was filled with cards and preprinted divider tabs.

If you have room in a file drawer, you can easily use your office supplies and make your own card collection holder. I use two-inch box-bottom hanging file folders. Then I divide the cards into categories: “Anniversary,” “Birthday,” “Get well,” and so on. I place my stash for each category in a manila folder with a printed label. I keep the files in alphabetical order by category in the box-bottom hanging file folders. That’s what I do for clients and it’s what I did for myself until I found my Costco case.



If you have a personal list and a business list, divide the slips into two piles as you decide who you are saving. When that’s finished, you’ll need to carve out some time to do the data entry. There isn’t anything I can do to make this fun for you. You have to bite the bullet, schedule the time, and then just do it. Remember, if you do it on a regular basis—let’s say at week’s or month’s end—it will never be this overwhelming again.

If you want to have this task finished while you work on something else, hire someone to do it for you. If you’re in the room, they can ask you about anything they can’t read. My writing hasn’t been legible for years, so I can sympathize. This is a great task for a teenager. If you don’t happen to have one in the house, maybe your neighbor does. They are born computer literate and their rates are reasonable.

When it comes to business cards, I wouldn’t bother to record that information. I’d just pop them into a cardholder. I divide my cards by category rather than using alphabetical order. Otherwise, I’d be forever moving them to make room for a new entry to keep the alphabetical order in place. Have fun creating your categories. Most people have a few of the following: entertainment (children’s parties, caterers, flowers, DJs, and so on); home repair vendors; home remodel vendors; childcare; and financial reps (bankers, attorneys, insurance agents, real estate agents, and so on). You can buy a card case or you can once again use a binder with tabs for these categories. You can also find cardholder inserts.

YOUR ELECTRONIC ADDRESS BOOK

Let me close out this week with a reminder that will surely make you wince: your computer address book and e-mail addresses need to be cleaned out as well. Just because you have a gajillion bytes of memory doesn’t mean there is no consequence to holding on to clutter. Remember: How a person does one thing is how he or she does everything. There’s no cheating: Everyone who doesn’t serve your life now must go, and everyone who has a place in your life should be included.


WEEK TWO

Stroll Down Memory Lane

This week, you can

• Get a handle on all forms of memorabilia

• Understand when enough is enough

• Explore ways to honor the past without being mired in it

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes for journal work. Organizing time depends on how attached you are to stuff from the past. On average, I would allow two to five hours for each category of memorabilia you have. These sessions can be spread out over the week.

GET OUT THE TISSUES—IT’S TIME to tackle your memorabilia. Because I love to toss things out, people assume I am not sentimental. On the contrary, I am very much so. I simply want the cream of the memorabilia crop in my home, not the entire field!

A few years ago, I tossed all the paraphernalia from my acting career. Pictures, resumes, demo tapes; it was all part of a past life. Friends ask if I save my notes when I’m writing a book or if I hold onto the galleys. “Why would I?” is my response. I have the finished product. I believe that every experience builds on itself and nothing is wasted. And the best is always yet to come.

WHAT’S IN YOUR PAST?

I have some questions for you about your memorabilia before you gather it and start going through it. This is a difficult and often extensive area, so we need to have a plan. Grab your journal. What types of memorabilia do you have? Please be specific.

Here are some typical examples to help you get started:

• Do you save letters and cards?

• Do you hold onto all of your children’s artwork?

• Are you attached to the textbooks you used in college, medical school, or law school?

• Do you keep every receipt you acquire when you take a trip, especially if it’s colorful or in another language?

• Do you have boxes of old photographs?

• Is your computer hard drive awash in digital photos?

• Ladies, what about that collection of china cups and saucers or Lladro figurines?

• Gentlemen, how many baseball caps and T-shirts do you have in your closet?

• Do you see budding collectors in your children? Is every Beenie Baby ever produced living in your home next to every sports card ever printed?

Take time to create a personal inventory of all the various categories that you are currently attached to. For our purposes, any collections you may have will fall under the general category of “Memorabilia.” You can create three lists, if you like:

• Stored collections (Are hundreds of sports cards hidden away?)

• Displayed collections (How many pieces of Lladro figurines are on display?)

• General memorabilia, such as cards and love letters.

After you know what you have, the big question is why? Jot something down next to each category on your list. “Just because” isn’t a reason. Dig deep if that’s all that comes to you.

Here are some questions to ask yourself if you don’t know the reason why you’re saving a particular category. I hope you find yourself saying: “There is no reason! Out this stuff goes!”

Is this a large collection? Does it eat up space in closets and cupboards that you need for everyday life? Did it grow to this size without you realizing how extensive it was? Is it wise to go on sacrificing this space?

Was life more exciting or interesting when you started your collection? Do you think you hold onto it in an attempt to recapture days gone by?

Do you hope this collection will one day be worth money?

Do you believe that your children will be grateful when they are presented as adults with their childhood artwork, papers, and books?

Are you perhaps more vested in the past than the present? This is common. Do you walk through your days while your mind relives the past? Do you pine for the good old days? Is it possible your collection represents that time?

I read an article once that said most people feel they peaked in college. And then there’s my friend Hank.

One night I had dinner with Hank, a funny, intelligent guy who usually tells great stories. This night he told stories nonstop for well over two hours. We laughed that he must have had too much coffee because he couldn’t stop talking. This night, however, was odd because all his tales were about his high school years. How could anyone in his fifth decade of life possibly remember in such vivid detail what happened when he was thirteen or fourteen? I was beyond mystified and, quite frankly, bored.

I remembered an article that mentioned the notion of people peaking in college. I asked him if he thought that was true. “Oh no!” said Hank. “I think the average person peaks in high school.” I almost fell off my chair! Are you like Hank? Do you look back fondly at high school or college and feel it was indeed the best of times? Honoring the past is a beautiful gesture of gratitude. But getting stuck in the past robs us of being fully invested in the miracle of today.

AT THE WEIGH STATION

In light of Hank’s story, when you look at your list of memorabilia, do you now feel the “energetic sticky glue” that’s binding you? I know women who in middle age still sport the haircut they had in high school. I know people who have lost a loved one and turned the deceased’s room into a shrine. I bet you could give examples from your life experience. Stop now and write a few sentences describing at least three ways you have personally experienced people having a death grip on the past. I have two stories for you. One will touch your heart and the other, I hope, will make you laugh.

Catherine’s Story

I had a client who was as full of life as any human being you will ever meet. She supported everyone in her circle of friends. I lost track of how many clients she sent me over the years. I’d get a call and be told that “Catherine says I need you!” When we organized her home, I was fascinated to see how she would fearlessly part with most things while others were bound to her with emotional super glue.

The latter included love letters and photos of guys who had broken her heart. I wanted a ceremony in which we burned all this and scattered the ashes in the ocean. Catherine saw them as treasures. During her yearly tune-up, I’d ask if the time to part with them had arrived. It never did.

Catherine was audited once and it put the fear of God, or should I say Uncle Sam, in her. She was completely unwilling to let go of anything that was remotely related to taxes. It was early this decade and yet her receipts went back to the 1970s! I begged her to toss these boxes, but again I hit the brick wall of resistance.

My beloved client and friend passed away about a year ago. I was given the privilege of helping clean out her apartment. Things I had begged her to part with were now tossed like the trash they were. I thought of her and all the conversations we had had. Now her friends and relatives were throwing away her fears. Fear that she would never be loved. The men who had hurt her were perceived as being better than nothing. Fear that she would toss something she needed. A smart woman afraid that she couldn’t make the right decision about paper.

On this day, it could be said that Catherine was at last free of her fears. In the end, I was reminded that it’s only stuff. If you don’t toss it, someone else will. Think about Catherine when you’re on the fence about some item or collection. Give your trash a loving send-off! I assure you nobody else will.

The Great White Hunter

When I first began my career as an organizer, I was in a home that had an astonishing, rare, and unique collection. The husband had been one of the last of a dying breed. In his youth, he had been a “great white hunter.” He killed game all over the world. When you walked into the home (a spectacular mansion in an elegant part of Los Angeles), the first thing you saw were two rugs facing each other. One was a lion he had bagged in Africa and the other was a tiger he had killed in India.

I was always immediately taken downstairs to a tiny office where the lady of the house and I did some organizing for a special event. In that room were the heads of three large animals.

One day I needed the wife and walked upstairs to find her. As I stepped into the main part of the house, I looked to my left. There was a breathtakingly beautiful winding staircase that led to the second floor. As you ascended the stairs, you were accompanied by an astonishing array of heads from animals killed in Africa. A phrase came to mind. “Less is more.”

Do you collect something that is overpowering your home? Could you tone down your collection? How does your stuff make the rest of your family feel? If they don’t share your passion, might you be using your collection to drive them a little crazy? Just thought I’d ask.

TAKE THE FIRST STEP

It’s time to roll up your sleeves and get to work! Do have a nice stash of heavy-duty garbage bags at the ready. I’d like you to bring one category of memorabilia at a time to your designated work area. If your memorabilia is vast, be careful! If it threatens the serenity of any room in your home, bring it to the area in sections. Build up what I call your trash muscle. Some of my clients swear to me they can’t part with anything. By the end of the first day, they are surrounded by bags of stuff. They are exhausted but are ready to do more. Develop your trash muscle with as much devotion as you would your abs or biceps.

Let’s be brave and save the best of the best and let the rest go. What constitutes the best of the best? Well, that’s a personal judgment call. Here are some ideas to help you make your decisions.

Parents, you do not have to save every single thing your child ever touched, drew, or played with. I can assure you from personal experience that this gesture will not be appreciated. But a single notebook or one or two treasured pieces of art your child created will be.

Ladies, if you worked for years in corporate America and are now a stay-at-home mom, you don’t need twenty-five formal suits in your closet, no matter how expensive they were. Donate them to a program such as Dress for Success, which gives suits to underprivileged women. They can wear them to job interviews. If you have extremely expensive designer suits, take them to a resale shop. Save one or two, if you must. If the day comes when you need suits again, I think you’ll want something fresh and new, don’t you?

Gentlemen, do you have baseball caps and T-shirts coming out your ears? This is a guy thing I see in every home! If you can’t part with this collection, be creative with it. Here are some ideas to consider:

Take out two or three caps and T-shirts you actually wear and store the rest in containers. Be sure you know why you’re making this effort! Are the T-shirts and caps potentially valuable because they commemorate a special event? Box those. If it’s a generic T-shirt that’s sold on the beach in Waikiki every day of the year, reconsider this choice.

Do you have pictures of yourself in some of the T-shirts and caps, preferably at the place where you purchased them? Have a special photo album to show off your collection rather than having them take up space in your closet. It’s okay if you’re the only one who ever looks at these photos! By the way, they make memo photo albums. Next to the photo you can say a word about the experience. Maybe someone in your family would do this for you as a great Father’s Day gift.

I have a client who turns T-shirts into pillows. She covers the world as a travel writer, so her collection is impressive. She rotates these pillows on the couch at her summer home. They are a great conversation piece! Know anyone handy with a needle?
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My mother saved every single notebook and textbook from the first eight years of my education. I had no idea this existed until five years after her death.

My parents retired to the Allegheny Mountains of Pennsylvania, where my mom had grown up. I spent three months going through the possessions of two lifetimes. A friend was helping me, and she made the notebook discovery just hours before the movers were due to take everything back to New York. To this day, I have no idea how I missed this artfully hidden stash.

We spent several hours going through the notebooks, at which point I realized that they didn’t need to be saved. When would I ever look at these again? I told my friend to trash everything, but she’s a mom so she couldn’t bring herself to do that for me. So we compromised. She pulled out two notebooks each from the first and second grade, which was more than enough for me. Heaven forbid I should embrace a notebook from the first grade as evidence of the year I peaked!



Maybe you fulfilled a dream one year and went to a big sporting event such as the Indy 500. You can take your program, ticket stub, a photo of you at the event, and the T-shirt or cap and have a service frame it all for you. Hang it in your office or den.

You get the idea. Be creative! Find a way to enjoy a big collection.
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Even if you were to crowd all your memorabilia into the casket with you, it’s not making that final journey with you. Save one or two things that represent the gratitude you feel for having had the privilege of that experience. Let the rest have a new life via a charity. Or if it’s time, toss it. Look at it all with fresh eyes and see if in fact it has become trash when you weren’t looking.

Following are some of the creative ways we’ve considered to store memorabilia:

If you find yourself with items that you want to pack away, like those famous love letters, keep them in a container and store them respectfully, preferably out of sight!

If you have a large collection, use a plastic container on wheels. If you have a small collection, and you’d like to look at it periodically, use one of the pretty project boxes we considered in Part 3, “March.”

Choose key items and keep them in a shadow box or have them professionally framed. Next month we’ll be considering the magic of scrapbooking, which combines photos and memorabilia. Could you save a few ticket stubs from your trip to Paris to make your album more interesting and decorative, and then toss the rest?

Put some items from a collection on display and pack the rest. Once or twice a year, rotate items from the stored part of the collection.

Donate as much as you can so others can enjoy the things you no longer use.

Whittle a sentimental collection down to a few key items.

If you think a collection is valuable, have it appraised and decide if it’s time to sell. Depending on the size of your collection, an appraisal may take more than a week.



Ladies, do you have a collection? Perhaps you have delicate porcelain figurines or pitchers and bowls? The list of possibilities is endless. A curio cabinet is a wonderful way to display such a collection. It usually tucks nicely into a corner and has a light.

The trick is to rotate your items if the collection is large. Let me make a point by playing a little game with you. Let’s pretend we’ve been trick-or-treating on Halloween. I’m holding a deep bag full of candy. You want a small bag of M&M’s. I tell you to reach in and take whatever you want. You can’t find the M&M’s because there’s so much candy! We wind up spilling it all out on a counter. Suddenly it’s easy to spot.

Guess what? If your curio cabinet or display shelves are crammed with goodies, no one will be able to appreciate any of it—not even you. Rotate items with the seasons. I promise you that people will ask whether you made some new purchases or redecorated. It’s also easier to keep a few items clean. Let’s see, what is that phrase I love so much? Oh, yes: “Less is more!”

NO TIME FOR PANIC!

Next month we’ll be learning the basics for a successful move. The big tenet is as always “less is more.” Don’t haul the past around with you. It makes the moving truck heavy. If you have to stop at a weigh station, you’ll have to open your wallet and discover how costly the past truly is!

If you aren’t moving soon and your memorabilia is overwhelming, take next month as additional time to make these difficult decisions. Ask a good friend to sit with you while you whittle away. I wouldn’t have more than two small boxes of memorabilia myself. Small for me is a standard size file box. Every three to five years I spend a weekend reevaluating what I have saved. You will want to do the same. This month is the start.


WEEK THREE

Treasured Images

This week, you can

• Organize your photos

• Get creative with digital images

Time required: Depends on the size of your collection, the state of your collection, and your goals. Figure at least two hours.

I RARELY GO INTO A HOME THAT DOES not have a hidden treasure. Sometimes the treasure is in several boxes. There is no rhyme or reason. Everything gets tossed into these boxes and stored away for a rainy day. What is it? Photographs!

Whether or not you want to stop this month and make photo albums, you’ll want to create some order out of this mess—not only for the aesthetic value but to preserve the photos for the day you will be ready. I suggest that you go to an organizing store or visit a Web site such as Exposures and purchase some archival-quality photo boxes.

First, gather all your photos in one place. This may take some time. Are boxes stacked on closet shelves? Hidden in cabinets? Did you find some when you cleared out your basement, attic, or guest room?

SORTING PHOTOS

After you’ve located all your photos, set aside a day or two to sort them. Do broad categories if you truly have a jumble and have no idea what year things happened. Make category boxes: all birthdays in one, trips in another, and so on. These boxes will store nicely on a shelf. When you are ready to make your albums (next week is our scheduled time), you can work on one category at a time.

When it comes to weeding out the hidden secrets of the past, some of you may have discovered that you can’t remember too many details about your childhood. Sorting photos is a wonderful way to jog your memory. Images will release memories we have tucked away in a safe place. Don’t sort photos looking for something special to happen. Let it come to you. This simple activity may enhance the journal writing process.

And don’t be surprised if you are certain you remember exactly how life was during a particular time period only to look at some photos and realize your memory and the reality are not in sync. You may trigger new insight and want to do some additional journal writing.

The act of sorting, however, is meant to go quickly. Don’t get lost in each and every photo. This will make your work take days or weeks rather than hours. It might help to set a timer or work with a good friend who loves to organize photos and make albums. Understanding and wallowing are two different emotional choices.

As you go through the photos, feel free to toss photos of people, trips, or images that you know will never land in any album. When you make your album, you may discover you have duplicates. Toss them or give them to someone who would appreciate them. From this moment on, keep all photos with their negatives in a labeled box. We don’t want to recreate your current situation!

DIGITAL PHOTO COLLECTIONS

Right about now, some of you twenty-first century folks are smiling smugly and saying, “Regina, I have only digital photos.” Now that’s great, provided they are organized! Spend a little time sorting them into folders on your computer. If you are the parent of young children and you take a lot of photos, back up those images! And safeguard the chip you take out of the camera. I have a client who went to China for three weeks and lost her chip. She doesn’t have a single photo from what she calls the adventure of a lifetime.
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My friend Randy Madden is my computer guy. He and his wife have twin boys and several dogs. They have massive amounts of digital photos. Ergo, I went straight to Randy for the best advice on how to store these treasures. Here is what he had to say:

• The most prudent system involves at least one level of redundancy.

• The best storage method is an external hard drive—common, easily installed, fast, large, and relatively cheap.

• The first level of redundancy should be some sort of nonrewriteable media—the best solution at the moment is DVD. Although you are limited by the relatively small maximum size of 4.7GB, the disks are inexpensive, last a long time, are relatively difficult to damage, are easily stored, can be copied, and can be transported easily.

Those last two features of Randy’s list are more important than you might at first think, because the best redundant systems involve keeping at least one copy off-site: at work, at a friend’s house, in a safe deposit box, and so on. In the case of a catastrophic event, you won’t lose all your irreplaceable photos.

My system is a quadruple redundant system. I first transfer all photos to my hard drive. (These are never deleted until my computer crashes, I reformat my hard drive, or I sell or give away the computer.) I then copy those to a second computer on my network as an easily retrievable backup. Next, I copy them to a rewriteable DVD as I wait until I have enough volume to fill a standard DVD (4.7GB). After that volume is achieved, I write them to a non-rewriteable DVD and start the process over again.

My recommendation is to have at least two copies of your photos: one on your internal hard drive and one on an external hard drive. This is easy and cheap to implement; and then if one hard drive crashes you still have a backup. One caveat: All hard drives crash eventually. That’s why nondestructible media is the best long-term solution.

Sites on the Internet will guide you into making cyberalbums from your digital images. You can send an invitation to friends and family asking them to visit the site and share the day with you in pictures! If they want to order any images, the instructions are available. At these sites you can also order a hard copy album for yourself out of whatever digital images you choose.

Many of you have invested in a digital photo printer. Now you have two types of photos to organize: digital and hard copies of the same image. My suggestion is to print only the photos you want for a specific purpose. Keep the digital photos stored online, on your computer, on a disc, or on a flash drive. And don’t fall into the “I printed it so I have to keep it trap.” No, you don’t!

Check the “Resources” section in the back of the book for some sites that will get you started if you are new to the world of digital photos.
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After you get your collection organized, you’ll be ready to stay on top of all the photographs that are to come. Be sure you get enough photo boxes. Write details on the envelopes and keep them in chronological order. You may also want to toss the envelope the photos arrive in and use the dividers that come with the boxes. The cards provided will prompt you to add details about the events recorded. Do the same for the digital photos in files on your computer.

Making albums can be time consuming. Don’t let the sorting process bog you down. The key is to think in broad categories. You won’t make an album for every birthday party. You will make one that chronicles all the birthday parties you’ve given! Just think: This is the last week of your life that you’ll ever have to sort photos! The only thing left is to have fun with them—starting next week and for the rest of your life.


WEEK FOUR

Create Albums

This week, you can

• Make your photo albums

• Investigate scrapbook albums

• Shop for supplies

Time required: This week is meant to be fun and put pleasure into your life. “How much time do you have?” is the real question.

WHETHER NOVICE OR EXPERT, whether alone or with a group, if you have photos and other paper memorabilia you want to preserve, it’s time to experience creating albums and scrapbooking! This is a great activity for you and your family or group of friends to share. You can turn what was a dreaded task into a creative new hobby.

PHOTO ALBUMS

My friends Nancy and Mark Walsh have the most endearing hobby. They not only love to entertain, they love good food and appreciate creative presentation. They photograph their food! They do this in public restaurants as well to glean ideas for future parties. All their parties are well documented because someone is always floating around with a camera. I’ve known Nancy only since the dawn of digital cameras. One day she shared a treasure with me.

Up in her office, Nancy has rows of completed albums. She has raised two beautiful children and every era of their lives is documented. She’s not a fancy scrapbook kind of gal. These are straightforward albums, which detail the places, people, and times she loves to talk about. I’ve never met anyone who documents life more beautifully than Nancy. And the way she shares her life with others has shown me what it really means to have “creative memories.”

SCRAPBOOKS

I have to confess that I didn’t understand the scrapbooking craze when it started. I made scrapbooks in high school and could never have even dreamed about the tools and supplies in the marketplace now. When my dear friend and scrapbook queen Lynn would tell me she had gone away for the weekend with a group and they stayed up all night working on their scrapbooks, I was amazed. When she said it could take hours to do a single page, I said, “Give it to me. I can do the whole album in a few hours!”

Time passed. The craze grew even more popular. I started getting lots of clients who scrapbooked. Soon I ran into clients who had set aside rooms for scrapbooking! I was intrigued. When my beloved golden retriever Katie passed away last year, I had a collection of random photos of her. I decided the time was now. I put a toe in the water and started taking lessons. I didn’t need to do this forever, but I did want to make this one project for Katie.

Scrapbooking can be not only a great way to put your memorabilia in order but a wonderful hobby. While you’re having fun and being creative, you can be utilizing some of the paper memorabilia that has languished in boxes for years. Get it out and enjoy it! Who knows what treasures you could make from all those archived photos?

I interviewed lots of women at the different stores I visited. It’s possible to take your project with you and work with kindred spirits for hours at a time. I learned that many of these women engaged in left-brain professions such as law and medicine. This was their way of balancing their lives. There were teenagers who reminded me of myself. I met lots of moms who wanted to have books to give their children so they could remember their childhoods. Everyone seemed to have a different reason for coming. The bottom line was that they were all having fun! It’s also a great way to experience community.

A lady sitting opposite me at a scrapbooking store taught me the funniest phrase. You’ve heard of course of shoplifting? Well, in the world of scrapbooking, if you see a page design you like, whether it’s in a book, a magazine, on the Internet, or in the book of the person sitting next to you at a crop (when a group scraps together), you can copy that design. And that act is called scraplifting!

Let’s take a minute to make the distinction between a straightforward or traditional photo album, a scrapbook photo album (Creative Memories), and a simple scrapbook.

The traditional photo album follows the time-honored tradition of placing photos in an album. No muss, no fuss! Very often what distinguishes these albums are the beautiful binders that house them. You can go simple and plain or fancy.

If it’s your album, you might pull it down from time to time and take a stroll down memory lane. When you share it with friends, you’ll be telling them the story of each photo as they go through the album.

Something called a memo album appeals to me. You put your photos in without fanfare. Next to each, however, you’ll have a few lines to jot down some thoughts. Have you ever looked at a photo from long ago and wondered: “Where the heck am I exactly?” The memo album does away with that and requires little effort. It also tells your friends the story when you aren’t around.
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ANCIENT ROOTS OF A MODERN CRAZE

My clients who scrapbook all tried to help me better understand not only how you scrap but why. I am indebted to them all. One client, however, had a unique perspective and talked to me about the history of scrapbooking.

Dr. Alpa Patel, a busy eye surgeon in Los Angeles, helped me realize that this modern craze is really part of a long tradition. We are essentially a throwaway society, aren’t we? We change cars, homes, iPods, even spouses with great abandon. In centuries past, however, people made use of every scrap they had. Scraps of metal, scraps of paper, even scraps of cloth were used rather than tossed. Women have made quilts for generations from scraps of fabric.

Dr. Patel’s family is from India. She told me that when a young woman was going to get married and leave the village, her family members and friends contributed scraps of material that would mean something to her when she looked at them. In her new village, she would have with her “pieces of memories,” scraps from the people who loved her. They created a beautiful mosaic of fabric most often used for bedding. It was rarely used for decoration because people of conservative means couldn’t afford such a luxury. Today, however, when these remnants are discovered, they are very often framed. Dr. Patel has such an antique from India in her home.

Looking at it from this perspective, you might feel that you are engaging in more than a hobby as you scrap. You’re part of a long-standing tradition that has morphed over the centuries to include different pieces, patterns, and products. We’re all honoring a piece of our past with our love today.



CREATIVE MEMORIES: THE PHOTO SCRAPBOOK

The photo scrapbook is the kind of album I am working on to honor Miss Katie. The best way I can describe it is to say that every page works to tell an entire story. And your creativity is unleashed because there is almost no end to what you can add to the page. Did you visit the Eiffel Tower last summer? Your Paris Vacation Album might have a page showing various pictures of you at the Tower. But we’d also see things such as the ticket stub you bought to go to the top. (At last, a use for those things!)

People add ribbon and buttons. They cut pictures with a variety of scissor blades to give the photo a fancy border. And of course they choose special paper as backing for their images. Confused? Everyone is at first!

You need to take some lessons, but finding a class is easy. Scrapbooking stores have sprung up all over the country. Check the yellow pages and find the store nearest you. If you come up dry, call information for Creative Memories. They will direct you to the nearest store. Or you might be lucky enough to have a friend like Lynn who will act as your teacher.

Most days, you can pay a small fee and use the store’s tools, such as a paper cutter, those scissors, and some creative hole punches. You purchase whatever paper you use. You’ll find that everything sold in these stores is high quality because there is always a concern about preservation.

This is a wonderful project to do with children. It encourages creativity, as well as knowledge of design and layout. And if you think this is only for little girls, think again! I have seen lots of males at the stores, from little boys to young men.

I have to offer a word of caution: This is not an inexpensive hobby. I don’t know any hobby that doesn’t require an upfront investment to get started, so don’t let that deter you. However, go in with your eyes open!

THE OLD-FASHIONED SCRAPBOOK

The old-fashioned scrapbook rarely includes photos. I have a friend who documents his acting career with a running series of scrapbooks. He has playbills, reviews, ticket stubs, and other memorabilia in his albums. There are no boxes of memorabilia in Tom’s life. Whether it’s a play he is in or a trip he has taken, he honors the experience in a scrapbook. There are no photos and it isn’t fancy. It is, however, a record of his life.

When I was in school, I made scrapbooks about people I admired. I saved two of them. Every so often, I take them out and go through them. I remember the day the articles I saved were published. I can see myself pouring my heart and Soul into working on these books. This was a straightforward hobby for me.

Remember that you don’t have to choose one of these to the exclusion of the others. Perhaps like me you will create a photo scrapbook to honor a special person or event. Maybe like Tom you’ll get simple albums and start documenting your life experience. Perhaps you’ll be grateful to get your photos out of boxes into straightforward albums. I think you can do all three at different times. Allow the past to please you, not enslave you!

SUPPLIES

Should you decide to get into scrapbooking, you will probably want to purchase some of your own supplies. There are so many tools, papers, and gadgets! You can spend thousands of dollars. I would suggest that you take a class and then spend a few days at a store scrapbooking with others. You will start to see which products you want to own and which you are content to borrow. Remember that the downside of the latter is that you won’t be able to work at home.

Here’s the list of my first purchases:

Adhesive (special, not the kind you use for office or school projects

Album

An assortment of plain paper in a rainbow of colors; this was a presorted package I got at the scrapbook section at Costco

Individual printed sheets were purchased at each store

Paper cutter (special, not the kind you use for office or school projects)

Protective sheets

Rubber stamps

Scissors with various blade shapes (come in packages)

Stickers

Every other Sunday in Los Angeles, Michael’s Arts & Crafts Supply has a discount coupon. That’s how I purchased most of these supplies. You can also get deals at stores such as Costco, Target, and Wal-Mart. If you have a friend who shares your passion, you can share tools. But don’t forget, you’ll need a way to store all these supplies. If you aren’t careful, this hobby could turn into another source of chaos rather than pleasure!

Perhaps the best solution I have seen for these items is a storage tower. Picture a tall cabinet with deep shelves. You might want to combine a cabinet with a series of spaces for small photo boxes with a cabinet that holds the wider, shorter project boxes. I mentioned project boxes first when we were organizing the office, remember? I suggested that you could use them to store all the papers for a project. You can use them here as well for supplies. You’ll find my favorite storage setup in the Exposures catalogue. Online it’s www.exposuresonline.com.

You’ll also find great metal cabinets on wheels with a series of drawers that would work as well. I like the ones IKEA has (the ALEX drawer unit) as well as the one at The Container Store. Check them out online, if you can. Measure the space you have and then see what works best with the décor in that room. You also need to decide how extensive your paper and tools will be for your new hobby! Scrapbooking requires a commitment, doesn’t it?

Don’t forget some of the other products we talked about when we were organizing the office. For example, extra-wide magazine holders can be used to store craft paper. Remember the in and out boxes? Instead of two tiers, you could have five or six, all filled with your favorite paper. You don’t have to go crazy and buy everything. Start slowly and keep your supplies in a special craft storage tote. You’ll be both ambulatory and contained. Your product purchases can increase exponentially as your skill level and interest grow. Perhaps one of your fellow Zen Organizers will team up with you and you can share supplies as you scrap together.

This is an exciting week and one I hope you view as “serious playtime.” There’s an oxymoron for you! I have clients who set aside entire rooms for scrapbooking. I don’t have the time to pursue it at that level, but you might. This is, after all, the perfect marriage of past and present, isn’t it? You take the time today to honor a past experience by creating something beautiful. Isn’t that far superior to tossing photographs and paper memorabilia in boxes like so much trash?


JULY SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Learn how to update your address book and organize your greeting cards.

WEEK TWO

Evaluate and organize your memorabilia.

WEEK THREE

Organize your photo collection.

WEEK FOUR

Take the plunge and scrapbook, preferably with your fellow Zen Organizers.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I seek out the good in every experience. I am open to the fun life offers me daily. I celebrate being alive.


8. AUGUST

Surviving Your Move

We’ve wandered long enough in empty buildings.
 I know it’s tempting to stay . . . but I want to go home.

–RUMI

PEOPLE TEND TO THINK OF MOVING as difficult because so much mental, emotional, and physical work is involved. I think it wears on us because we are thrust into chaos and the unknown. We are attached to our things. They are imbued with our energy. Suddenly everything we love and depend on is hidden in boxes. Professional movers may be transporting everything and that means a crew of strangers has our stuff in their hands. And no matter how much you love the new location, you have to take the time to find the exact place where everything should go. A beginning always holds within its reality the end of something else.

As a professional organizer, I love moves. Every box holds mysterious wonders for me to release from the prison of paper and cardboard. I have the fun of finding the perfect place for everything and turning an empty shell of a house into a home; it’s like Christmas morning. I probably average six moves a year—that is, six moves for other people. I haven’t moved myself in more than twenty years. I’ll admit that when it’s your own stuff in those boxes, it’s no longer Christmas morning! It’s hell week.

Your work is made much easier if you are packing an organized home. If you are getting ready to move and have been following along since January, you are in the catbird’s seat. You have not only whittled down the majority of your stuff from the extraneous to the precious but have also been developing the skill of organizing. You are ready for anything.

Books have been written about how to have a successful move. If you are comfortable using the Internet, pages and pages of free material are waiting for your perusal. You’ll find tip sheets, references, information about your new city of residence, and more. If you consult with professional movers from large companies, they will offer you reference material as well. My job here is to get you pointed in the right direction. Like a kid in the candy store, I want you to recognize the best when you see it. Let’s get started.

If a move isn’t in your future or in the life of anyone you care about, feel free to use this month to catch up on previous projects or, if you have children, to take a peek at September. It’s almost time for school to start!

There is no group activity this month because so many will be traveling, moving, and entertaining out-of-town guests. You are free to call your group for a special meeting. Poll the members. Perhaps you now enjoy scrapbooking so much you’d like to spend an afternoon in a store working on your albums together. Maybe you want to finalize your dream boards. Or perhaps one of you needs a group intervention to complete a project such as organizing the garage. This month you are at liberty to choose!

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Each day this month, consciously devote five minutes to actions that move your impending relocation forward. Toss some tattered linens, call financial entities, clean out your Tupperware. The action is yours to choose.

If you are not facing a move, learn to devote five minutes a day to maintenance. Pretend you are here for the first time: What’s out of place? One of my favorite clients calls this “seeing with fresh eyes.” Organization is about creating good systems. And good systems are maintained with regular monitoring.


WEEK ONE

Moving Questions

This week, you can

• Answer the four key questions to planning a successful move

• Examine your emotions concerning this move

• Make preparations for the new location

Time required: This depends on the size of your move. Moving the contents of a studio apartment across town requires less planning than moving the contents of a four-story house to a new state. Allow two to four hours to flesh out a detailed plan. It will save you time, money, and energy in the coming weeks.

I’M LATE! I’M LATE! FOR A VERY important date!” The Mad Hatter in Alice in Wonderland is running here and there in a fit of frenzy. We all know someone like this, don’t we? This person doesn’t get much accomplished, but they forever make their days sound dramatic. Sometimes a big job like a move will turn us into a temporary Mad Hatter. Let’s not “go there!”

This week, we need to answer four questions. How much time before the move? What’s the budget? Is the new residence bigger or smaller than the current one? And are you moving all your possessions? You can use worksheets for these answers rather than your journal because I’d like you to create a special binder for your move. This way, as with a remodel, you needn’t go on a quest for an errant piece of paper. If it relates to your move, it can be in only one place.

We’re going to work on these questions later this week so that we have the lay of the land. However, should this move not be something you have embraced emotionally, I offer some journal prompts to help you come to terms with the experience.

As I write these words, my best friend Susie is planning to move across the country. She sees this as a great adventure for her and her daughter, a new beginning in a part of the country they have not experienced. Although I realize intellectually that the move is a wonderful bit of serendipity for both of them, my heart is breaking. Now my best friend will be three thousand miles away.

This is not the first move I have not wanted to face. When my parents passed away one year apart, I held onto their retirement home in the Allegheny Mountains outside Pittsburgh for five years. I never lived there. I literally visited my stuff. Looking back, it’s a mix of the hilarious and the sad; it was the best I could do at the time, when an immediate move was beyond the scope of my emotional or physical well-being. I didn’t understand the power of attachment to stuff the way I do now.

However, this experience ultimately created my ability to move with ease for the rest of my life. It also planted the seeds for developing my talent to help others. If you look for the gift sitting in the middle of the sorrow, you will find it’s always waiting patiently for you. Sometimes all it takes is a willingness to see things differently. And that’s what this week is all about.

Please answer the following questions in your journal if you are facing a move you dread.

Why are you moving? Please be specific. For example:

Is it to care for an older relative?

Have you taken a job in another city or state?

Has your spouse taken a job that uproots the family?

If you are a renter, has your building gone condo or been sold?

These are a few of the more common reasons why people leave the homes they love. What is yours? After you note the reason for your move, take some time to write in your journal about it. Here are some ideas to get you started. As always, specifics are golden:

Are you afraid that you won’t be able to adequately care for your elderly parents or relatives?

Are you one of several children in a large family who has been given the task of caring for a parent or relative?

Are you angry with siblings and relatives for foisting the task of caring for a parent or relative on you?

Do you feel your career is going to suffer because of this move?

Are you in any way jealous of your spouse for his or her good fortune?

Are you leaving behind a strong network of friends?

Is it difficult for you to make friends easily?

Do you love the home you have now and fear you won’t find anything as nice again?

Good old-fashioned fear is usually at the heart of the matter. After you identify yours, you can list some anecdotes. Here are some examples. Let’s say I love my home and fear I will never find another like it. A house is brick and mortar. A home is the conscious creation of the inhabitants. And love is the key ingredient. Love isn’t packed in a suitcase. It can’t be left behind. You take it with you and decide to whom among your new circle you will extend the gift of friendship. You are also in charge of staying in touch with those you are leaving behind. What creative ways will you employ to do just that?

Remember that your possessions are traveling with you. Embrace the challenge of decorating the new space. Perhaps this is your opportunity to experiment with bold paint colors. Or perhaps you will sell most of your furniture and start creating a new look for your family. Did anyone say dream board?

I am not shy in professional or work situations. I am shy in social gatherings. Are you like me? Why not join a church or synagogue? What about taking some classes at the local community college? Are you a member of a profession? Attend some meetings sponsored by organizations that cater to your group. When I first moved to California, I was a professional actress. I made lasting bonds in my acting class, in the part-time jobs I held (Susie was my first boss out here!), and at the church I attended at the time.

This is your week to uncover the fear and send it packing with a plan. Whether you are in this group or you just can’t wait to move, the next step is to answer the four questions. This is a nonemotional, left-brain assessment of the task at hand. Are you ready?

THE FOUR QUESTIONS

You will be amazed how powerful and in control you will feel after answering the four questions in this section. If you’re in panic mode, these questions will restore calm.

One: How Much Time Before the Move?

After you have a date set, it pays to break your move into sections and then schedule each related task. Work backwards from the move date. For example, it can take up to two weeks for your mail forwarding request to be honored. Ask your regular postal delivery person what he or she recommends. Then schedule your visit to the post office on the day suggested. You don’t want to do this at the last minute and wait for two weeks for your mail to start arriving. This can make you late on some payments, and the last thing you need is to ding your credit report.

Let’s take a look at a typical list of vendors and companies you’ll need to contact. These include

Animal care providers

Cable or satellite connection

Catalogues

Childcare providers

City services such as trash pickup (in most cities, homeowners get an extra free trash pickup after a move to help get rid of the moving debris)

Doctors and all health care providers, for medical records and copies of active prescriptions

Financial institutions (don’t forget to set up a bank account in the new city when you have your new address and to empty any safety deposit boxes if you are leaving the area)

Friends and family

Insurance companies (auto, homeowners, life, disability, and so on)

Magazines

Newspapers

Phone

Post office

Professional and personal clubs and other memberships

Schools

Utilities

Your house of worship

What would you need to add to this list?

In this day and age when customer service reps at most companies can drive you to distraction, you might want to set aside two days for nothing but phone calls. If this is not possible, carve out twenty to thirty minutes each day until every one has been contacted. Remember to get confirmation numbers and the names of those assisting you. Take a deep breath before each call and brace yourself for delays. If you are Internet-savvy, see how many items you can cross off your list by going to the company’s Web site or sending an e-mail.

Two: What’s the Budget?

Your budget is a key consideration because it dictates whether you use professional movers or rent your own truck and call in favors from friends. It will also determine whether you pack or have the movers do it (my choice). A budget will also dictate if you will be unpacking yourself or hiring someone like me to do it for you. I would suggest that you not have the movers unpack you. Movers are not professional organizers. They literally unpack, leaving you with a sea of unwrapped possessions and crowded closets instead of a sea of packed and labeled boxes. With the latter, you can open everything at your discretion and it’s all safe and organized until you do unpack.

When you have your budget, be sure it’s the amount set aside for the actual move. Moving, even if you do it yourself, is an expensive proposition. The amount of stuff you are transporting, the distance you are traveling, and the amount of packing supplies are key factors. You may have no control over the distance, but you can certainly determine how much you are taking with you. If you have been working since the start of the year, you have many of your possessions already in plastic containers.

You may need to paint or do some touch-up work at the new residence. You will surely have to leave deposits with new vendors. You want to be sure you know how much money you realistically need for each wave of the operation. A frequent comment I hear in the days following a move is, “Regina, I’m hemorrhaging money!” Establish your budget and be realistic.

Three: Is the New Residence Bigger or Smaller Than the Current One?

If your new home is bigger and you have generous funds, you can enjoy the process of decorating and shopping. If funds are tight, just buy the essentials and feather your nest over time. Again, I would set a target date for completion even if it’s a year. You’d be surprised how many people can’t face moving in and “owning” a space. Walls stay bare. Rooms get used for storage and remain filled with debris. Instead of a home, they camp out for years. Take out your calendar and schedule your goals for the new home.

Four: Are You Moving All Your Possessions?

Moving is a great time to downsize. Or should I say, it’s a great excuse to downsize! After you have settled on the new location, take a sheet of paper and list all the rooms in your current home. Leave a little space and, under each heading, list the major items from that room. Put a check next to each one that is going with you. If it isn’t, make a notation of its fate. For example, “give to Aunt Marie” or “donate to charity” or “sell on eBay or Craigslist.”

Don’t worry if you don’t know all the answers the day you create the list. This will help you make a plan. When you’re finished, you’ll know how many items are going to charity, how many will be sold, and which ones are being given to family or friends. Now you can set about scheduling charity pickups and calls to relatives. If you enjoy yard sales, schedule that too.

ONE-STOP SHOPPING

At the start of the month, create a binder for the move. You can use tabs to separate the sections. I would use sheet protectors rather than three-hole punch original documents. That way, the documents will stay clean and the binder will be more inviting to use. Here are some ideas for the various sections you might need:

Children: I’d put school information here, as well as sports or hobby materials you have researched. A lonely child who misses her friends but loves to horseback ride will be cheered up if you present her with some information about the stable down the street!

New home: Here you can keep your moving contract, insurance policies, documents from banks and utility companies, and worksheets. If your move involves a purchase of a home, keep key documents here as well.

Our new hood: If you are moving to an area that is totally new to you, like my friend Susie is, you’ll want to do some research on your city. The Internet puts the world at your fingertips. Print some basic information to help make your first day run more smoothly. Where is the nearest supermarket, cleaners, or Starbucks? It’s nice to know, isn’t it? You might call this section by the name of your new town.

Pets: Fido and Fifi may get a little upset with all the changes a new move involves. Be sure and have their immunization records handy and the name and address of their new vet. Be sure you also have any pertinent medical info should either of them have a chronic condition. Don’t forget to follow the local ordinances regarding licenses for your furry friends as soon as possible.

Preparation: The first section can house all preliminary materials.

Travel info: This section is for hotel, flights, directions, and so on if this is needed.

A WORD OF WARNING

This is not the time to fret over organizing projects you didn’t complete. It’s a waste of time and money to haul belongings with you that should be sold or donated. It’s an equal waste of time to sit down and work on a project such as completing your photo albums. Put your photo collection in archival storage boxes and send them off to their new location. If you are not excited about this move, be conscious of the time wasters that will try and draw you away from creating a battle plan. “Oh! There’s that needlepoint project I never finished. I think I’ll work on that instead of this silly list.” No matter what it takes, stay focused!


WEEK TWO

Pack Up

This week, you can

• Meet with professional movers, even if you plan to do your own move, to gather tips and tricks

• Continue to eliminate whatever you can and get it out of the house ASAP

• Start packing if your move is imminent

Time required: Depends on how close you are to the move. If the move is more than six months away, allow two to three hours for research either on foot, by phone, or on the Internet. If it’s coming up soon, complete your research in a few hours and devote additional time each day to packing, if you are responsible for that yourself.

IF YOU PLAN TO PACK YOURSELF, ASK someone who is experienced at packing breakables for some tips. Some professional organizers pack households. And some organizers like myself leave that to professional movers; we do the unpacking. You might call a moving company and see if they have a mover who can give you a few hours. Some moving companies have lots of workers who “job in” on an asneeded basis. You may even have a friend who likes to pack. If my friend Susie ever wants to walk away from corporate America, I swear she could be a professional packer. She did her entire house in Burbank without help. When I met her in the South to get her settled, nothing was broken. She’s a pro!

If you go to a box store, they will tell you the correct size and type box you need for everything you are packing. They also have tip sheets. Moving truck rental offices, professional movers, and the Internet will all give you guidance. You don’t have to buy anything or hire anyone. You can go on fact-finding missions.

If you are still working or running your family or both, you must take extra precautions to keep yourself healthy. This is not the time to cheat on your sleep or your food intake or to stop drinking water. It is in fact the time to be hypervigilant about all of them! It is also the time to ask for help. When people tell me they don’t want to bother their friends or family members, I have to wonder about the quality of those relationships. Are the connections based solely on sharing the good times? Ask for help. The day is coming when your friend will need you.
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HOW TO PACK

Here are some key things to remember if you are doing the packing:

Don’t lay dishes flat on the bottom of a box. Stand them up and have one lean against the other, using lots of paper around each plate to cushion movement. If a box gets dropped, dishes that are stacked tend to break in half.

Remember to cushion the bottom of the box with extra paper. This applies to all boxes with fragile items. Be generous with your paper: Better safe than sorry.

You may want to invest in special boxes known as dish packs for all your kitchen items. They are made with a thicker cardboard that provides extra protection.

I would purchase packers paper because the ink from newspaper makes everything you own filthy.

There are special boxes geared for all the various items in your home. For example, never put books in a large box. Use small file boxes or purchase special reinforced boxes. You can give yourself a hernia if you use a big box!

Use soft unbreakable items such as sheets and towels to cushion fragile, breakable items.

When you pack items with lots of parts (such as kids’ toys), make liberal use of Ziploc bags. You would be surprised how much time gets wasted looking for the smallest of objects.

Be conscious that what goes on the truck last comes off first.

If you have valuable antiques, hire a dealer or antique shop owner to come in and pack them for you.

When you pack entertainment items (DVDs, CDs, and VHS tapes), try and use small boxes if your collection is large. You might also be able to keep your categories intact this way, which will make unpacking a breeze!

Leave clothing in dresser drawers. You’ll have to refold but that’s not a big deal.

Purchase special boxes called dress packs for your hanging clothes. The tall box comes with a rod for your hangers. Don’t overpack. I’ve seen clothing arrive so wrinkled it was all unwearable.

Make use of the space at the bottom of a dress pack. Toss in your shoes and boots or hat boxes.

Sometimes you realize you have some breakables you forgot. If you have a large box, put breakables on top of heavy items. You’d be surprised how many people don’t think and put heavy items on top of delicate ones. Don’t tempt fate!

When you rent your truck, rent a dolly or two and lots of movers’ pads. You want to protect not only your furniture but the floors at your new location.

Lots of people are now recycling their boxes on Craigslist. If you aren’t able to score any, remember to sell the ones you purchase after you get unpacked.

Even if movers are packing you, you might want to save some money on moving day. How? Save time beforehand: Do some of your own packing! Ask the moving company rep to bring some boxes with him or her. I would pack only nonbreakable items such as towels, linens, books, CDs, DVDs, and VHS tapes.

If you have valuable paintings or expensive mirrors, pay to have them professionally crated unless you can hand carry them to the new location.



Please read through all the material for next week, even if you choose not to use a professional mover. I have tips and tricks you can adapt to your move. For example, I put up signs for my movers to direct them in the new location. You’ll want to do that for the family and friends who are helping. After all, they want this to be over quickly more than you do!


WEEK THREE

Deal with the Movers

This week, you can

• Learn how to find a quality mover

• Keep your movers happy

• Welcome the pod people or pack the pod

• Place furniture in advance

• Create mover alerts!

Time required: Three to four hours.

FINDING A GOOD MOVER IS NOT A simple task. In Los Angeles, I have only one company I recommend and I have no backup. Stratton & Son Moving and Storage is simply the best. Aside from more than ten years of flawless personal experience with them, they have a set staff of movers. Why is this important? Because when a company “jobs in” laborers, you may not get someone who is as experienced as you might expect or as careful or, quite frankly, as honest. The men who work for Paul Stratton include his three grown sons. You are always treated with respect. My clients’ homes are moved as if a member of their own family was in charge.

Look for a family-run operation like this and interview two or three companies. Check them out with the Better Business Bureau. A recommendation from a friend or satisfied customer is always worth its weight in gold. A move across town is one animal. A long-distance move is a horse of a different color. Here are some questions to ask the person who comes to your home to give you a bid.

Don’t be afraid to ask about his position with the company. Is he the owner? If he’s an employee, is the company so large that this person never actually meets the moving crew?

Will the truck that pulls up to your home be the vehicle that transports you across country? Or will there be a stop at a warehouse or a transfer to another van? Remember: Every time your things are moved, there is a possibility of breakage or theft.

What is the cost of their insurance? Contact your homeowners insurance and see whether your existing policy will cover you. Find out the consequences if breakage occurs and it is something that was in a box packed by the owner.

Ask about the mover’s labor force. Do they job people in or is this a set crew?

Be sure you have finished eliminating items from your home so that the company rep isn’t factoring in items destined for a charity or some other destination, such as your Aunt Marie’s house. Every time you add or subtract items, you cause a ripple that is reflected in your estimate.

Be sure you understand how the final payment will be made. Usually it’s a cashier’s check or credit card at the destination. If you show up with a check (especially from an out-of-state bank), they will literally refuse to unpack the truck. Trust me. I’ve seen it happen.

HANDLE WITH CARE

We all like to be treated with respect. And that applies to your movers. Most of my clients over the years have been generous. Every so often someone balks at the idea of giving a tip or providing some food because the move itself is so expensive. Let’s look at it this way: This crew has all your worldly possessions in their care. You want them to be happy campers. Movers are human beings. They’ll go the extra mile to grab that falling box if they feel you care.

Have coffee and donuts ready in the morning, provide a few pizzas or sandwiches for lunch, have bottles of cold soda or drinking water on hand, and give a tip. You’ll reap a big dividend. When you get to moving day, be sure there’s a working bathroom that the movers can use. Have some soap, paper towels, and toilet paper on hand. Set this up at the new location as well.

In addition to appreciation, movers like clear direction. This little exercise will save you time and energy on moving day. And you know what they say: Time is money. Let’s move on and do some additional preparation.

THE KNOW-IT-ALL THAT’S YOU!

“Where does this go?” This is the question of the day when you’re dealing with movers. We want to devise a way to make life easier. Remember the pages you wrote designating the destination of the stuff in each room? Take them out this week, because we have part two. Please take a sheet of paper and draw a line down the center. Label the left column “Current Home” and the opposite column “New Home.”

Step one is to list the rooms. Under each room indicate only the furniture that’s making the journey to the new house. In this exercise, we are not concerned with donations or sales. Use the pages from our previous exercise as your guide. If a room also houses a large collection, make note of it. For example, in the family room you might have your VHS, DVD, and CD collection. Simply write “Entertainment Collection.”

Step two is to write down all the rooms that are the same in both homes. For example, “Kitchen” will be the same. You’ll no doubt have at least one bedroom and one bathroom. The contents of these rooms are the easiest to transport.

I like to make signs for my movers. You can generate them on the computer in a simple Word document. I call them “mover alerts.” For example, on the door leading into the kitchen, I would tape a piece of paper with the following instructions:

MOVER ALERT!

Please Label the boxes from this room:

KITCHEN

It’s obvious, of course. But signs everywhere get the movers into the habit of reading as they enter each room. By the way, don’t think because you gave the company representative detailed instructions that all the worker bees are in the know. The instructions were of course recorded. If it’s a local move, someone will be in charge and he or she has probably read the instructions. On a long-distance move, the person in charge is usually the driver of the rig, who will most likely have read everything. You should take the person in charge on a tour of the premises and be sure he or she is privy to and aware of all your instructions. This is one day when overkill is not possible!
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SAVING ON A LONG-DISTANCE MOVE

A few years ago, my assistant Janis decided to move from the East Coast to California. As you can imagine, this is an expensive proposition. (Just ask Susie!) Janis, however, is full of entrepreneurial spirit and is a master researcher. She decided to whittle her possessions, including furniture, down to what she truly needed and loved. Janis decided to use Door To Door, a portable storage and moving company. She had a portable storage container delivered and, with the help of her sister, packed it over a two-day period. The company picked it up and delivered it to California, where Janis had hired local movers to unload it.

This type of move requires special skills. First, you have to be a great packer. You’re not only packing boxes, you’re packing the storage container itself. You need to have a place to park the container and you need to transport your belongings to it. A dolly laden with heavy boxes isn’t something everyone can handle. If you have the skill and the patience, a portable storage container is a unique way to go. And there is no question it saves a fortune on long-distance moves. Is there one in your future?



WHAT DEN?

Let’s say you are moving to a larger house. Until you purchase additional furniture, you are going to distribute what you have a little differently. The movers walk into a room at 7 a.m. and guess it’s your den. That’s what they label the boxes. Now flash forward in time. You get to your new home and the guys are asking you where the boxes marked “Den” go. You’re stumped. You had no idea you had a den! You called that room in your old house the family room. To complicate matters, in the new house there won’t be a family room. You’re going to be gathering in the living room. There would be no confusion if a simple sign had been attached to the door in your old house that said:

MOVER ALERT!

Please Label the contents from this room:

Living Room

Now take the next step. Generate mover alerts for the new house. You arrive before the movers and hang new signs. As the movers tour the new home, they see that every room is labeled! They see too that you set up a bathroom for them. Everyone is happy and confusion has been reduced. Don’t despair, by the way, if your furniture looks a little different than you imagined. I always ask my clients to be there on move-in day just long enough to be sure the furniture is in the perfect position before the movers leave.

Before we abandon this topic, let me say that you can also use large colored dots to identify boxes. You can find them at any chain supply store such as Staples. Add them to your mover alerts and leave a supply of the correct color in each room for use on the boxes in that room. You can also find moving kits with preprinted labels while you’re out shopping. Nothing, however, beats moving alerts because they are tailored to your individual needs and situation. And it costs pennies to create them on your computer.

[image: image]

As you can see, whether you are packing the boxes and driving the truck or a bunch of pros is doing the work, moving day requires lots of planning. I promise you it’s easier to sit with your journal and work things out now than to frantically run around on moving day shouting: “Why didn’t I do anything Regina suggested?” You know what they say? Trust me!


WEEK FOUR

Moving Day

This week, you can

• Have a detailed plan ready for moving day

• Be mindful of “last on, first off”

• Have your “Family essential” and, if applicable, “Pet essential” boxes ready

• Prep the new home before your arrival

• Set up work conditions that help rather than hinder you

Time required: If you’re just reading, allow thirty to sixty minutes to absorb and take notes. If you’re moving? You’ll be busy every day for the entire week!

OUR GAME THIS WEEK IS TO PRETEND it’s moving day. All theatrical plays have dress rehearsals before the show opens. In this case, the dress rehearsal takes place in your head and by reviewing your notes. If you don’t have a pending move, you are now in a better position to be helpful to a friend who is on the move, so to speak. Allow me to say that during a move when friends and family members are providing the muscle, one person needs to be in charge. If boxes are being opened in every room with no rhyme or reason or any kind of direction, it’s going to take the resident even longer to get settled.

The large wardrobe boxes used to transport hanging clothes are expensive. If you can get them emptied before the movers pull out of your driveway, you won’t have to pay for them. Sometimes my assistants, in an effort to save our client money, will start taking clothes out of the wardrobes faster than I can organize them. It is at this juncture that we realize that the amount of clothing coming into the home is greater than the closet space provided.

We know something else as well: Not enough elimination occurred at the point of origin. It is cheaper in the long run to set some wardrobe boxes aside and deal with them over the next few days than to smash too much clothing into an inadequate space. Unpacking is like putting together a three-dimensional puzzle. We have to use closets, shelves, dressers, and storage bins to make it all work. We also have to encourage our client to review what was packed in the event too much has been transported to the new location. In this instance, I am the quarterback calling the shots. You’ll have to play that role with your friends and family.

WHEN THE BIG DAY ARRIVES

Here are some moving day tips from your Zen Organizer.

Keep in mind this phrase: last on, first off. These are the items you will want to have immediate access to at your new location. They can only get there first if they go on the truck last. Be sure you mark the boxes clearly and communicate your wishes to the movers.

In case of delays or emergencies, you may not get anything unpacked on the first day. Be sure one of the last boxes on the truck is labeled “Family essentials.” Think toothpaste, deodorant, a small first aid kit, prescription meds, and so on. And if everyone has a clean towel and some fresh PJs, they should be okay. Tuck in a fresh T-shirt, clean underwear, and socks for the next day. If you are making this move during the winter months, you’ll have to adjust the list to include a few blankets and sweaters.

Another box that should go on last and come off first is “Pet essentials.” This is not a time when Fido and Fifi should be without their favorite beds, dishes, bowls, food, and treats. Set your pets up in a private area in the new home as far away from all the chaos as possible. Be sure they have clean water and food. I like to put a sign on the door that says something like this: “Please do not open: pets inside!” If Fido and Fifi are escape artists, one crack of the door and off they’ll go. You don’t need this drama on moving day.

You also want your dress packs on last and off first if this is a move by professional movers. If this is a family and friends affair, it’s less critical because you don’t have to return these boxes for credit.

Another on last and off first box is one with basic bedding for the family. The goal on the first day is to get linens on the beds, the hanging clothes in the closet, and the essentials unpacked in the bathrooms and kitchen.

Speaking of the kitchen, if you are a person who needs coffee first thing in the morning, have a “Kitchen essentials” box so you can begin your new life in this home on the right note!

Finally, if this is a long-distance move, you may need to keep the following items in a box you can access immediately: extension cords, lightbulbs, cell phone charger, regular phone, a few box cutters, and a can opener. What else would you include in this “Emergency household” box?

Never, under any circumstances, leave valuables unattended. This includes jewelry, small safes, cash, and legal documents with sensitive information such as your social security number. Your homes at both ends will be open for easy access by the movers. It would not be difficult for someone from the street to gain access to the house. You’ll always wonder if your mover pulled a fast one. Don’t put them in an awkward position.

THE NEW HOME

If you have access to your new home before move-in day, be sure and schedule as much work as possible. Does your home need new carpet? Should it be painted? It’s also important, no matter how tidy the previous tenants, to have your home cleaned before you arrive. Good movers are very careful, but they are human beings. Walls may get a bit dirty, so have some touch-up paint handy.

If you can recycle your packing paper and boxes, make every effort to do so. You can always offer them on Craigslist. If your neighborhood or building doesn’t recycle, be sure you call for that extra trash pickup. Ask if there are any special directions for preparation of the materials. You will surely have to cut the boxes down. Tie them together, keeping sizes in specific groups.

As you unpack, it’s important to get empty boxes out of the way. I have a guy who sweeps through the house every hour to take away whatever boxes my assistant and I have unpacked. He cuts them down. He also checks the paper to be sure we didn’t miss any small items. This is great work for any strong teenagers you might have at home—not to mention a great way to earn a little extra money and help the family get settled.

Do you like music? I find that putting on upbeat music makes the moving and unpacking process go faster. Speaking of happy movers, if you decide to tip them, use cash. If their tips go into the check you write, they may never see the money. You can give all the tips to the supervisor and ask him or her to distribute them. He does get a bit more than the others.

You have to base your tip on several factors. Here are some of the things I take into account: How much stuff was moved? Did these guys pack and move? How long did the move take? Were there circumstances (a flight of stairs, a broken elevator) that made it more complicated for them? How polite were they—that is, do they deserve a tip! Did they seem to take care of your things during transport? In other words, were boxes placed on the truck with care or hurled on with great abandon? Were they mindful of the fresh paint at the new location? Did they damage any furniture? Your tip represents a thank-you for good service.

Let me give you an example of a move where I urged my clients not to tip anyone. These guys showed up late. One had clearly been out all night: He had bloodshot eyes and was still in his party clothes. They didn’t have enough paper, so most of the boxes were inadequately lined, and we had breakage. They dented furniture, took paint off the walls, and were rude to me and my clients. They treated us as if we should be grateful they decided to show up. When you do that, you don’t deserve a tip!

Finally, your mover will present you with a manifest. As he or she packs every single box and piece of furniture, it is assigned a number. At the new location, you should cross off items as they exit the truck. If an item is missing, your lead person will give you a form to fill out. Every large moving company is different when it comes to how well they respond to loss and damage. You have to do the paperwork and stay on top of your claim. If your move is local and the truck moves immediately from one location to the next, it’s highly unlikely anything will get lost. There’s no opportunity. As I mentioned earlier, loss most often occurs during the long hauls, where the truck may get repacked at the warehouse.

Let me add one caveat: If you are working with a company that either you know or perhaps your professional organizer works with on a regular basis, you don’t need to cross off each item as it exits the truck. I’ve never had a single case of loss with Stratton & Son, nor has anything been broken. If you’re working with a professional like myself, you can be sure we recommend only the best. After all, our reputations are on the line.

When you move into a new home, it’s nice to do an unofficial ceremony meant to clear out the previous owner’s energy and declare the space your own. The ancient philosophies of the East like Vastu from India and Feng Shui from China offer lots of possibilities. You can also go to your spiritual home and ask for assistance. A Catholic priest, for example, could come to the home and offer a blessing with holy water.

A favorite of mine is from the tradition of the American Indian. Pick up a sage stick (a bundle of dried sage) and light it with a match. The fire goes out rather quickly. Within seconds, the stick begins to emit a highly aromatic plume of sage smoke. Walk from room to room asking that the energies of all previous residents and their experiences leave this space. You can trace the outline of all doors and windows as a way of sealing in the good energy you are creating with this ceremony.

Don’t forget you can devise your own ceremony. The power lies in your belief and your intent.


AUGUST SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Examine the practical aspects of a move, including the four key questions.

If this is an emotionally difficult move, answer the journal questions to help uncover the fear lurking at the heart of the matter.

If you do not have a move in your future, use the extra time to get caught up with previous projects such as scrapbooking.

WEEK TWO

Eliminate excess and start packing.

WEEK THREE

Learn how to find a good mover.

Plan for placement of your furniture in your new space.

Discover the value of mover alerts!

WEEK FOUR

Create a moving day binder.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I am guided with ease to my new home. I embrace the life waiting for me. I also bless and thank my current home. I release it to the new occupants. I am thankful for all the participants in this transition.


9. SEPTEMBER

Back-to-School Busy Season

Everybody today seems to be in such a terrible rush, anxious for greater
 developments and greater riches and so on, so that children have very
 little time for their parents. Parents have very little time for each other,
 and in the home begins the disruption of peace in the world.

–MOTHER TERESA

IT WAS JUST A FEW SHORT WEEKS until my graduation from high school. I was looking forward to college and summer in Brazil. Out of the blue, I was summoned to the principal’s office. She told me in no uncertain terms that I would not be able to graduate. It seems I had failed to complete a course. Not only had I not completed the work, I had forgotten to attend the class!

I became instantly sick to my stomach. How could this be? How would I tell my parents? I was a responsible kid. I tried to keep peace in my home. Good grades had always been one surefire way to make mom and dad happy. I racked my brain to figure out what class I had completely forgotten to attend. “What class was it?” I asked. “Religion,” replied the stern nun dressed head to toe in the full habit of a Sister of Saint Joseph.

It is now that I wake up.

This recurring dream haunts me to this day. I hear the word “September” and I have a knee-jerk response: Time to get ready for school! Is part of you still entrenched in the school experience? Let’s strive this month to make life easier for you and your school-age children. This month signals the start of the busiest time of the year, even for those of us without children. We all need to make a plan; otherwise, we’ll be like leaves tossed about in a wind-storm. Let’s be like arrows shot directly to the bull’s-eye!

HABIT OF THE MONTH

This month, the habit we’re cultivating is positive self-talk. Every time you hear one of those negative phrases repeating in your head, stop and recognize what is happening. And then immediately replace it with a dose of reality. Do you hear, “What am I doing? I can’t succeed at organizing. I’m too stupid.” Stop that tape. Recognize who deposited that negative image into your experience. Forgive them. Release any anger or resentment. And then quietly say something like this: “I am doing the best job I can to get my life organized. Every day I see myself moving forward. I am proud of myself. I recognize my accomplishments. I let nothing stand in my way. I am organized!”


WEEK ONE

School Year Questions

This week, you can

• Look at your past experiences of the school year

• See what you are creating for your children

• Discover the genius of routines

• Learn how to create a positive outlook

Time required: One to two hours of journal work.

THIS WEEK, LET’S TAKE A LOOK BACK at previous Septembers. I want you to consciously craft your path through the demands of this month. It’s okay to put new expectations into place. Let me share a personal example. A few years ago, as I lay in bed with the flu, I was shocked to realize that I got sick every January like clockwork. I made a decision that I would reverse this unconsciously driven trend. I started saying the following affirmation: “The new year is a time of perfect health for me. Illness is in the past. I am now open to receiving the life lessons I need to learn without getting the flu.” I haven’t experienced a cold or the flu as a New Year’s present since that time. I actually expect to be healthy! Let’s see if we can’t uncover some of the negative trends that drive you this season.

Please answer the following questions in your journal:

1. Do you remember your school days? Some adults remember very little while others remember them in vivid detail. Which category are you in?

2. Was this a happy time for you? Be specific.

3. If this was an unhappy time for you, can you be specific as to why?

4. If you have siblings, did they experience childhood and school in the same way you did? If you have no idea, give them a call. How did the similarities and differences affect you?

5. Write a brief summary of your school experience.

WHAT ABOUT TODAY?

Do you have school-age children? If you look objectively at their experience to date, do you think you are unconsciously trying to replicate your childhood? Or are you trying to live a new and improved version of it through them?

During a typical school year, what causes you the most problems? Are there issues with your children’s teachers, the school’s distance from your home, or the amount of homework? Are you active in the PTA? Do your children engage in after-school activities or shun them?

It’s one thing to wax poetic about what we remember about the past or how we wish life to be now. It’s another to put pen to paper and record our thoughts. We don’t always write down what we assume will be our answer. The discoveries are frequently surprising and amazing.

I see parents on the news and on television talk shows complain about the state of their homes during the school year. It makes for great entertainment, doesn’t it? I sit back and wonder “What is fueling this drama?” It’s different for everyone. There is no one reason why the school year puts your home in turmoil. This discovery is a lot more interesting than putting the entire contents of a room on someone’s lawn. That’s not healing; that’s high TV ratings.

Take the time to dig deep. Offer yourself the chance to release these thorny issues of the past and effect lasting change. Remember too that all the tips and tricks in the world can’t permanently change the outer environment until the inner one changes as well. No tool is more powerful in this arena than answering a few thoughtful journal questions.

FAMILY ROUTINES

What concrete things can you do to make this a better year for you and your children? Here are some ideas to jump-start the problem solving part of your brain.

Plan food menus a week in advance and schedule time to shop for the ingredients.

Be sure the pantry is always stocked with basic supplies.

Get up fifteen minutes earlier to make breakfast.

Get everyone in the family set up the night before: make lunches, lay out vitamins, plan wardrobes, know what breakfast will be, check homework assignments, and so on. Doing all these things in advance makes the morning less stressful, and your morning experience sets the tone for the day.

Research local caterers who can deliver meals a few times a week. You keep them in your freezer. These are not processed meals loaded with sodium in the frozen foods section of your local market but healthy meals made fresh expressly for you.

Establish routines for the household including chores for everyone.

Call other mothers and fathers in your circle to create car pool duties.

Decide which activities must be dropped from this year’s schedule.

What’s on your personal list?

CREATE A POSITIVE OUTLOOK

I’d like you to do something for me this week. Carry your journal or a small notebook with you everywhere you go. Listen to yourself speak. Every time you begin a sentence with a negative preface, write it down. They usually sound something like this: “Why should I bother, that never works out!” “I can’t bear the thought that . . .” or “That just makes me sick!” We all have these destructive thought patterns. This week, identify yours. Stay on the lookout for them until you realize they are gone. It probably took some well-meaning adult, parent, coworker, friend, or teacher quite some time to infect your thought patterns. It may take some time to expunge them.

As you key into your subconscious thought patterns with this exercise, also be on the lookout for the things you say to your children. Are you passing along an army of negative self-esteem beliefs? Listen to how your children speak to you and to others. What do you hear? It’s probably you!

You can hammer away at your children and make them feel self-conscious or guilty for how they express themselves. Or you can change the way you speak to them. Where there has been unconscious negativity, there can now be conscious deposits of love and healthy self-esteem poured into their very Souls.

Write three positive ways to begin your sentences. And then think of three compliments you can pay your children. It must come from the heart to be effective. At the top of the page, write this quote from Gandhi: “Be the change you want to see in the world.”

Getting organized is about clearing away the clutter. Zen Organizing is also about going deep to clear out the debris in your mind. A calm, well-organized environment will nurture and support everyone present. It’s equally true, however, that negative, destructive, unloving comments will wash away any good that has been established in the physical. We are creatures of body, mind, and Soul. This month, as the world celebrates the harvest and prepares for the calm of winter, we begin to integrate and organize on all levels.

FORGET PERFECTION

Perfection in your home is not an achievable goal. Read that sentence again. Tattoo it on your heart. As a parent, you can count on your children having daily arguments. You can be assured of homework wars. You or your children will oversleep and breakfast will be a battlefield. The flu will grab you in its clutches and the house will fall into chaos. These upsets are part of life. Life is perfect only on television.

What is within your reach is a commitment to moving forward in a positive manner day by day. In fact, a day is too great a span of time. Live breath to breath. As you establish order in your home, don’t let chores or rewards become a battlefield. This is especially true if these are new concepts.

Have you been the mom who did everything? Why do you think you chose to do that in your home? Are there things you do for your children that they should be doing for themselves? It may be a shock to your children’s system when you suddenly ask them to be responsible. Give them time to adjust. We all dislike change, don’t we? Did you do everything because it would get done better or faster? How will your children know how to take care of themselves when they go out into the world if you do everything for them?

I once heard journalist Christiane Amanpour tell a wonderful anecdote on Sixty Minutes about one of her college friends with whom she shared a house. It seems that each member of the household took a turn cleaning up. One of those roommates was John F. Kennedy, Jr. and, yes, even he took his turn cleaning the toilet. Need I say more?

Fear of failure might be the culprit. “If my home isn’t perfect, what will people think?” Or perhaps you are a control freak who uses the environment as one of the areas of life over which you can exert your power? Or maybe you are a perfectionist who feels that no help will ever live up to your standards. Or just maybe you are a martyr who secretly feeds off the chaotic appearance of your home and the fact that no one ever helps you?

Here we are, once again back at square one. Change happens within. If you heal your emotional wounds, you will automatically deal differently with your environment and all those with whom you share it. You can fill your journey with more sorrow, or you can spend your time healing, growing, and being an example to all those with whom you share your life.

As we head into the second week, be sure you have a list of changes you intend to implement that will make this September run more smoothly than previous ones. If you come up with a long list, prioritize it and then start with the first few items. Make this a game for yourself and your family rather than boot camp. You don’t want to overwhelm everyone and set yourself up for failure. As the changes are implemented, ask for feedback. You know what they say, “out of the mouths of babes.” Be armed as well with a list of ageappropriate chores for your children. In week three, I will share mine.


WEEK TWO

Kids’ Rooms

This week, you can

• Bring order to your child’s bedroom

• Calm the elements in your child’s bedroom: books, toys, DVDs, and so on

• Introduce “paper problem” solutions to your kids

Time required: Thirty minutes for journal work; one hour to shop if supplies are needed; one to two hours to organize the bathroom; three to five hours to do the bedroom.

THIS WEEK IS THE IDEAL TIME TO organize your child’s bedroom and bath, if he or she has a separate bathroom. If you started the program last January, you are by now an experienced organizer and your own room offers a wonderful example to your child. If not, take the time this week to work on your room first. If your children are older, tell them that you want to help them have a more successful school year. Then surprise them by saying that before you can help them, you have to help yourself, so you’ll be working on your bedroom too. I was the resident organizer at iVillage for five years, and the ladies were always skeptical about this plan of action. Over the years, however, I repeatedly gathered testimonials from women who were shocked when their husbands and children started to pitch in without being asked. Trust me, it works. Teaching by example is powerful.

LAY THE GROUNDWORK

What is the purpose of your child’s room? You need to know before you add or subtract furniture, toys, clothing, or any decorative items. Do you want it to be exclusively a place of rest? If so, where will he or she do homework? I have friends who have their child do homework in the kitchen. Is your kitchen quiet enough for homework time? Where will your child play? Is your living room or finished basement set up to be a playroom? Will friends be invited to the bedroom? All households are different. Just remember that every activity you eliminate from this room has to be set up elsewhere.

Keep in mind that the way an area is set up does more than make performing a particular activity easier. It gives your child the unspoken message that it’s desirable to complete projects with ease. Very often we get quite the opposite message.

PRACTICE FIFTEEN-MINUTE ELIMINATION

Toys scattered all over the room are overwhelming, not inviting. Who could pick and choose the treasures scattered throughout the debris? If your child is a toddler, it might behoove you while the child is away to eliminate the toys that can be tossed, given to a friend, or donated. As they get older, invite them into the process. Ask what they would like to share with a less fortunate child. Or perhaps you’d like to share these toys with the children of family members or friends? Some parents follow the “one toy comes in, one toy goes out” rule. You’ll have to decide when and how you will eliminate. It’s a crucial step, and your child needs to be guided in the way that best suits his or her personality and your home life.

After you whittle down your possessions to the gold, store items so that the child can easily access them. You also want to introduce the concept of categories. Think Barbies in one bin, Legos in another, and soft, cuddly toys in a third. Next month, I’ll help you organize the family room as the center of home relaxation and toy central. Lacking this room, you may need to have your child’s toys kept in his or her room. Of course, toys will migrate out into the rest of the home, won’t they? As long as they have a designated place to return to, there’s no problem. If you make your child responsible for restoring order, less will migrate outside the bedroom!

SETUP AND STORAGE TIPS

These days, children have a wealth of possessions. You want to keep their room inviting rather than looking, as my mom would have said, like a bomb just went off.

Reading and Learning

Every child’s room needs a bookcase and a comfortable chair with a good light source. Cultivating the habit of reading is essential for success in school. It also provides enjoyment throughout one’s life. It’s great to have a desk and a chair in your child’s room. In today’s technologically driven world, many children have their own computers.

Children can also learn a great deal from educational video programs. I am not suggesting, by the way, that the privilege of a computer in your child’s room include an Internet connection! I think it’s safer if children surf the Web for school using a computer under your tutelage and supervision. You may want to have a computer in your family room expressly for this purpose or have a laptop available. Prices of computers continue to fall. If there’s a computer fair in your area, check out what they have. Reputable stores rent space and you can enjoy deep discounts.

When you feel your children are mature enough, which is eighteen years old for most of my clients who are parents, you can allow them to have a private Internet connection in their room. Teaching your child to be a savvy surfer of the Internet is important because you have no control over what other parents allow in their child’s room. Here are some additional guidelines: Always insist that parental controls are turned on; never allow secret memberships or passwords; do random checks of sites recently visited. The Internet has an astonishing wealth of information. Sadly, it is also populated by predators who seek to exploit a child’s innocence and inexperience.

Clothing

You’ll want to have a step stool so items in the closet and drawers are accessible. Put a low clothing bar in the closet so that little children can reach some of their own clothes. Learning how to dress yourself like a big boy or girl is a game in itself, isn’t it? It’s also a great self-esteem builder.

Another way to make everyday clothes such as underwear and T-shirts available to tiny folks is to create instant shelves using your closet rod. You’ll find products that attach with Velcro strips over the rod in the closet section of stores like the Container Store. They are designed for adult sweaters and shoes, but you can use them to store kids’ clothing. In fact, this is the only way I use them!

Toys

There are many ways to creatively store toys. A toy chest is a favorite solution. My only caution would be the lid. Will it hold in place wherever it’s stopped? Is it lightweight? A heavy lid that crashes down on little fingers will cause unnecessary pain.

Plastic storage containers on wheels are my favorite. They can be used for toy categories. Later you can use them elsewhere in the home. I like their endless versatility. In addition to The Container Store, check out the children’s section of large stores such as Target, IKEA, and Wal-Mart.

Wicker bins may suit your décor better. I like the ones with canvas inserts. You can wash them periodically and keep them clean.

Don’t forget that you can store soft toys in a hammock made for this purpose. It will get stuffed animals off the floor at bedtime. You can also rotate your child’s selection. When they grow too old for stuffed animals but aren’t yet ready to part with them, a few friendly faces can smile down on them until the day arrives to find their toys a new home.

Target currently has a three-tier, lightweight toy storage unit with different size plastic bins. It’s so easy to grab what you need and still create categories. Not only do you have different bins for specific types of toys, the bins come in different colors.

If you have the space, you could have a storage bench or a seating unit against a wall with bins underneath. The Pottery Barn excels in carrying items like this. Try their main catalogue, as well as the ones they produce for kids and teens. Pier One Imports also has a creative and attractive selection. The Web addresses for both stores are in the “Resources” section at the end of the book.

Remember the hanging bags you attach to a closet rod that I mentioned in the “Clothing” section? You might be able to store toys in the narrow bags designed for shoes.

Large Toys

If you have generous grandparents and friends who like to send gigantic stuffed animals or toys, ask them to please stop until you live in larger quarters. Suggest that they hold onto them. When your children come for a visit, they will have something special to play with. Communicate clearly and lovingly that you just don’t have the storage space. This is especially true for apartments in large cities such as New York or San Francisco. If the message isn’t received, donate the items to a charity. I’ve seen large toys take over the living room. The unspoken message is that the children rule. There is no longer any room for your partner or any adult friends. The home is then out of balance.

Art Projects

Some projects are messy by nature, and carpets, walls, and linens can be stained by their various parts (such as magic markers, crayons, paints, and glue). Keep those stored outside your child’s room or on a high shelf. The house rule is that an adult has to be supervising when those are in use.

At the appropriate time, you will relax the rules and allow your children to access these on their own. Accidents are bound to happen, which is why I advocate using easy-to-clean materials and waiting until later to purchase heirloom quality furniture. Give your children a break. They’re not coordinated adults in pint size bodies. They’re kids!

CDs and DVDs

If your children have CDs and DVDs, they will need a place to store them. Remember that your bookcase can be divided between book and media storage. There are also fun storage holders that look like animals and attach to the wall. Your solution will depend on the number of items you have and the amount of space. The binder solution may serve you best if your home is overwhelmed by CDs and DVDs. You’ll find more about this and other solutions in the next chapter.

The Bed

Although I follow the principles of Feng Shui and prefer to see nothing under the bed, I realize that sometimes that space must be utilized. If your child doesn’t have room for a dresser, try a bed with built-in storage drawers.

If storage isn’t an issue but the room is small and you’d like to have little guests sleep over, try a trundle bed. However, don’t forget the beauty of a simple Aerobed that blows up in seconds and comes with its own motor.

Kids’ Bathrooms

Splish splash, I was takin’ a bath! If your children have their own bathroom, here are some tips to keep it organized.

Add another step stool to make the sink more accessible.

You can use drawer liners and acrylic organizers in this room just as you did in your own bathroom.

Keep counter debris to a minimum and store needed products in grid totes, again just like you did in your bathroom. These items are easy to clean, make organization easy and logical, and keep everything accessible.

The Entry to the Home

If your children explode into your home wildly tossing books, coats, and sports paraphernalia everywhere, “something is rotten in Denmark,” to quote Shakespeare.

Coats and all clothing should have a designated spot. Your children need to hang up their coat, not toss it on a chair or the floor, waiting for you to put it away.

If they’re very tiny, put a small clothes tree or series of hooks by the front door. Stores such as the Pottery Barn offer wonderful solutions for entry storage. You can mix and match benches, mirrors, baskets, and hooks to find the solution that works for your family.

During inclement weather, put out a boot tray and an umbrella stand.

THE HOMEWORK WARS

If you just purchased this book and have decided to start with your child’s room, you’ll want to get your paper wars under control before you try and teach him or her. In the end, enforcing a code you’ve read about is less effective and less likely to be successful than teaching the elements of a system you use.

As your children grow older and have homework, you may want to introduce a file cabinet or a file box just for their use. Why not organize and store homework for your child in the same way you keep your bills and work papers? What a great skill to learn at a young age! Full instructions are in Part 3, “March.” You’ll find these elements are easier to teach if you are making use of them too.

If your children fall into the category of “if I don’t see it, I forget it’s there,” have no fear. I offer other ways to keep track of paper in Part 3 besides the traditional file system. Decorative boxes and binders, for example, can easily house school and project papers. As with an adult, I would encourage a mixture of solutions. Teach your children how getting organized really is creative and they’ll pass these skills on to their kids. Getting organized—the gift that keeps on giving!

Establish rules for when homework and chores in the home are to be done. For example, do you have a studious child who likes to get homework out of the way the minute he or she gets home? Or is your child athletic with a need to blow off some physical steam right after school? You can’t mandate personality. You can create schedules that are productive and harness those natural tendencies.
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My mother had a pet peeve that drove me crazy as a kid. Now I see what she was trying to teach me. My mother checked my homework. It had to be done correctly, but it also had to look good. My writing had to be neat. The paper had to be clean. My mother was teaching me to have respect for the physical objects in my life, for the way I presented myself, and for the recipient.

When your children bring home notes for you from teachers, school flyers, homework assignments, or whatever you can add to this list, has it been stuffed into their backpacks and turned into trash? Give them a zippered pouch (all stationary stores have them) and teach them to put everything here as they acquire it during the school day. At night, you can sort those papers together.

As your children get older, they can be responsible for putting the papers they have gathered into a file with their name on it. Have a small portable file container in the entry or on the kitchen counter. Wherever your children first enter the home is where these files should be. In this case use special files with accordion sides so no slips of paper can go astray. You might even give each child a separate file color to make the folder more enticing to use.

In the evening after dinner, take a minute to check what’s there. It’s a great way to stay on top of a child’s schedule and what is being requested of you from school. The container can be a simple plastic version from Staples or a beautiful leather version from an entity such as www.seejanework.com. Do a little product research using the “Resources” section in the back of this book. Choose something functional, sturdy, and attractive.

Put anything you need to sign back into the zippered pouch. Put that into the backpack. Finally, remember to periodically check your child’s schoolbag or backpack. You want to be sure he or she is being thorough!



You may also need to factor in elements that may apply only to one child. Does your child have ADD or ADHD? Is he physically handicapped? Do allergies plague him? Whatever the special challenges, get help and tailor your children’s routine to their abilities.

Growing up in New York, we called Barbara Corcoran the “female Donald Trump” because she was a true real estate mogul. She is also the author of one of the funniest and wisest books on growing up in an organized household. It’s called: If You Don’t Have Big Breasts, Put Ribbons on Your Pigtails: And Other Lessons I Learned from My Mom. Barbara’s mom ran a tight ship. But then you have to if you’re raising ten kids! In every chapter, Barbara tells funny stories about her childhood and her rise in the real estate world. Each chapter closes with how she took her mother’s skills as a mom and used those principles in business, obviously with great success.
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If you’ve been reading these suggestions and thinking that they wouldn’t fly in your house, ask yourself when you decided to let your children run the show and what you get out of that experience. Children and animals want someone to be in charge. They crave order and discipline because those are manifestations of being loved. You won’t lose your children’s love if you impose rules. You’ll be gaining their respect.


WEEK THREE

Get Your Kids to Stay Organized

This week, you can

• Choose some chores: the lifeblood of household maintenance

Time required: Sixty to ninety minutes to create a system and a chore chart.

IT’S ONE THING TO ORGANIZE A ROOM. It’s another to maintain it—especially when it’s your children’s room. Help your family continuously keep the goal in mind. Guess what? The maintenance required to stay organized is really a series of chores. Here are my suggestions for children’s chores and routines. Look them over and use whatever is right for the children in your home.

BEDROOM

Make the bed every morning. Even a young child can smooth a sheet and toss the comforter over a pillow. No military corners required!

Put away all toys and media. Your child’s room is not a war zone. At the end of the day it has to be picked up. Chaos in your environment makes it more difficult to sleep well, think clearly, and function in an organized manner.

Put dirty clothes in the hamper, not the floor!

Children can learn how to do laundry and put it away. At your favorite organizing store, you will find a “folding board.” It will help you and your children learn to fold like pros.

Older children can vacuum.

BATHROOM

If your children have their own bathroom, as they get older they need to keep it stocked with items such as toothpaste, shampoo, and toilet paper. You need a central storage area to serve as the source.

Every time they leave the bathroom, the counter should be wiped off and towels refolded. The floor is not a storage facility.

KITCHEN

Meals present several chore possibilities: Put away groceries; make dinner or help with prep; set the table and then clear it; wash the dishes and then put them away.

MISCELLANEOUS

Water the plants.

Empty the trash from all receptacles in the home.

If you have a pet, he needs fresh water and food every day. Birdcages need to be cleaned. Dogs need to go for a walk and their poop has to be picked up. Every pet has its own special maintenance routine.

Do you have a back yard? Older children can cut the grass.

DR. TAYLOR’S CHORE GUIDE FOR CHILDREN

When is a child old enough to do chores? I have met many wonderful mothers over the years. One, however, stands out. My client, Dr. Taylor, is an obstetrician/gynecologist with a large practice, and she and her husband are the hands-on, loving parents of seven. I worked at this home over the course of one summer. My client and I talked many times about the importance of chores. Her children have chores starting at eighteen months! I thought you might like to see how Dr. Taylor teaches home management and self-reliance to her children. As she said to me, “By the time my children are eighteen, they can run a home, manage their finances, and take care of themselves.” How many parents can say that?

Eighteen months old: Give your children a squirt bottle of water and let them wipe surfaces in the kitchen at their eye level. The lower half of your refrigerator will get very clean!

Three years old: Children can learn to pick up items in their room and return everything to its proper place. Gradually, they can start to pick up all the rooms in the home.

Five years old: As they get older, children gain coordination and strength. Their chores can therefore increase in difficulty. Around this age, teach them how to vacuum, dust, and straighten a room.

Eight years old: Full kitchen duty is now assumed. This includes the following chores: wash dirty dishes, load and then empty the dishwasher; put clean dishes away; put food away when groceries come into the house; clean all surfaces, sinks, and the floor.

Twelve years old: At this age, children learn how to do laundry for the family, including sorting, washing, folding, and putting it away.

Fourteen years old: Now they learn how to create menus, manage a food budget, and cook the family evening meal.

Sixteen years old: At this age, they are ready to do the family grocery shopping, as well as shop for their personal wardrobe.
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Are mistakes made? You bet! However, as Dr. Taylor shared, ruined clothes, a bare pantry, and dreadful meals were great teachers. “Chores are a responsibility for all people living in the household. If the children needed money, they had to work for it. I hired them to do extra household chores. As they got older, they could work for me or my husband.” I was touched to learn that each child was required to tithe 10% of these extra funds to charity.

Has Dr. Taylor inspired you to integrate chores into your household routine?

ENFORCING ROUTINES

After you have your list, you’ll need to enforce it. The best-run homes employ a strategy dividing chores into two categories: those required as a contributing member of the family versus those that help a child earn a little extra money. You’ll need to create a personal solution that takes into account the following elements: the number of children, how many chores you have to assign, and of course, the amount of money you have to dispense.

Money isn’t the only reward you can offer. Most children are motivated by privileges. Let your child earn special time alone with mom or dad. Maybe a Saturday at the zoo without little brother? I remember earning horseback riding lessons, movie passes, record albums, and tickets to the theater when I was in school. Rewards need not be given after each chore is completed. Develop a rating or point system so that consistency of performance is established.

When children are little, many parents use a chore chart and display it prominently as a way to motivate. They use stickers and stars to note chores completed. You could also use a blackboard and use hatch marks to keep tabs. Perhaps you can even foster a little healthy competition to see who earns the most rewards first? If you go that route, handle that element with care. Competition can be inspiring; comparisons are demeaning.

If there is a reward for performing one’s chores, there must also be consequences when the work isn’t done. The loss of highly prized privileges is probably your best source of motivation. In today’s world, the easy punishment is loss of media privileges: no TV, no music, no video games. And who hasn’t regretted his actions when he hears those immortal words: “You’re grounded!”

The loss needs to be commensurate with the negligence. Remember that this isn’t really about punishment. It’s about teaching cause and effect. We all suffer consequences as adults when we do not deliver what we have promised or been paid for. How else will a child learn these concepts?


[image: image] A lot of modern families live like tenants in a rooming house. There is so much attention paid to individual schedules and achievements that any kind of family life vanishes. Even if it’s only Sunday dinner, be sure you put family time on your calendar!



Most of this year you will be working on projects that make your physical space more organized. September is tricky. Now more than any other time you will be directly drawing in the members of your family to carry their fair share.

At the beginning of the year you’re asking to have your work respected. Now you’re saying, “You too have to learn how to do this.” If you started in January, you have already been a remarkable teacher, example, and mentor—what every good parent hopes to be!


WEEK FOUR

Handle Obligations

This week, you can

• Learn how and when to volunteer

• Learn step-by-step tips for successful projects

Time required: Sixty to ninety minutes for journal work.

VOLUNTEERING IS A GREAT WAY TO play a more active role at your children’s school. Inside or outside the school environment, it has a wonderful extra benefit—your children see you extend yourself on behalf of others. They experience the true meaning of community. It’s win/win for everyone involved.

Most of the time.

Some people should hold off on volunteering because they are overextended. There are those who use being a volunteer as another way to demonstrate how busy they are and by extension how important.

This week we’re going to look at how to decide whether you can take on a project and how to make it work if you do.

HOW TO HANDLE A VOLUNTEERING REQUEST

At the start of our journey, I told you that the whole of anything is overwhelming. You get control over a task when you break it down into smaller increments that you deal with one at a time. All year we’ve been doing just that as we brought physical order to the various rooms in our homes. Now we’re moving from the world of the physical to the world of projects and homework.

Let’s say you are asked to organize a fund-raising event for your child’s school. Your knee-jerk reaction is to say “yes.” You want to be helpful and involved. As the details come in, you try to handle them. You start to feel pressured and overwhelmed. You were promised help but no one steps forward. Everyone knows they don’t have to because you are responsible. You start to burn the midnight oil. You hate yourself for agreeing to do this. You hate the school and everyone on the committee. Finally, the day of the event arrives. It passes in a whirl and then it’s finished. You are hailed as a great parent who saved the day. Does this sound at all familiar? Let’s replay this event with a little Zen Organizing magic, shall we?

Step one: Thank the representative of the school who requests your help. If you are truly and sincerely interested in helping out, say that you need to find out all the particulars before you commit yourself. If you are not remotely interested and want to run screaming from the room, politely decline. Remember that you don’t owe anyone an explanation when they make a request of your time. “Yes” or “no” with a warm smile is all that is required.

Step two: The particulars are the basic facts of the operation: the date, the budget, the committee, and the goal. I would want as much information about past events as possible. Were they successful? Why? What worked? If they were not successful, have someone spell out exactly why and how they missed the mark.

Step three: Having a committee is vital. However, it can’t be just a collection of bodies. It must be populated by members who have the time to produce the results you need. You are the captain of the team, not the troops. Are any of your volunteers experienced? For example, do they do PR for a living or have they been the go-to person for PR at all school events?

Step four: You say “yes.” Now you need to break the event into the steps that will produce the result you are seeking. This list is your action plan. Leave nothing to the imagination. The world will always toss in a monkey wrench, no matter how organized you are. If you don’t understand what you are faced with in terms of detail, everything becomes a monkey wrench.

Step five: Your list of steps should be put into chronological order. Now you know when the event is and what it will take to make it happen. Counting backward from the event, schedule every single step in your day planner. Assign committee members to handle each detail. Give yourself wiggle room for delivery of the biggest components, just in case.

BREAK EVERYTHING DOWN INTO STEPS

The time comes when you hear a request and you automatically start to break things down in your head. Let me give you an example. When Molly had to have a science project for her fifth grade class, the first thing her mom, Susie, had her do was research. What were the possible projects? Which interested her the most? Which ones did she feel most confident tackling? After she chose the experiment, Susie and Molly sat down and broke the project into sections. Each one had a target completion date marked on a big calendar.

Each section was then further broken down into the steps that would make it happen. Susie, like me, loves this kind of planning. She also created checklists to keep Molly on track. I am delighted to report that Miss Molly received the highest mark possible for her project. If you can teach your children how to break homework assignments into their components, you will be giving them a gift they can use throughout their lives.

Your assignment this week is to take a project you have due this fall and handle it in this way. Break it down into steps. Schedule deadlines on the road toward the due date. Ask your team members for help, if you need it. If you are without a team, I bet you have an organized friend who could help you. Learning how to tackle simple projects will help you achieve all your goals. A goal is really a project! It has components and due dates. You can achieve it after you take it out of the realm of wishful thinking.
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GUIDED IMAGERY

You can put one more tool into your Zen Organizer arsenal: guided imagery. We’ve been working all year with positive affirmations. Positive actions will be sabotaged by negative thoughts. Our affirmations are the antidote. Guided imagery is another way to reprogram yourself. Although you can find many sources of books and tapes on guided imagery, I’d have to say that Belleruth Naparstek stands head and shoulders above everyone else in the field. She has tapes for all areas of life. I hope you’ll check out her work and consider one that feels tailored to your needs. Her Web site is in the “Resources” section at the end of the book.



When you understand the simple concept of breaking the entire project down and then working the Magic Formula (eliminate, categorize, organize), nothing can stop you. Your fears may rise up and you’ll find yourself suddenly stuck in a drama or feeling overextended. We can sabotage ourselves in lots of ways. Recognize your fears and then breathe your way through them. Remind yourself it’s just one step at a time. See the end result in your mind. Repeat your affirmation. Reprogram yourself for success!


SEPTEMBER SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Use journal exercises to investigate your school experience to see how it affects you today.

Uncover your destructive thought patterns.

Make a plan for positive change this fall.

WEEK TWO

Organize your child’s room and bath.

WEEK THREE

Create chores and consider consequences.

WEEK FOUR

Revisit the concepts of time and goal setting as they apply to the busy school and holiday season.

Meet with the Zen Organizers to compare notes.

Learn how to break projects into their components.

Reprogram yourself for success.

Consider the power of guided imagery.

BONUS TIP

At the end of September, it’s wise to start thinking ahead to the holidays. Where do you want to celebrate them? If it’s with loved ones who live far away, make your travel reservations now. If you are staying home and want to show off your newly organized space, we’ll be using the Magic Formula to get a better grasp of worry-free, stress-free entertaining and decorating during November and December. Don’t forget to check your finances so you’ll know your budget as we enter the last phase of our year together. This holiday season your celebration will be based on reality, not the pull of emotion. The great thing about numbers is that they never lie. Start crunching them now!

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

As I move into the busy fall season, I embrace the challenges before me. I see myself successful in all my endeavors. I guide my family by example. I give thanks for the opportunities before me.


10. OCTOBER

Relaxing in the Common Rooms

Holy Mother of God!

–SATURDAY NIGHT LIVE SKIT

A FEW YEARS AGO, I WAS TRAINING A new assistant, Lynn, and took her with me to a first-time client’s home. As it turned out this was not an ordinary session. This was baptism by fire!

When we walked into the house, I had a hard time not reacting outwardly. I prayed that Lynn would take her cue from me. Bless her, she did. She told me later that a character in a recurring Saturday Night Live skit would walk into a room and exclaim, “Holy Mother of God!” She said she had to swallow those words as they leapt into her throat the minute we entered the house.

This situation was close to the worst I had ever seen. The living room looked like a bomb had gone off. There wasn’t a clear space anywhere. Unpacked boxes from the last move were stacked in the kitchen area. They were being used as makeshift tables. Stacks of magazines, newspapers, and unopened mail languished on the tops. You had to walk around the boxes to make your way inside.

We guessed the kitchen hadn’t been cleaned since the last tenant moved out. Children’s toys were everywhere, and I mean that literally. I couldn’t single out anything because it was an overwhelming jumble. It didn’t look like a collection of toys. It all looked like debris. The hall closet was spacious but emitted a strong odor. I opened the door and knew instantly: They had mold!

As we walked through the home, chaotic energy swirled around our heads. The beds weren’t made. The closets held more than clothing; they were like big storage bins. There was so much clothing it poured out of the dresser drawers. In fact you had to step over it as you walked around the bedroom. Suitcases from the last trip were scattered about and were now being used as adjunct dressers. Folding and organizing are great, but it was clear that more clothing was here than the space could accommodate. The bathroom, too, had a product explosion that looked like they had hit dollar day at the local drugstore. In each room, the mess reared its head. It was overwhelming.

We assured the family that their home was average. “I’ve seen this situation many times,” I said. In truth I had not, but adding shame to the mix would have prevented any progress.

The wife shared with me that while being organized had never been her strong suit, things had become out of control after the recent birth of her third child. That day, we strove to make a difference. We dove into the master suite, the playroom, the living room, and the kitchen, working like demons over an eight-hour period. Our goal was to uplift the household’s day-to-day experience.

The point of this story is a simple one: What reaction do people have when they enter your home? We want family members to be proud of their home. We want guests to feel welcome the minute they cross the threshold. The sweetest time of the year is upon us—the world celebrates one holiday after another from October to the end of the year. Let’s get ready to join in by having a home that is a celebration of life 365 days a year.

HABIT OF THE MONTH

Here are some ideas that can be assigned to all family members this month. The family room gets used every day and the chores it provides create habits that go far beyond the simple actions they represent. They ingrain the habit of completion.

If an afghan or throw blanket gets used, it will be folded when the user is finished.

When a toy is taken out, it is put back when playtime ends.

If a board game is taken out, the pieces are gathered when it’s time to put the game away.

What will you add to my suggestions?


WEEK ONE

Home Questions

This week, you can

• Take a tour of the rooms you share with others

• Make a quick diagnosis of the story these common rooms tell friends and family

• Develop specific goals for each room

Time required: Thirty to ninety minutes, depending on the size of your home, the condition of the rooms, and how many people live there.

THIS FIRST WEEK, TRY SEEING YOUR home’s common rooms through new eyes. Begin by leaving the house: Take a short walk around the block, hang out in your backyard and toss the ball with your dog, or drive to the store to get some milk. When you come back home, walk in and pretend you’re somewhere you’ve never been before. Walk first into the dining room, next into the living room, and finally into the family room. Look around and take it all in.

Now sit quietly for a few minutes in each room and answer the following questions in your journal. When you are finished in one room, move to the next room and begin again.

1. What is your first impression of this room? Are the people who live here tidy? Do you think they do much entertaining?

2. Does the room feel infused with energy or is it lifeless? Does it feel loved and used or abandoned like a movie set?

3. Do you find the room invites you to stay or do you feel like you want to run away? Is there a comfortable place to sit?

4. Is the room cluttered? If your answer is “yes,” what gives you that feeling? Are there too many decorative items? Too many photos? Do you see piles everywhere? Perhaps the room is filled with too much furniture. Be specific.

5. Is no one picking up the room or do you think storage is inadequate?

6. What would you like to add, subtract, or do in this room to get it ready for the busy holiday season to come?

7. How would you like to see the room used? Be specific. For example, something like “I want the family room to be a place where we can crash and be comfortable” is a bit nebulous. You might say, “While the rest of the family is watching a football game, I’d like to have an area to scrapbook.” Or if you want space for small children to play alongside space that adults can enjoy too, that requires a different set of solutions, doesn’t it?

You may think this exercise sounds silly, but I assure you, you have done part of it many times before! Every time the phone rings and a friend or family member asks whether he or she can come right over, I bet you tear through the house seeing it with fresh eyes, don’t you? Maybe you were sitting in a comfortable chair enjoying the Sunday paper when the call came. Now you see that your comfort zone is really a bit chaotic with newspaper sections strewn about your chair. You start picking up in a race with time. This exercise just builds on that common experience.

Take a few minutes after you write in your journal to reflect on your responses. You might check your dream board to see what images you chose for these areas. Let this week be about developing the mental blueprint for what you are going to create. Savor these ideas. This is not a homework assignment. If you feel pressure, you aren’t doing it right!

This is another month that requires a little more elbow grease than others, but the rewards will be long term and, for some of you, astonishing. Spontaneous guests will no longer strike fear in your heart. You’ll greet anyone who shows up at your door with ease. Remember that regular family Sunday dinner I suggested you schedule last month? Now you won’t have to clear off the dining room table. It will always be waiting to serve you! And if you notice the family gathering more often and having more fun in the family room, well, that’s what it was designed for! Let’s get started, shall we? The holidays are around the corner and we want to be ready to party.


WEEK TWO

Has Anyone Seen the Dining Room Table?

This week, you can

• Declutter your dining room table

• Create a room that is inviting as well as organized

• Find creative ways to enjoy the dining room if your dinner party days are over

Time required: Two to five hours, depending on your situation.

IF YOU HAVE BEEN FOLLOWING THE program from the beginning, I have a wonderful surprise for you: Your dining room should snap to attention with very little work. Why? Because your kitchen works in concert with this room and, by now, it’s already organized. In addition, your dining room table should be paper-free because you’ve already organized your home office. However, if you are jumping into organizing at this point, let’s try to make some dramatic progress. I presume your dining room table is buried under paper, children’s homework, or your craft projects. Here are fifteen easy steps to a beautiful, inviting dining room.

1. If you have a home office, your papers need to be boxed up and taken there. Rather than tossing everything into boxes with wild abandon, however, I want you to quickly look through each pile before it gets packed. Why? Because I would bet money that there are outdated items here you simply do not need. Here’s a primer of items that can be tossed immediately: old newspapers and magazines; invitations to parties that you missed; flyers for sales that have passed; catalogues from companies that keep you regularly supplied; children’s art projects (you can’t save them all!); and junk mail. Try a quick fifteen-minute elimination round!

2. If you have no room dedicated as a home office, take these boxes to the room that functions as a part-time office. For most people, that’s the guest room. Or perhaps you have a kitchen nook designed as a work area. Those spaces usually have one file drawer. On the other hand, if you live in a tiny apartment with no office area whatsoever, I suggest you purchase a few decorative file boxes in wicker, rattan, or leather. They will blend into your décor and be functional. For now, tuck the boxes of miscellaneous paper into a corner. Don’t put them into the back of a closet where they will be forgotten.

3. In today’s world, everyone is so frantically busy that an evening meal as a family unit has become a rarity. If you can’t sit at this table every night as a family due to conflicting schedules, do plan on at least one meal a week. This is a wonderful tradition that gives everyone a chance to stay current with all the members of the family. For example, in many Italian homes, Sunday dinner has a set menu and starts at an established time. I also think inviting friends over for dinner is a capital idea. It fills the dining room with energy. What’s the point of having a room that gets used once a year and is otherwise a dump site?

4. In addition to a table and chairs, most dining rooms have a sideboard or hutch. Here decorative serving items are displayed and stored. When it comes time to celebrate Thanksgiving dinner, you know where to find everything. Or do you? Clean out these drawers or cupboards of any extraneous items that may have settled here.

5. Be sure that your good dishes, silverware (wrap in special cloth to prevent tarnishing), decorative pieces, cloth napkins, and such are housed in the sideboard or hutch. See whether you can use some decorative or serving pieces in an artful display.

6. If items in the dining room belong in other rooms, now is the perfect time to return them. Did you leave a sweater here that belongs in your closet? Is the floor littered with toys that belong in your child’s room or the family room? You get the idea.

7. If the room appears bare and you have an overcrowded living or family room, why not see whether something could successfully migrate here?

8. If you have a special collection you’d like to display, would a curio cabinet fit in this room? This is a good time to say a word about collections. No matter how beautiful, rare, or expensive your collection is, remember that less is more. The eye can take in five or six beautiful objects; after that it starts to feel like browsing through a shop. Rotate what’s on display. People will think you redecorated.

9. Sometimes you get a bonus and the dining room has a closet. This is the ideal place to hang linens after they are cleaned. As with your clothes closet, remove the cleaner’s plastic bags and, if necessary, store the linens in canvas.

10. If your dining room has a closet, check to see whether there is room to add an extra shelf. If your kitchen is overcrowded and you have no garage, the turkey roaster might just find a home up there! Perhaps you use your grandmother’s dishes for holidays while your spouse’s heirloom dishes are kept for sentimental value only. Store them in padded holders made for this purpose. They too might live on that top shelf.

11. Take a look at the room itself. Is it time to freshen the window coverings? Do you need to hang something on the walls or perhaps replace what has been there since Noah built the Ark? I often find that people neglect to update their dining rooms.

12. Color is a wonderful tool to bring new life to any room. Red stimulates the senses. If the idea of a red dining room strikes fear in your heart, what about one red wall?

13. If you have never been a candle person, try some scented ones in this room. Citrus stimulates the appetite. You can also burn dessert scented candles. Fresh apple pie may not be on the menu, but your family and guests will believe it is!

14. Consider a pretty vase in the center of the table with fresh flowers each week. Supermarket chains carry inexpensive bouquets that put fresh flowers within everyone’s reach. Or support your local farmer’s market.

15. If you have a green thumb and there’s a window, put some dramatic plants in this room. If you feel you have a black thumb, trust me, there is no such thing. Go to a nursery and describe the lighting the room gets. You’ll be directed to the plants that will thrive in this atmosphere.

By completing these steps, you will have created a dining room that is inviting and ready to serve your family and friends at a moment’s notice. I hope the Zen Organizers will have even more fun in this room the next time you gather!

DO I HAVE TO ENTERTAIN?

Everyone’s life is different, and every life has stages. When it comes to organizing or celebrating holidays, one size doesn’t fit all. If your dining room is gathering dust, let’s consider a few alternative ways to use this room.

If you have been hosting holiday dinners and throwing parties for decades, you can officially retire. Pass the torch—and grandma’s china. Do you have a hobby? Perhaps you long to scrapbook here. No law says you can’t turn your hutch or sideboard into storage for your hobby supplies.

If you are the mother of young ones and they have no place to do their homework, by all means, use this table. Perhaps you can use a storage container with multiple drawers to house some of their supplies. If you have that closet, you can wheel the unit in and out at will. If not, tuck it into a corner. Table pads, which protect the wood, are a wonderful investment. Simply place a vinyl tablecloth over them.

You need to assess your needs and your dreams and use the space accordingly. Just remember that no matter what creative use you have invented for your dining room, it can be tidy and inviting. It should also be easy to convert it to family meal time if you need to. Organizing gives you options and should open the world of possibilities. It shouldn’t lock you into what everyone else is doing.


WEEK THREE

Put Some Life in Your Living Room

This week, you can

• Clear the clutter and put life back in the living room

• Learn what to store in this room

• Declutter your piano

Time required: Varies.

WHEN I WAS GROWING UP IN BROOKlyn, our living room was rarely used. In time, I realized that this didn’t pertain just to our house. If I visited a friend, everyone relaxed in the furnished basement. If that didn’t exist, we sat around the dining room table over coffee to chat. The living room would be decorated with the best a family could afford, but the family hardly ever used it. Lots of things were saved for special occasions.

Our living room was dear to my mother’s heart. She selected every piece of furniture with care and displayed many of her antiques. Behind the long couch, however, was a small area that was hidden from view. The family’s record player was there along with a tape recorder and my record collection. I would come home from school and sing my heart out for about an hour before I did my homework. This hidden area was where I dreamed about my future.

I was the only one in my family who regularly entered this room. It was misnamed, as most living rooms were. They should have been called “the frozen room.” My mother actually had plastic flowers in a vase. Can you imagine? She kept them covered with a piece of plastic so they wouldn’t get dirty. Now, there’s nothing wrong with having a more formal space in your house, but if you have a room stuck in the deep freeze, let’s thaw it. Next month you can enjoy the fruits of your labors with a holiday party. If you happen to have anything covered in plastic, start there. Ditch it!

1. If you have a formal living room and use it for entertaining, do you like the way the room looks? If the décor bothers you, can you do any quick fixes until you have the funds to redecorate? Remember that a coat of fresh paint or one dramatic wall, a few green plants, and some new artwork on the walls will transform any room. Perhaps it’s a simple fix like sending the rug out to be cleaned. Even new toss pillows on the couch will make visitors think you did some serious redecorating!


[image: image]

NEVER GET DISORGANIZED AGAIN!

My dear friend and frequent assistant, Lynn Hernandez, is very organized. Lynn once demonstrated something that I teach my clients and students: the secret of being organized is having a good system.

Tidying up is different than getting organized. If I tidy a room, I’ll have to do it often because there is no rhyme or reason to where I put things to make the room appear welcoming. When clients lament to me that they are always getting organized because it doesn’t last more than two weeks, I know instantly that they have simply tidied up. Your grandmother was right: There should be a place for everything and everything must be in its place. The next time you need it, you’ll know just where to look. In other words, create a system!

One day I stopped by Lynn’s house before we were to go out. The night before, her three teenage children had entertained friends, and as a result the living room/family room looked like a bomb went off. While I freshened up in the bathroom, Lynn said she would straighten up the room. I said nothing but thought, “Good luck!” Well, believe it or not, less than ten minutes later that room could have been photographed for a magazine. How? She knew where every displaced item in that room belonged. I was impressed and then said to myself, “Here is what I teach being put to work!” And work it does. You will tweak your system over time as circumstances change, but a good system will always make life easier. That’s my money-back guarantee!



2. If you have a piano, be careful not to have clutter on top. Once again, too many photos or too many decorative items and the eye can’t focus. If you have a lot, divide them into categories and rotate them with the change in seasons. Organize your sheet music and keep it in the piano bench.

3. Often formal living rooms have storage areas that don’t get used. Is this the case with your home? When we organize the family room, you may be in need of storage for less frequently used items. Perhaps they can migrate here because these rooms are usually fairly close together. Cupboards, for example, can hold board games you want to hold onto but rarely use now that the kids are gone. The Container Store has permanent game boxes to house your collection once the cardboard starts to crumble. This is especially useful because it’s best to store games on their side rather than stacked. You simply pull out the game you want rather than tackling an entire stack. If the kids are still home, it’s much easier for them to help themselves and then restore order.

4. You might want to have a shelf on a bookcase devoted to photo albums you have completed. If you need to leave your guests for a bit, they can get to know your family better by looking at an old album. Now that you’ve taken the time to scrapbook or put your photos in albums, why not share them with others?

5. Perhaps you can fill a cupboard or some drawers with your overflow candles. You might even want to store less frequently used sheet music in one of these cupboards. Take a few minutes to sort it by category so that in the middle of a party, you can easily come up with the song you need.

I’m not suggesting that the living room be a secret dumping ground for clutter you can’t part with! I am suggesting that storage in any home should not be wasted. This room is related to the dining room and the family room. Guests usually relax here before and after a meal. It seems the appropriate place to house overflow items from these other rooms. What will you store in your living room?


WEEK FOUR

The Family Room

This week, you can

• Make the family room more fun to be in

• Share the fun; get a chore!

• Learn how to organize the most common items stored in the family room, including family photos, media collections, and books

Time required: Four to six hours to organize; one to two hours to shop for supplies, if you need them.

IT’S IMPORTANT TO HAVE A ROOM where everyone can kick back and enjoy the TV, play games, watch a favorite movie, or listen to some music. I also think it’s great to have a space where children don’t have to be worried that one spill will cause mom to explode. Formal entertaining is reserved for the living room. The family gathers here.

With that said, furniture in this room should be treated for easy cleanup and stain protection. The coffee table and worktable in this room should either be treated or have the tops covered to prevent damage. If you can, have easy-to-wipe-off surfaces instead of wood.

The freedom to enjoy, however, comes with a price. And that is the need for maintenance. Mom frequently becomes the sheriff who polices the mess in this room, but no one over the age of two should walk out of this room without having a hand in restoring order! Remind your family of these rules: If you take a toy out to play with it, return it. If you open the doors to a cupboard, pull open a drawer, or take the lid off a storage unit to get something, close it before you leave. If you brought something here from another room, return it when you’re done. You get the idea. If you have a large family, responsibility for this room can rotate on a monthly or weekly basis.

IS THE ROOM FUNCTIONAL?

When you wrote about this room earlier this month in your journal, were you happy with it? What can you do to make it a more inviting space? This room takes a lot of wear and tear. With your goals in mind, the following tips should get you on the road to fulfillment.

Are some items ready to be trashed or donated? Let’s remove them.

Would you like to see some items in other locations? Take them there now. As an example, perhaps you want your children to do their homework in their rooms and you see notebooks left scattered in the family room. Or maybe you were paying bills here instead of your home office and you see those papers were left on the coffee table. You may also see mundane items such as glasses, cups, and plates that need to be returned to the kitchen.

Now that the room is less crowded, let’s survey it again. After you fold the afghans and plump the pillows, close the cupboard and cabinet doors, and empty the trash can, is the room the way you’d like to see it? If the culprit is a need to redecorate, make a wish list and check your budget to see when you can replace items. For example, does the room need a fresh coat of paint or a new sofa? If you’re going to scrapbook here, do you have a worktable for that purpose? Is the trash can adequate for the room? Draw up your design plan and divide it into two groups: the items you can purchase immediately versus the things you’ll do in the future as funds allow.

I recently worked with a woman who showed me a great table for scrapbooking that was stored in her guesthouse. When her husband saw that we had brought it into her office, he wasn’t happy. “It’s so ugly!” he said. I assured him that it could be revived. Sometimes a high-quality furniture polish will do the trick. Or you might want to sand it down and paint it a festive color. Since this was in her private home office and out of sight, it would also be easy to simply have a piece of glass cut to fit the top. Look at old furniture in a different light. A new slipcover will revive a couch that is in good condition but stained or faded. You may not need to purchase new furniture after all.

DISPLAYING PHOTOS

Another big chaos culprit in family rooms is a glut of photos on display. If your children are in college, ten photos of them as toddlers will be of interest only to you! Take those photos out of their frames and store them in an album. Put your current life on prominent display. Remember: Less is more in this situation. If you have a lot of photos framed, rotate them.

Teens often complain to me about photos of themselves that their parents have prominently placed in the family’s common rooms. A word to the wise: If your child struggled with weight or acne and is now slim with alabaster skin, he or she doesn’t want the photos of a painful past on display for their friends, dates, or anyone else visiting the home to see. Be sensitive to these unspoken issues.

ORGANIZING SOLUTIONS

Let’s look at some organizing solutions and products that will help out the family room.

Collections

CDs, DVDs, records, cassettes, and VHS tapes can take over your life. Here are some common solutions. Use one, all, or a combination depending on your needs and the number of people in your family.

If you have cupboards with deep drawers, you can purchase inserts to store your collections in an orderly fashion. These holders are usually in acrylic and lay flat. You put your VHS tape or disc in a slot to keep it in place. If you want, you could also have a carpenter put in custom-designed slots in wood.

If you are willing to part with your jewel cases or store them in the garage or attic, purchase binders and special inserts to hold the discs. This is an incredible space saver! Break your collections down into categories and store individual binders on a shelf or outside this room if it’s crowded. If your son is an avid gamer, for example, he can keep his album in his room. If you and your spouse enjoy music that drives your teenagers up the wall, you can store your music in the master suite. If you have a CD player in your bedroom, you can enjoy your music without comment.

There are also towers for CDs and DVDs. I’ve seen some that mount on the wall. You might want something whimsical that fits in with the décor of the room. Or you might want to store them by category on the shelves of a bookcase. You can get inexpensive bookcases at stores such as IKEA or the local home store. If you like, add a coat of paint. They may not be fine furniture, but who can tell when they are filled with media?

Hardly anyone plays records or cassettes anymore. Transfer your all-time favorites to CD and donate the rest. Did you know that they make special display frames for record albums? You might want to display that Beatles album you got when it first came out. That’s a great example of something that will be a conversation piece for all music lovers. What’s your favorite album?

If you do store your albums, purchase special record boxes. And don’t place heavy items on top. You run the risk of warping your treasures.

Everyone in the family needs to sit down and go through their personal entertainment/media collection. The goal is to eliminate the items they no longer enjoy. Donate these to a charity. Or you can go to www.cashforcds.com if you’d like to make some money to replenish your favorite category.

As everyone weeds out their collection to get down to what is really listened to or viewed, divide what you are keeping by type. This is the best way to store multiple items in rapidly expanding categories rather than organizing them by strict alphabetical order. Here’s an example of categories: divide movies into action, comedy, and drama rather than lumping them all into one huge alphabetical grouping of every movie you own. (You’ll notice I did alphabetize my categories!) After you cull and sort, you’re ready to decide how to store. Do you need drawer inserts, binders, bookcases, containers, or another type of holder? Add these items to your shopping list.

Books

So many books, so little time. If you have a large collection of books, be sure you pull some for charity or donation to your local library. Yes, I know. Books are like children or old friends. But some need to be passed on to others. For example, your high school and college textbooks need to go. If you have paperbacks that are mysteries or self-help (once you know who did it and how to fix it, let someone else enjoy the process), let them go to a charity or retirement home.

Perhaps you once enjoyed a hobby that no longer interests you. Give those books away and make room for the hobby that has captured your fancy today. You get the idea. Your first task is to whittle down your collection. As you’re doing that, you can start creating your categories: biographies, novels, self-help, and special interest, for example. Next, we’ll talk about organizing your book categories. The Magic Formula comes to our rescue again, as it has throughout this book.

Keep in mind that your entire book collection doesn’t have to be housed in a single room. Your book categories can be placed in specific and special places around your home. I used to keep my spiritual books in my bedroom. After I redecorated last winter, that bookcase moved to my office. Now those books live there along with the ones that relate to business or my profession. My office is in my home and neither my FedEx guy nor my best friend enters it. It’s my sanctuary. What books would you put in your sanctuary?

Next to my love seat in the living room, I have the current books I want to read. They sit on a side table and I use bookends to keep them upright. As I finish each one, I decide if it’s going to stay with me or be passed on to a friend or charity. When I had a house, I kept novels in the guest room and coffee table books in the living room.

Keep a selection of general favorites in the family room. Cookbooks belong in the kitchen. Let little ones have books of their own in their rooms. I hope you read to them each night. Consider the size and scope of your collection as well as the size of your living space and divide your books accordingly.

After you distribute your “whittled down to the gold” collection, you may find you need some bookcases. Portable bookcases that fold open (the shelves drop down) are great for small collections in tight spaces. Whatever style décor you have and whatever your budget, the perfect bookcase is waiting for you!

In your quest, don’t ignore the world of bookends because they are invaluable. There are fun ones, ornate ones, ones for children, and utilitarian ones that do the job and offer no beauty. Again, match your bookends to the décor in your room. Nothing looks sloppier than books falling all over a shelf. Try not to line them up like soldiers. Instead, have a row lined up on one shelf and on the others try different visual designs. You might have a stack on the left side of the shelf and on the next, a straight line of books held to attention with bookends. The next shelf up could reverse the pattern, and so on. Artful placement is part of your décor.

Magazines, Catalogs, and Newspapers

I want to give you a present. It’s worth the price of this book. Will you accept it? Here it comes: You do not have to save every magazine and newspaper that comes into your home. You do not have to hold onto these items because something important might be in there! You don’t have to feel guilty when they hit the recycle pile. There, I said it. Now you have to believe me.

Here are some tips to help you keep these items under control so that they don’t turn into a burden or, worse, a reason to feel guilty:

• If you have a constant pile of magazines, odds are that it’s time to cancel some of those subscriptions. Look at each issue in the store and, if you see an article you must read, buy that one issue.

• Check to see whether your magazine has a Web site. Sometimes you can read the articles online. The issue might be a month after publication, but I doubt that matters.

• Neatly clip out what you need from your present collection. File the articles where you will be able to find them. After all, since last March you’ve had a working file system, right? Remember that the latest information on any topic is available on the Internet. Be sure you need the specific information in any article you’ve cut out. I bet you will find you don’t!

• If you must save magazines, don’t keep more than one year’s worth. I hold onto my issues for two months. At that point I toss the issue even if I haven’t read it. Choose some magazine holders that work with your décor. When the new issue arrives, the oldest has to be pitched.

• Get a separate holder for catalogs. Be sure it has handles that will hold your collection upright. When anything gets into a stack, it’s a pile and you can forget about finding what you need.

• Did you see gift ideas for family and friends? Tear out the page with the item in question and put it in a file called “Gift ideas.” I suggest you take the entire page so you’ll have the 800 number as well as the Web site address. Don’t forget to consult this file before birthdays and Christmas. Remember to clean out the file periodically.

• You’ll want to reexamine your need to have the paper delivered every day if you never get to it. Perhaps you’re a candidate for Sunday-only delivery? When I travel or when I see a busy period on the horizon, I cancel the paper for those days. If I can’t enjoy it, all it becomes is a burden.

• Keep your newspaper in a holder designed for that purpose. They make some stylish ones that will surely compliment your décor. Then your newspaper no longer gets tossed onto the floor or left in the bathroom. It has a home.

Toys

It’s never too early for kids to learn about putting items in categories. Toys can be your first teachers. Divide your child’s collection as you see fit. Groupings like the following might work: stuffed animals; franchises (think G.I. Joe or Barbie); Legos; puzzles; and board games. You want your children to be able to reach toys so that they can help themselves and also return them easily. Use bags that zip to help keep small board game pieces together. At arts and craft stores such as Michael’s, you can find bags in a wide variety of sizes. You don’t have to use the ones in the grocery store, because they are probably a bit too big for the pieces of most board game collections.

Remember those plastic containers on wheels that I love so much for storage? You can store the lids and use them in the family room for toy categories. This works well because young children can pull an entire group of toys over to their designated play area. When your children are older and these containers have outlived their usefulness, they can store other items throughout the house.

I like toy chests, provided the lid stays put whenever you open it. A heavy lid crashing down on a small hand or head is a painful experience. Wicker, rattan, and other natural products provide us with baskets you may like better than plastic containers because they blend with your décor. Just be sure they are smooth (and preferably come with pull-out washable liners). You don’t want anyone getting scratched as they set out to have a good time!

As with displaying your book collection, displaying toys depends on the amount you have and the space available. I have lots of clients who ask their children to eliminate toys periodically so that underprivileged children can have them to play with. I think this plants a seed of generosity in your child that will flower in ways you cannot imagine.

A small table and chairs are wonderful if you have the space. A surface that is easy to wipe off and resists being stained by crayons and markers is best. Stores such as Target have a wide selection. Why pay a fortune for items that are meant to take a beating? Besides, you won’t feel so bad when the children grow up and it’s time to donate the furniture to charity.

And let’s not forget that the family room is also the perfect place for adults to play. This room is a great place to work on the family photo albums or make quilts or do needlepoint. Maybe that table can be cleared periodically so that dad can have a poker game with the guys.

This week it’s time to start using those wonderful organizing tools in the rooms you share with others. As with all organizing, some hard, physical work is involved. However, think ahead to the reward that awaits you. Your family will have comfortable places to gather in the home. Your friends will feel more welcome. And perhaps best of all, spontaneous visitors will no longer fill you with dread. This month you’re more than a Zen Organizer. You’re a Soul Nurturer!


OCTOBER SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Develop a mental blueprint for the way you want your dining room, living room, and family room to look and function.

WEEK TWO

Pick and choose from the organizing solutions offered for the dining room.

Think outside the box when deciding how this room will be used.

WEEK THREE

Rescue the living room from a dead zone to a room filled with vital energy.

Learn to use all the storage available in the living room.

Start your shopping list.

If you’re part of a group, you might shop with your fellow Zen Organizers.

WEEK FOUR

With tools in hand and a well-designed plan of attack, bring order to the rooms shared with family and friends.

Move on to organizing the all-important family room and decide how books, media, and toys will be housed here.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I honor the Souls of all who enter my home. The environment welcomes those who live here, those who visit, and those who come to help my family. May everyone who enters feel blessed.


11. NOVEMBER

Entertaining with Joy!

And the day came
 when the risk to remain tight in a bud
 was more painful
 than the risk it took to blossom.

–ANAIS NIN

IF YOU’VE BEEN BUSY GETTING ORGANIZED all year, I have some wonderful news for you: This holiday season should be like no other. Not only is your home ready to receive guests, it now supports rather than sabotages you. About this time I am sure you feel special gratitude for all that you have accomplished. Thanksgiving is your holiday!

Don’t panic if you have just started the program. With this chapter you will have the tools to plan a lovely holiday gathering. I’m also going to help you do a quick fix to make your home look like you’ve been organizing all year. End-of-the-year festivities are always associated with a lot of work. A good plan, however, will allow something else to sneak into the picture: joy.

Well, we don’t have a minute to lose. Let’s get ready to give thanks, shall we?

HABIT OF THE MONTH

As each day of this month draws to a close, write in your journal one thing for which you are grateful. It might be something like the health of your children. Or it could be gratitude for something that happened that day. Even something as simple as being waved into busy traffic by a smiling motorist qualifies as an experience for which you are grateful. Don’t forget to take a turn being that generous motorist. You can note you were “Grateful this day for the opportunity to be kind to another human being.”


WEEK ONE

Holiday Stress Questions

This week, you can

• Look back to your childhood Thanksgiving experiences

• Decide what kind of holiday you will create this year

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes.

WHEN YOU HEAR THE WORD “THANKSgiving,” do you have a knee-jerk reaction? Did you have the kind of holiday you see on TV and in the movies? Or was it a sad time of year? TV and movie images can really do a number on us. They are idealized versions of reality. I think this is a great holiday because we don’t have to worry about presents. All we have to do is count our blessings and . . . oh yes, eat!

Sometimes, however, that’s where this holiday causes us trouble. Maybe you’re the designated host or hostess for the family and, while you love having everyone over, you struggle with that big meal. Getting all those dishes to the table at the same time isn’t easy. I think it’s silly to spoil the day with concerns about food, so I have some fabulous guidelines for organizing the day.

For too many of us, entertaining, especially for the holidays, adds pressure rather than joy to an already overloaded schedule. As a society we don’t just celebrate the holidays, we seek to achieve an unrealistic level of perfection. I encourage you to write in your journal about your holiday experiences, especially those of your childhood. Let’s take some time this week to figure out what would make you happy this season.

Please answer the following questions in your journal:

1. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your childhood Thanksgiving experiences? Whether your score was low or high, what factors did you take into consideration to arrive at your score?

2. Was there a particular holiday that stands out as being the best? What details can you list that made it so special? Be specific.

3. On the other hand, was there a holiday that you remember as a very sad time? Was it due to something that happened that year such as a death in the family? Or perhaps a divorce that forever changed the landscape of your life?

4. List five things you experienced growing up that you feel are essential ingredients of a really great Thanksgiving celebration. Why?

5. Now list five things you experienced growing up that you absolutely avoid at all costs. Why?

6. Have these questions brought up anything else about the holiday that you’d like to write about in your journal? Please do so now. Set your timer for five minutes. When you have completed all the questions, you are free to return at your leisure and write until you find resolution.

7. These questions are designed to remove forever any knee-jerk reactions that have their origins in the past. It’s over. You need to acknowledge what happened and then make the decision to learn from it and let go. For example, look at those five things that you feel are essential to this holiday. How are you going to bring all of them to this year’s celebration? And what about the things you never want to repeat again? How will you avoid those? Plan this holiday. Don’t just let it happen to you. That’s why we take the time to write in our journal.

Now let’s skip to the present:

1. Do you enjoy Thanksgiving? If yes, what delights you? If not, when and where were the seeds of your discontent sowed?

2. Do you always have a large group over to your home? Or are you a sought after guest?

3. Would you like to do something different this year? Perhaps you love family gatherings but you’d like to see another family member step up to the plate and host the festivities? Or maybe you’d like to skip Thanksgiving this year and go to a warm Caribbean beach for the long weekend? Be specific and then ask yourself, “How can I make my dream a reality?”

If you are harboring a dream Thanksgiving, when are you going to make it a reality? It might not live up to your expectations, but at least you won’t die wondering! I had a client who decided one year she didn’t want to be with her family. She loved them dearly but she wanted an adventure. A few days before Turkey Day, she got an invitation to go to dinner at the home of someone she didn’t know. Ordinarily she wouldn’t have considered this invitation. Would you want to go to a Thanksgiving celebration where you knew only the person who had invited you? Of course not!

But this invitation had a catch. It was the home of a famous movie star. There would be about thirty people, with two chefs preparing a fabulous meal. She went. Wouldn’t you? Her family still teases her about the year she threw them over for a famous actor. I asked my client if she would do it again. She told me she had a lovely time but realized that of all the holidays in the calendar year, this is the one to spend with family. By the way, she says it was the best meal she’s ever had on Thanksgiving! And, yes, the movie star was gracious and kind. And no, I can’t tell you who it was!

Every time anyone shifts the relationships in a group dynamic, it creates the opportunity for everyone to experience something new. Be as loving and direct as you can if you decide to make an announcement that’s going to rock the boat. A change in tradition must come from a place of love and not be an opportunity to punish a family member for past hurts. Make peace with your plans for this Thanksgiving.


WEEK TWO

Make a Clean Sweep

This week, you can

• Sweep through the home to make sure it’s ready for guests

• Plan your day from the food to the table settings

Time required: The sweep depends on the size of your home and the state it’s in when you begin; the planning depends on the extravagance of your plans. Be generous and allow two to three hours for the sweep and one to two hours for the planning.

IF YOU BEGAN THIS PROGRAM IN JANuary, you know where your holiday serving pieces, china, and crystal are stored. You are also ready to rock and roll in a perfectly organized kitchen. You still have a lot of planning to do, but you are ahead of the game. If you haven’t done that work, let’s start the week with some emergency measures designed to get you ready for company.

Most families gather in the dining room to eat and then, stuffed, lie like beached whales on the comfortable furniture in the family room. So let’s start in these rooms. The work we do now will help you down the line when you are ready to spend some time in these rooms getting organized. For now, we want to make space for your guests. Please get some heavy-duty trash bags and a timer. You may need a file folder and a few boxes.

Give yourself thirty minutes in each room for speed elimination. During this time, you need to move as quickly as possible. No stopping to swoon over the photograph of a loved one. No time to spend a few minutes complaining about the stack of magazines or newspapers you never get to read. Your goal is to be in perpetual motion!

What are you looking for? Here are your guidelines:

1. Toss the obvious debris. Empty the trash cans.

2. Return items that don’t belong in these rooms to their rightful home. For example, has a cup, glass, or plate been languishing here for a few days?

3. If your dining room table has been used as an office, put papers into a box. Instead of dumping everything, go through the papers quickly, a stack at a time, before they get placed into the box. Toss old sale flyers and catalogs, invitations that have passed, menus for restaurants you have no interest in, catalogues you receive all the time, and so on. Store only the papers you need to keep.

4. Be on the lookout for items that need your attention before Thanksgiving. Keep those in a file folder. This is your temporary “Action” folder. You don’t want to miss an important payment such as your mortgage because you tidied up the dining room for Thanksgiving. Store your box out of the view of guests.

5. When you get to the family room, you probably won’t be confronted with papers. Here the culprits are usually those newspapers and magazines that never get read. Recycle all but the most current.

6. Return toys to your child’s room. If the family room is where they normally reside, box up the overflow until after the holiday.

7. Fido and Fifi may have their own explosion of toys. Keep them contained in one area. A nice basket for pet toys is always welcome.

8. Take a minute to make a list of products you need such as magazine holders, containers for toys, and a nice holder for all the remotes. If you can shop for these before Thanksgiving, that’s OK.

9. Take a look around after your big sweep. If you were to plump the pillows, fold the afghan, run the vacuum, and dust, would you be good to go? If not, what else is there for you to do? If you have things in mind such as painting, new wallpaper, or refinishing the wood floor, ask yourself if you can realistically get this finished in time for Turkey Day. If you can’t, be sure and tell everyone at dinner how excited you are about your upcoming plans to refresh the look of your home.

10. Is your kitchen organized? If not, we can do some things to make working here a lot more convenient and comfortable. Let’s begin with your counters. Do you have too many gadgets and canisters out? Let’s move all the items you no longer want on display to the nearest table. You need your counter space for prep work and cooking.

11. Open each cupboard and drawer in turn and fearlessly gather the items you can toss or donate. Does this open a space for those counter items you don’t use that often? By the way, as you locate all the items you need for your holiday table during this expedition, pull them out. You need to get them ready for Thanksgiving.

12. If you didn’t remove enough items to make room for your counter overflow treasures, let’s find a place to store them until you organize the kitchen. There is usually a cavernous space above the refrigerator. Is that available to you? What about the smaller space above the stove? Do you have a garage, a basement, or an attic with some open space? If you come up dry, keep the items on a back counter. Thanksgiving dinner requires lots of pots, pans, cooking tools—and space.

SUCCESS IS IN THE DETAILS

Whether you are already organized or you’ve just completed tidying up for the big day, we’re ready to move forward. This is a busy week! If you can host Thanksgiving, you can do dinner parties all year long with your eyes closed. This day is the big test. You’ll need to make several decisions, beginning with your budget.

1. Take a sheet of paper or work in your journal. At the top of the page, write down the amount of money you can comfortably spend to produce your ideal Thanksgiving holiday. Keep in mind that the gift-giving season starts next month and you don’t want to blow your entire holiday budget on this one meal. We’re going to work out the details to be sure you can honor this figure. Let’s begin by creating your guest list.

2. The next order of business is to decide whether you are going to have a sit-down dinner or a buffet. The latter is the easiest way to serve a large group.

3. You want to create an elegant and inviting table setting. Will you be using your good china for this holiday? Do you have enough place settings for everyone? If you have several sets, are you comfortable mixing and matching your pieces? You can mix and match for the main course or use one set for the main course and another for dessert. If you are married and you each brought a set into the relationship, this is a nice way to honor both sides of the family. Take a minute to decide how the table will be set.

4. Will you have wine with your meal? How many bottles will you need? What other drinks do you want to offer your guests? Whatever beverages you serve, do you have the requisite crystal and glasses? Do you have an icemaker or ice cube trays or will you have to purchase ice that day?

5. Do you want to have a fresh flower arrangement or do you have a traditional decorative piece you use?

6. Would you like music in the background or will you be eating to the strains of football?

7. Do you want candles for the table? Will you use scented or plain; traditional, dripless, soy, or beeswax? Do you have candlestick holders?

8. Do you use a special holiday tablecloth? Does it need to be cleaned? If it has been hanging for the past year, it may need to be pressed.

9. Do you have enough cutlery? If you are using real silver, does it need to be polished?

10. If you aren’t serving buffet style, will everyone be at one table? Or will you have several seating areas set up? In either case, do you have enough chairs?

11. Do you want the little ones at a special table? Will they be using paper products instead of real china?
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Your Thanksgiving holiday is taking shape. Next week we’ll finalize our plan.


WEEK THREE

Plan the Menu

This week, you can

• Create your to-do list and shopping list

• Design your menu

• Try the menu provided here from a professional chef

Time required: Varies.

AT THIS JUNCTURE, YOU HAVE ANswered the questions that will shape your celebration. First, create two lists. The first will be your to-do list of all the things you need to prepare at home and the other will be a shopping list. For example, on one list I would note that I have to borrow some serving dishes and clean the good china and crystal. On another I would note that I have to pick up wine, a fresh flower arrangement, and paper place settings for the children. Take a minute to do this. Don’t forget, a list is only productive if you actually use it! You’ll want to set aside the time to take care of the tasks indicated. Take out your calendar and start scheduling!

Remember the story of Molly in Part 9, “September,” and how her mom had target dates for the completion of her science project on a big calendar? Well, in essence, we are counting back from our target date and scheduling the steps that will carry us to our goal. Organizing is simple and has many applications throughout life. By the time Molly is an adult she’ll be able to ace any assignment she’s given. So can you!

WHAT’S FOR DINNER?

This week, you’ll need to design your menu. From this menu, you will create a food shopping list. If you have relatives or friends who love to cook, check to see what they are bringing this year. This way, you’ll have one or two fewer dishes to prepare. If some of your guests aren’t the best cooks in the world, consider what item you can ask them to bring. Is there a wonderful bakery in your neighborhood? Let someone pick up the pies. Is there a fabulous florist nearby? Ask a guest to provide the centerpiece.

The tips in this section on preparing the meal come from a professional chef, my dear friend Tanya Russell. When Tanya isn’t cooking for a Hollywood power couple, she’s creating special events for clients of her Los Angeles-based catering company, In Good Taste. A great chef has to be organized and have a keen understanding of time management.

PARTY PLANNING 101

This section is meant as a primer for those who find entertaining a daunting task. What did we learn at the beginning? The whole of anything is overwhelming. You need to break down projects into manageable chunks. Let’s apply that bit of wisdom to planning a party.

What Is the Purpose of the Party?

Are you celebrating a birthday, a graduation, or a promotion? Would you like to impress someone you work for, are in love with, or newly related to through marriage? Is it a major holiday, a wedding, or a funeral?

After you answer this question, you’ll be amazed how much you automatically know about your event.

For example, a graduation is traditionally in June, right? You will want a filling but light menu. People don’t want turkey, yams, mashed potatoes, and gravy when it’s one hundred degrees in the shade!

If it’s a holiday meal, certain dishes will be expected, won’t they?

You might be further guided by your ethnic heritage. When Italians are invited for a traditional Sunday family meal, for example, they are expecting pasta, not haggis!

How any Guests?

What is the best format for the number of people you will be entertaining? You probably can’t seat thirty at your dining room table. Do you want a buffet or a cocktail party?

At this point you have the reason for the party, an idea what type of food will be served, the number of guests, and the format. See how easy that was?

What Is the Budget

You want to design your party as artfully as you would your home. What do you want for your guests? Champagne, multiple courses, a sparkling array of hors d’oeuvres? And what about the centerpiece, flowers, and music? Will you do all the cooking and the serving or will you hire a caterer?

Price your elements and see whether you came in on budget. If not, start eliminating or find cost-effective ways to provide the same amenities with a lower price tag. Wine is a good example of an item with a wide price range.

And don’t forget that you can always eliminate a guest or two!

Could friends contribute a dish or a dessert? This is especially helpful on a day such as Thanksgiving when the meal is large and takes a lot of preparation.

Perhaps you’ll cut flowers from a friend’s garden rather than order a centerpiece this year. (In Los Angeles, for example, roses bloom all year long.)

Why don’t you cross candles off your list and create a mood by installing a dimmer switch instead?

Plan the Specifics of Your Menu

For your menu, here are some considerations to guide you:

• If it’s going to be a cold winter night, you probably want to have a nice hearty soup to start the meal.

• If it’s summer, a light salad would be a refreshing choice for after the main course, European style.

• Decide what the focal point is for the meal and design around it. For example, Thanksgiving is a big meal with lots of heavy food. Everyone arrives hungry for traditional fare. If you fill them up with hors d’oeuvres, they won’t have any room for turkey! If kids are in the house or guests come from a long distance, tide them over with cheese and crackers or a nice platter of fresh crudités and some dip. Keep it simple. You want them to be seduced by the incredible aromas wafting from your kitchen!

TAMING THE TURMOIL OF TURKEY DAY

At this point, I think we should look at Thanksgiving. As the mother of all dinner parties, it’s all gravy after you have this meal under your belt! Let’s pretend the big day is next week. What are you going to do?

Perhaps the biggest detail of the Thanksgiving meal is the star attraction: the turkey. One of your most important decisions will be to choose a fresh or frozen bird. A frozen bird can be picked up on Monday with your other ingredients. A fresh bird will need to be ordered this week. Pick it up next Tuesday because the stores are a zoo the day before Thanksgiving.

The following is a sample Thanksgiving menu from In Good Taste. Tanya has also shared a favorite recipe for candied yams.

THANKSGIVING DAY MENU

At the Table with Family and Friends

Hors d’Oeuvres (optional: two choices maximum)

Stuffed celery with goat cheese and fresh herbs

Crudités platter with buttermilk ranch dressing

Cheese and crackers

Main Meal

Roast turkey with gravy

Cornbread dressing

Baked macaroni and cheese

Candied yams with golden apples

Herb mashed potatoes

Cranberry and orange chutney

Green beans with roasted shallots

Yeast rolls

Squash soup (optional)

Desserts

Sweet potato, pumpkin, apple, or pecan pie

Ice cream or whipped cream or both (optional)

Beverages

Wine or Champagne

Sodas

Water (sparkling and flat)

Cocktails (optional)

Coffee and tea with milk or half and half; sugar and artificial sweeteners

CANDIED YAMS WITH GOLDEN APPLES
(Serves 8–10)

4 pounds yams

3 Golden apples

½ cup melted butter

[image: image] cup brown sugar

2½ tablespoons pure grade-B maple syrup

1½ tablespoons nutmeg

½ teaspoon cinnamon

Preheat oven to 350°F. Butter a large baking dish. Cook yams in a large pot of boiling water until tender, about 20 minutes.

Do not overcook. Drain. Peel yams and slice about ⅓-inch thick. Peel, core, and slice the apples. Place yams and apples in the baking dish. Mix together butter, brown sugar, maple syrup, nutmeg, and cinnamon and pour on top of yams and apples. Bake 30–40 minutes. Bon appetit!

DON’T FORGET YOUR SHOPPING LIST

Don’t go to the store without a shopping list this week. And before you go, check your pantry and refrigerator to see what you have in stock. If you see an ingredient, be sure it’s fresh and you have enough. This is not a week to make assumptions! The market is too crowded this time of year for repeat visits!

At the same time, you might consider having groceries delivered, especially if you are in a big city and walk everywhere. With the price of gas, it’s often cheaper to tip the delivery person than to drive your own car. Give yourself a break and conserve your energy for cooking. You don’t want to be an exhausted host who can’t wait for everyone to leave!

A STRESS-FREE ENVIRONMENT

Although the process of preparing a huge meal can be stressful because it’s a lot of work, try to stay positive. The holidays are about families celebrating together—the holiday is not supposed to be perfect. If you have vowed to make this a memorable Thanksgiving for your loved ones, you are now armed with the wisdom to carry you through the day.
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DELEGATE!

This is one of the biggest meals of the year. Don’t be a martyr! After all, this isn’t your boss you are entertaining, it’s your family and closest friends! Assign chores to those living in the home. Ask everyone to help after the meal is over. Cleaning up after this meal is usually a social time for the family and their guests. You’ll have lots of volunteers because they all want leftovers!

Tanya feels strongly that the post-Thanksgiving cleanup is part of the holiday. Guests may want to swap recipes with you. People may have another glass of wine as they clean up the kitchen and get ready for dessert. If you see that the pots and pans will take extra effort to clean, just let them soak until everyone has gone. Everything else will be put away.

One word of caution from your Zen Organizer: Don’t let people do whatever they please. Assign tasks and give specific instructions! You don’t want the order you created in your kitchen last January destroyed by Aunt Tilly who believes she knows everything about kitchen placement. She can take care of her own space. This is yours!

At the close of this week, you need to know that your home is ready for guests and that all elements (dishes, candles, crystal, and so on) are ready for Thanksgiving. The more time you spend planning and making notes, the smoother the day will run. If you have family members at home, be generous with the chores you assign. This isn’t a one-person operation.

Be creative.




WEEK FOUR

Countdown to T-Day

This week, you can

• Create a step-by-step guide to Turkey Day

• Set the stage

• Clean up the kitchen and restore the house

Time required: Varies, depending on how elaborate your meal is and how many people are at the table.

OUR GOAL THIS WEEK IS TO ORGANIZE our time, conserve our energy, and have fun! Here is an outline for a meal made from scratch with all fresh ingredients. My goal is to help you see how activities are scheduled over the four days. Please adjust to suit your schedule and taste. Whether you baste your turkey or put it in a cooking bag, whether you make stuffing from a box or prepare dressing from scratch are your decisions. These detailed notes are to help you understand how to plan and manage your time.

MONDAY

• Complete all food shopping by the end of the day (except for any forgotten emergency items).

• If you plan on making the stuffing from scratch, make the bread for it today.

TUESDAY

• Assemble all the ingredients for the stuffing in a Ziploc bag and then store it in the refrigerator. (Casserole dishes are okay but they take up too much space on a day when you have so many things to store.) On Thursday, you can add broth and cook.

• Make homemade yeast rolls today. Store in Ziploc bag or an air-tight container. If you prefer, you can purchase ready-to-heat rolls. They can be heated and served on Thursday. Tanya’s favorites come from a company called Bridgford. I’ve included their Web site in the “Resources” guide at the back of the book.

• Do all your sauté work. Refrigerate.

WEDNESDAY

• Make the desserts. Sweet potato pie and pumpkin pie can be served at room temperature. Do you want a topping for these pies such as ice cream or whipped cream? Be sure those items are on your shopping list!

• Make the cranberry sauce today so the gel has time to set by dinner tomorrow.

• Clean and prep the turkey. Keep it covered in the refrigerator until tomorrow.

• Peel and slice the yams.

• Parboil the green beans today and store them in a plastic bag in the refrigerator until tomorrow.

• Assemble the macaroni and cheese or other casseroles.


[image: image]The best stuffing is cooked inside the bird. Put it inside a special bag made for this purpose. It’s much easier to remove a bag than to scoop out stuffing! Stuffing bags are available in all supermarkets. It also keeps the turkey moist!

Note that cooking stuffing inside the turkey adds thirty to sixty minutes to the cooking time.



THANKSGIVING DAY

• Set the table in the morning while the bird is cooking.

• Cook the turkey starting at 5 a.m. Wait at least an hour until the coating starts to turn brown and then baste approximately every thirty minutes. If you start basting too soon, you’ll be washing off the seasoning you applied at the start. The average size family bird will be ready by 10 a.m. Let it cool before you cover it. A cooked bird can stay out until the meal is served. For our purposes, the meal will be served at 3 p.m. Please adjust all times to suit your family and the size of your bird.

• Put the turkey in the oven at 5 a.m. so you can have your oven free to cook the rest of the meal by mid-morning.

• Cook the yams you prepared yesterday.

• Whip the eggs and milk to pour over your macaroni and cheese and bake.

• Peel, boil, and mash the potatoes today because they are so easy to prepare.

• Add shallots and finish cooking your green beans.

• If you have die-hard salad lovers who must have their greens on this day, toss a fresh salad (add ingredients to your shopping list).

• Today, with your prep work behind you, all you have to do is literally cook and serve the meal. This planning will allow you to enjoy your guests.

THE AFTERMATH

Doing your prep work the day before means you will have fewer pots and pans to wash after the meal. For the most part, the dishes will be served in the containers in which they were cooked, particularly casseroles such as the macaroni and cheese. When the meal is finished, scrape the debris from everyone’s plates, rinse the dishes, and pop them into the dishwasher. If you don’t have a dishwasher, stack your rinsed dishes to be cleaned after everyone has left. Your fine china and crystal should always be washed by hand.

If your turkey was bigger than your group needed, you can send everyone home with leftovers. (Pick up a few inexpensive 9-inch square aluminum pans for leftovers and let your guests keep them. You don’t want to waste any time tracking down your Tupperware.) Even your family will have turkey sandwiches for a few days. This gives you a break from the kitchen the rest of the weekend.
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Is your home the designated house for the December festivities? You might want to keep your china and crystal handy. You can pack it all away next month. If your entertaining is over for the year, store your fine china with an eye to protecting it for generations to come. Read more about this in Part 1, “January,” where we organize the kitchen.
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GREAT GRAVY

Good gravy garners raves for the cook, doesn’t it? Our chef has a secret weapon in her arsenal: Toss the giblets you remove from the turkey. A week before Thanksgiving, purchase extra necks and cook with celery, carrots, onion, and water. The juices from this concoction will not only give you a fabulous turkey stock, you can freeze it. Use this base to make your gravy.

You can also use this stock to make your stuffing. Our chef keeps homemade chicken stock in her freezer at all times. You could use that on your stuffing or dressing as well.

If you cook your stuffing inside the bird, you need to add time to the cooking process. My chef suggests that you cook the dressing outside the bird. To add flavor, however, she fills the cavity with cut up carrots, onion, and celery. Throw away these ingredients before you serve the bird. Also, use only fresh spices, especially fresh sage.



Life is always changing and so can we. Don’t let your experience today be limited by yesterday. Discovering your perfect Thanksgiving is what this chapter is all about.


NOVEMBER SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Write in your journal about the kinds of holidays you have experienced in the past.

Find out what Thanksgiving experience you want to create this year.

WEEK TWO

Get your home ready for company.

Create a budget, guest list, menu, and shopping list.

WEEK THREE

Success is in the schedule you create. Learn from the sample provided by a professional chef.

WEEK FOUR

Finalize the plan for Turkey Day.

BONUS TIP

When you enter a home on Thanksgiving Day, the heavenly smells of the meal make us all salivate and want to start eating immediately! At this time of year, it’s easy to find candles that emit the aroma of apple pie and other mouthwatering foods. Stock up and have them entice your guests at dinner parties you’ll be hosting all year long.

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

As the challenges of this month come to me, I greet them with a smile and a positive, can-do attitude. I do the best I can each day. I am filled with the joy that permeates this holiday season.


12. DECEMBER

Creating a Festive Atmosphere

To be what we are, and to become what we are
 capable of becoming, is the only end of life.

–ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

CHARLES DICKENS WAS RIGHT: “IT was the best of times. It was the worst of times.” I would guess that’s how most of us would describe every holiday season we’ve ever experienced. Some moments are so delicious and full of joy, we can barely contain ourselves. And then there are those moments when we are Soul weary and in need of a week in the tropics.

When you hear the first Christmas carol, does your stomach do a belly flop? Suddenly you realize that there is a laundry list of things everyone expects you to do this time of year. Aunt Jane and Uncle Bert will be looking for a holiday card, your sister hopes to get something other than a one-size-fits-all item tossed into a box at the last minute, and your kids expect Santa to bring them the latest toy craze. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. It doesn’t take into account that mountain of work on your desk or the everyday demands on your time when it’s not a major holiday. Take a deep breath. The Zen Organizer is here to help you make your way through the maze. One step and one decision at a time.

We’re going to systematically examine all the parts that make up this holiday. You’ll have instructions to help make it easier to accomplish each step (sending cards, planning your gift giving strategy, hosting a holiday party, and so on). I even asked a world-famous party planner to contribute some direction so your holiday display will be especially effective this year. We’ll consider ways to celebrate the holiday season that involve giving back—to your community, to a cause that’s dear to your heart, or even to people half a world away. We end the month with a look at productive things you can do to get ready for the New Year—in addition, of course, to tossing or attending a fabulous party!


[image: image] I honor Christmas, Chanukah, Kwanzaa, and any other holidays that occur this month, but for ease of reading I use the example of Christmas throughout this part.



HABIT OF THE MONTH

This month your schedule will be frantic. Rather than take on the additional stress of acquiring a new habit, please make a list of the habits you have acquired this year. Be vigilant about performing them each day. Don’t let them become casualties of the holiday. Here again are my all-time daily favorites: make your bed, wash dishes and put them away, take out the garbage, and put your keys in the same place the minute you enter your home.


WEEK ONE

Time to Make a Holiday Plan: Cards, Gifts, and More

This week, you can

• Do journal exercises to help you trace the wounds as well as the joys of past celebrations that you have unconsciously brought with you

• Check your calendar to see what you can reasonably add to your schedule

• Plan a party, create a gift giving guide, or send out holiday cards (or any combination of these)

• Consider the tools that lighten your load

Time required: Thirty to ninety minutes of journal work, and at least three to five hours to create your gift giving guide, plan a party, and get your card list ready. Shorten the time if you remove an activity.

WE’RE ALL OVERBOOKED AND BUSY as it is, and then December comes along. Now we have a schedule that is nothing short of Herculean. Without a plan, it’s also easy to go overboard, and you may find yourself walking through department stores like a zombie on Christmas Eve with your credit card in your hand. (One year I entered the New Year with a bloated credit card bill. That experience is how I became an apostle for financial responsibility!)

This time of year takes an investment of time, energy, and finances. Let’s work our way through the month and see whether we can’t craft a personal expression of the holiday that meets our emotional needs but doesn’t break our bank account. Real estate agents have a universal slogan: location, location, location. Zen Organizers at this time of year especially need to shout out: budget, budget, budget.

This is a busy week in terms of journal work and planning, but I have designed it this way to give you a much deserved break at the end of the month. My vision is for you to work hard but with focused rather than scattered energy. I want you to be like a laser beam when you’re in the mall, at the supermarket, or surfing the Web for gifts. You’ll find that the energy you save is energy you can pour into the time you spend with family and friends.

Our journal work this month is going to be abbreviated because we have so much to accomplish. By now, you know the drill. The seeds of yesterday’s negative experiences grow like weeds today unless we rid our mental garden of debris. These seeds are expressed in our actions, our beliefs, and most especially our expectations. Here are your journal questions:

1. In the past, was this a happy time of year or did you dread it? Or both?

2. If you were filled with dread, how different are your present circumstances? Is it possible that you are unconsciously carrying negative expectations that could be put to rest?

3. How can you release the tight grip these memories have on you? Will forgiveness heal the wounds? Has enough time passed for you to have clarity?

4. Please list three positive holiday memories. What elements could you repeat?

5. Moving into your adult life, have your expectations and experiences changed over the years? Could you be specific?

6. Do you think you have a good time now because of your childhood or in spite of it?

7. Very often we remain loyal to our parents by replicating what we experienced as children. Are you a slave to the past? Have you ever viewed your holiday experience from this perspective before? What revelations come to you as a result of this particular exploration?

8. If you could have, be, or do anything this holiday, describe in detail what would transpire. When you are finished, ask yourself how close you can come to giving yourself the ultimate gift of making your vision a reality.

9. Jesus, if I may quote him here as a great philosopher, said: “It shall be done unto you according to your word.” We create and draw to us exactly what we believe. In many ways, that’s the real secret, isn’t it? In this season of magic when everything seems possible, when the birth of a new year is on the horizon, what words will you speak about this holiday and how you plan to celebrate it?

THINGS TO DO: TAKE YOUR PICK

This season has many elements, and I think most of us have a guilt response that impels us to either do it all or judge ourselves if we don’t. What constitutes doing it all? Let’s see if I can cover it in one list: send out holiday cards, buy a great gift for everyone (teachers, postal carriers, newspaper delivery person, and so on), decorate to the nines, attend your children’s school events, host a family holiday dinner, throw a party, go to as many as you can yourself, have a romantic Christmas, and enjoy an out-of-this-world New Year’s Eve while giving some thought to New Year’s resolutions. Whew! I don’t know about you but now I need a nap.

Let’s take these one at a time. Feel free to design a personal response. If the truth were told, I would hope no one was trying to do everything on this list! There isn’t any month quite like December in terms of obligations to oneself, family, and friends. Take a deep breath. Remember to relax, remember to focus on enjoying your time with loved ones, and remember that no one can please everyone all the time.

CHECK YOUR CALENDAR

Your calendar—whether it’s the one on your computer, a PDA, a Day Runner or similar system from the stationery store, or the one with golden retrievers on it that’s hanging on the wall—needs to be your new best friend. You can’t survive the holiday season with ease without it. If this is new for you, watch your calendar become a key part of your newly organized life 365 days of the year.

Here are some ways to integrate your calendar into your holiday preparations:

• When you receive an invitation to an event you want to attend, RSVP as soon as possible and note the event in your calendar.

• As you decide what activities will be part of your holiday, mark on your calendar when certain things must be accomplished. For example: “send all out-of-town gifts,” “mail Christmas cards,” and “stop at the mall on the way home from work.” You don’t want to miss “Johnny’s school recital tonight!” You surely don’t want to be a no-show at the “company holiday party.”

Have you ever heard yourself say: “Oh, no! Is that tonight?” or “What do you mean we missed it? I was sure that was next week!” With a calendar, those days are over. Nothing is as valuable as a calendar to the organized person. If you’re just starting to get organized, you will immediately experience how the season’s demands are suddenly easier to handle. By the way, I always buy myself a present at Christmas. Why not splurge a little and buy a calendar system that makes you feel good when you use it? If you like it, you’re more likely to use it. I can’t think of a nicer gift to buy yourself!

PLAN YOUR PARTY

Using the material from the Thanksgiving celebration last month, you are truly armed with the tools you need to make your family holiday dinner or a party for friends a success. You will have to tweak the guidelines to suit your event, but you have the basics. The first steps are universal: establish a budget, decide what kind of event you want, create a guest list, plan your menu, create a shopping list, and make decisions about the extras such as decorations and music.

If you are hosting a party, you’d better get the invitations out as soon as possible. Perhaps phone everyone rather than send a snail mail or an e-mail invite. The reason I suggest this is that this month is a busy social time for everyone. You want to be sure you’ll have enough “yes” responses to make a party worthwhile. The holiday family gathering on Christmas, on the other hand, will be similar to that outlined in Part 11, “November.” And let’s face it, that’s a captive audience, isn’t it?

BUY HOLIDAY CARDS

When it comes to sending cards, there are no rules. Do whatever is right for you. For many years, I’d find a beautiful tree to sit under sometime in August and address all the envelopes for my Christmas cards. I’d sign the cards that didn’t require any personal notes about the past year. Over the Thanksgiving weekend, I’d complete the project and mail my cards on December 1. If you had told me that one day I would no longer send holiday cards, I would have laughed. But life takes you places you can’t predict and, sure enough, a few years ago I decided to stop.

Here are some ways you can stay in touch with family, friends, and business colleagues. Why not mix-and-match these solutions and create one that is unique to you and your family? If you didn’t purchase cards last year during the postseason sales, put a box or two on your shopping list. Let’s start a list for all your holiday needs:

• Set aside some time in your calendar to purchase, sign, address, buy stamps for, and mail your cards. Schedule blocks of time across several days if necessary.

• Do you have names and addresses stored on your computer? Print labels rather than address each envelope by hand.

• If you have the time and love crafts, make a few greeting cards for those extra-special people in your life. Use your scrapbooking supplies here!

• You can print a family wrap-up of the past year on holiday-themed stationery and slip it in with your cards. This saves you writing a personal note in each card or having to make a lot of end-of-the-year phone calls.

• Have some of your friends become total cyberspace folks? E-mail your holiday greetings. Multiple sites have cybercards you can send. Some of these are free and others require a yearly membership fee. I list a few in the “Resources” section at the back of the book. Don’t forget the power of Google to take you to the latest and greatest in any category.

• Enlist your partner and children to help out with the cards.

• If it’s appropriate, resign yourself to the fact that you don’t have time for holiday cards this year. Surprise everyone with a Valentine greeting, or give yourself permission to just opt out this year and not feel guilty.

START GIFT SHOPPING

This week would be an ideal time to prepare your gift list. If you walk through the mall without any guidelines, you’ll get into financial trouble. And as those bloated credit card bills arrive in January, it will be anything but a Happy New Year. In the next section is a guide for you to follow.

First, however, I have some words for those of you who say, “I have no idea what to get anyone!” I know two solutions to this dilemma. The first is to learn to listen. People show and tell you all the time what they like, need, and want but would never buy themselves.

My friend Lynn, for example, loves to scrapbook, as I mentioned in Part 7, “July.” If I were to go to a store devoted to scrapbook supplies, I could easily find materials and tools that would delight her. My friend Susie, on the other hand, makes beautiful quilts. She would enjoy books with lots of pictures to give her ideas. If you are now racking your brain but coming up dry, do the next best thing: Call that person’s best friend, especially if it’s a woman you are trying to shop for. After all, wouldn’t Gayle know what you could get Oprah?

If you can’t remember a single hint from a conversation this past year, call a mutual friend for help. If you are buying a gift for a business acquaintance, ask his or her assistant for guidance. Does the person have a hobby, such as playing golf? Go to a pro shop and ask for help in finding a useful gift. A favorite place in the world? A beautiful coffee table book about that country or area would be an appreciated gesture. Remember too that every interest spawns magazines. From fly fishing to scrapbooking, a year’s subscription of a special magazine would be a lovely gift.

Every year some toy breaks away from the pack as the must-have toy on every child’s list. Shopping early is your safest bet. If you run into trouble, try eBay or Craigslist or call the manufacturer directly. When work demands are such that you can’t shop early in the season, ask another parent to pick one up for you. Should you come up dry, perhaps Santa can leave a note explaining that he left the gift at the North Pole and Mrs. Claus is popping it in the mail. You’ll buy a little time with that one!

Another trick is to have a file that holds gift ideas. I cut things out of magazines and department store catalogues all year long. I write the name of the potential recipient on the gift photo if I am sure I know who would like this item. On your computer, you can have a file called “Gifts of interest.” That way, you can gather ideas without having to print them. You’ll save not only paper but time. And if there’s a link to the Web site, you can click and shop there directly!

Remember too the safe gifts that you can give just about anyone in a pinch: fine wine or champagne, flowers, food, candy, or candles.

Finally, it won’t help you this year, but consider starting your gift list early and doing your gift shopping all year long. You can take advantage of sales this way. When December arrives, you can skate to the head of the class with perhaps the biggest headache handled in advance. Just don’t tell your friends what you did—they might hoodwink you into helping with their Christmas shopping!

Creating Your Gift List

Let’s start work on our gift list. In the upper-right corner of a large sheet of paper (or on a computer), note the amount of money you can comfortably spend on gifts this year. For many of you, that total may be a holiday bonus. Remember to factor in any traveling you may be doing to visit relatives, any parties you want to host, and the family Christmas supper if it will be at your home. You must subtract every additional expenditure you incur this month from the total available.

Haven’t we all forgotten a big-ticket item and then said, “That’s okay. That’s what credit cards are for”? In the world of Zen Organizing, debt is the four-letter word we dare not speak. If you have high credit card bills, that’s really another type of clutter, isn’t it? Our goal this year has been to streamline your life. Your finances are a huge part of the equation.

If you have a computer, it might be wise to create your gift list as a Word or Excel document. This way, you can cut and paste at will. You’ll also be able to print a shopping list that’s easy to read. If you shop over several days, you can cross off items and leave home each morning with a revised list. All year long we’ve been paying attention to the importance of the visual appearance of our homes. As you get organized, you will want beauty, peace, and calm in all aspects of your life. Yes, even your lowly shopping list can be visually inviting.

On the left side of the page, leaving a space equal to three or four lines, list everyone for whom you want to purchase a gift. In parentheses after each name, note the amount of money you are willing to spend on that person. Add those individual amounts and see if the total exceeds your budget. No problem if it does. Just reduce the amounts until you’re in the black again. You can also decide to eliminate one or two people. Very often, our desires are bigger than our wallets.

When you have completed your list, go back and note one, two, or three possible items that fall within the price range indicated. When you go to the store, you won’t be flying blind. You’ll be headed for specific departments. Indeed, you can choose the ideal store for the gift in question. And if you are really lucky, you can score multiple gifts in one store or, at the very least, do all your shopping at one mall. I call this “geographical intelligence.” It means grouping your errands so that you don’t backtrack throughout the week. Don’t abandon this practice when the holidays are over.

Time and Money Savers

If you can shop online or through catalogues, you will save wear and tear on your body and your schedule. You can have the merchant gift wrap and mail the item for you. What could be better? Add up how much your time is worth by the hour, the cost of gas, and possibly a baby-sitter, and online gift wrapping is suddenly the bargain of the century. At the very least, early in the month order all gifts going out of town. You will save more than gas. You’ll save time by avoiding at least one trip to the post office. If you are not comfortable shopping online, search for your dream gifts in the pages of catalogues you know and trust.

Sometimes a friend or relative has a dream gift outside our financial means. With a little imagination, we can contribute something related. Here are two examples. Let’s say that mom and dad are celebrating their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. They want to sail from New York to London on the Queen Elizabeth II. You’d love to pay their passage, but you can’t begin to afford such an exorbitant gift. However, you can buy them a series of dancing lessons at the local community college. When they go on their dream voyage, they will have a blast.

One of my clients needed to get her brother-in-law a Christmas gift. She knows he likes to try different types of beer and, as it happens, she prepares his expense reports for business travel. She put together a Christmas gift basket filled with beer from all the countries he visited that year. She called it “Your Year in Beer & Cheer!” See how easy it is to put together a memorable, creative, and unique gift that won’t break the bank?

Everyone is stressed to the max this season, so why not give some folks on your list the gift of self care? Check out the local spa and see how much a massage or facial costs. Go to the local beauty salon and check the price of a manicure and pedicure combination. And remember: These treats aren’t just for ladies these days! Finally, don’t forget to treat yourself for all your hard work.

Prepare your list this week and see how many gifts you can send from the privacy of your own home. Next week you can hit the mall.

PURCHASE GIFT WRAP AND SUPPLIES

If you are getting ready to shop next week, make sure you have gift wrap, gift bags, tape, and ribbon. You may also need sturdy boxes for mailing and approved packing tape from the post office. You want to be sure you have gift tags. Have you ever wrapped a large number of packages for family members and had the tags fall off? It’s no fun trying to remember your gifts by the size of the box!

You’ll also need stamps and perhaps some priority mailing boxes. If your local post office is a zoo this time of year, handle a lot of your business online. You can have the tools you need delivered at no charge to you. In addition, you can have your packages picked up by your mail carrier when he or she delivers your mail. However, you must schedule this in advance. Need a zip code? Don’t fret. You can find it in seconds at the official post office Web site at www.usps.com.
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HOLIDAY HELP

If you have a lot on your plate, consider hiring a part-time assistant for the holiday season. If you live near a large university or college, they probably have an employment office for their students. Are you active at your house of worship? The pastor might know of a retired person who could use a few extra dollars this season. Young or old, help is available.



REGIFTING

Regifting is a touchy subject. Oprah and I don’t see eye to eye on this one. If someone gives you a gift and you don’t like it, don’t want it, and won’t ever use it, I say pass it on. I tell my clients it’s nice to have some space on an out-of-the-way shelf that holds these items. Here’s the trick: Never pass this gift on to someone who has a relationship with the person who gave you the gift. I’m suggesting recycling. I would never advocate hurting the feelings of another human being who was kind enough to get you a gift.

Some parents whose children are fortunate enough to be invited to lots of parties take some of the smaller gifts away when they get home. They know their young children don’t need these items and won’t miss them. Have you ever had a crying child at your front door? You know, the one who simply refuses to go home? One of my clients pulls down “The Magic Box.” It’s filled with these miscellaneous party gifts. The child gets to reach in like a grab bag and take something. The catch is that the child must first agree that once they have the gift it’s time to go home and enjoy it!

By the end of this week, I predict that you are going to feel differently about the holiday. Take time to do the journal work and make plans. This will allow you to experience the idea that attention to detail makes things possible to achieve with ease. Spread your assignments out over the month. And remember: You don’t have to do it all. You can, however, give your all to the things that bring you the joy of the season.


WEEK TWO

Get Your Home Holiday-Ready

This week, you can

• Tune up your home for guests

• Bring out the decorations

• Hit the cyberstores and brick-and-mortar stores

Time required: Varies.

LAST WEEK YOU DID A LOT OF PLANning. This week you’ll put the pedal to the metal and get out there. Now is the time to get your home tuned up for the holiday onslaught of family and friends. Some of you will also be busy shopping, others will delight in planning a great party, and still others will have cards to complete. Whatever needs to be done from the items we discussed, this is your week to complete these tasks. It’s better to push a little this week so you can relax for the rest of the month. Of course I use the term “relax” a bit loosely. It’s in short supply during December!

DECLUTTER BEFORE YOU DECORATE

If you have been following along for the course of this year, your home is ready for anything. If you need a crash course in decluttering your environment, you can see the notes at the beginning of Part 11, “November,” and quickly make the kitchen, dining room, and living room presentable for family and friends. The New Year is on the horizon—I trust that getting organized will be one of your resolutions.

Get the decluttering out of the way this week, especially if you are going to bring out decorations. Think of your home as an artist’s palette. See your decorations as colors you are adding to this palette. If there is no room for them, your beautiful things will simply clutter the canvas.

I sometimes frequent a post office near my acupuncturist’s office. One of the postal clerks goes all out for every holiday. It’s hard to describe what she does except to say that every single vestige of space is filled with a decoration for that holiday. This includes her desk, her counter, and the walls at her end of the long counter she shares with two other employees. It doesn’t stop here, however, because she decorates herself as well. The result is that you can’t see or appreciate any of the decorations because the eye registers it all as clutter. As a balance, no one else has a single decorative item on display. Think about your home in years past. Have you gone overboard? Just as you can rotate your decorative items, you can rotate your holiday items, saving some for next year.

UNTANGLING THE DECORATIONS

Decorating is one huge project during this season. What will you do for this holiday? Will you get a tree? Will it be fresh or do you have an artificial one waiting to make its annual appearance? Do you have a stash of decorations? If you need to start over, add decorations to your holiday shopping list. I like to add one new ornament a year.

Will you have live plants around the house? A client told me that after one Christmas, he planted his poinsettia. Guess what? It grew like wildfire. Now he takes cuttings from his own poinsettia and decorates the whole house. The small houseplant poinsettia turns into a nice green plant after Christmas. They may no longer be festive, but they still clean the air in your home.

This is a good week to take out your decorations. If you haven’t been working the program all year, this is probably your first encounter with these items since last Christmas. Are the boxes worn and weary? Consider purchasing heavy-duty plastic containers when the time comes to repack everything. This time of year, they come in green and red, and while this makes them easy to identify from a distance, I would stick to clear or off-white containers with wheels. Down the line, you can recycle these containers for other types of product storage. A computer label or one made with your Brother P Touch or other brand of label maker will reveal the contents.

I keep lights in one container, decorations in a second, and ornaments wrapped in tissue paper in a third. You can also get section dividers to keep your ornaments safe and separate. To keep your light strings untangled, you want to wrap them around something. A sturdy piece of cardboard works well. It’s not unlike unwinding the garden hose, isn’t it?

DECORATING TIPS

My client and frequent collaborator Shay Watson is the founder and creative force behind Aesthetica Events. Shay plans elaborate parties for the rich and famous. He also does interior design. Although he is based in Los Angeles, his clients take him all over the world. Shay takes a space and transforms it in creative and imaginative ways that would take your breath away. Here are some holiday decorating tips Shay wanted to share with you.

1. Take a few minutes to sit quietly and think about your individual decorating style. Which of the following would you use to describe yourself and the way you express yourself in your home: simple and modern; over the top; or elegant and chic? What color choices predominate? Do you like matching or contrasting patterns in a room? Work with that, not against it, this season.

2. Consider a theme for this holiday. Perhaps each room will have a different theme? What will be the connecting link? For example, imagine you love neutral tones. The bright red and deep greens of Christmas are foreign to your everyday color scheme. Instead of overwhelming your home and your senses with traditional Christmas colors, you could use gold as your base color and carefully use red and green as the colors that pop.

3. Have you ever had a print framed? Are you a scrapbooker? If so, you understand the concept of using a color in the matte or the frame that will make something in the print pop out. Decorating is the three-dimensional version of that process!

4. A little glitz or sparkle is part and parcel of the season. Use this element as an accent. Once again, you don’t want tinsel to overwhelm. Perhaps the glitz is used to draw the eye to a collection you treasure, such as antique angels in a centerpiece?

5. Lay out all of your holiday decorations and place similar items together. You want to know on sight how many candles, angels, or snowmen you really have. If you can, place everything on a large surface such as the dining room table. Remember the goal is to choose what you are going to use as you create your holiday design. Most people allow every single ornament to explode into their environment. It can be overwhelming and nothing is really seen or appreciated. You don’t have to use it all.

6. Balance your arrangements by grouping items in odd numbers rather than even. Think one big, medium, and small item per group. You can easily imagine three red candles in descending size to see how this would work. When you are placing your items, have a common element that connects them. This could be the item itself (all angels or candles, for example) or a common color or tone.

By the end of this week, you will have used the canvas of your home to create a personal expression of the holiday. I hope you take the motto “less is more” to heart. The key is not to allow every trinket you own to explode into the environment. Follow Shay’s advice and your friends will be astonished at how inviting your home looks this year. Remember to enjoy everything you tackle this month.


WEEK THREE

Volunteer with Good Cheer

This week, you can

• Find ways to give back

• Complete any holiday details left undone

Time required: Because there are so many variables, this week is left for you to plan as you feel you need to.

The goal remains to be able to celebrate the holiday next week with a sense of accomplishment and joy. If you can steal a few hours from all the card writing, gift buying, and party going, I suggest getting in the holiday spirit and doing some volunteer work. It will add something to the season that I can not capture in words. Here are some ideas to get you thinking about how to offer your talents and time where they will be most needed this season:

• Contact your house of worship and see if they have any holiday programs that need volunteers. Perhaps a family needs help this season and you could donate a few gifts to the children, or drive a sick parent to a doctor’s visit, or run errands for the family.

• Check your local newspaper. Organizations that need help are always featured this time of year.

• Many groups dedicated to helping the homeless will sponsor a holiday meal program. See if your services are needed for food prep or serving.

• Has a particular disease touched your family? There are organizations devoted to every major illness; contact them to see if they need your help at any holiday fund-raisers. If you don’t know of any organizations, call your local hospital for guidance.

• The Internet offers a wealth of opportunities. You can start with www.volunteer.org or www.sixdegrees.org.

• Do you play an instrument or sing? Why not offer to entertain at a long-term care facility or old-age home? When I was an actress, I wrote a short holiday play each year and a group of us performed at schools for the mentally and physically handicapped. You won’t find a warmer, more appreciative audience anywhere!

• Call your local Chamber of Commerce and see if a community project needs your gift of time. You might find yourself using your gardening skills to beautify your neighborhood.

• Would you like to volunteer on a long-term basis? Why not become a Big Brother or a Big Sister? You can begin by making a child’s holiday special.

• Is there a hospice in your community? Perhaps you could sit for a few hours with someone who has no family members present.

• Even if you can’t donate your time, you can donate through what I call “conscious giving.” So many organizations will help the less fortunate in the world for a small donation. They give you a certificate to present as a gift. Last Christmas I made several donations in the names of those I wanted to honor during the holiday season. They were touched to know that in their name school children in Afghanistan would have books for the year. I have included a few Web sites in the Resources section at the back of the book.

• A special group that needs extra TLC this month are the sweet creatures who find themselves in animal rescue facilities. You might be able to walk a dog that hasn’t had a special human in months or bottle-feed a kitten abandoned by its mom. If you have pets at home, remember that this time of year can be stressful for them. Their environment is changing and more people are coming to the house. Give them a few extra treats throughout the month like an extra walk in the park or a new toy.

You may find that your volunteer experience touches you in unpredictable ways. Don’t be surprised if it becomes a regular part of your life. The key, I think, is to help others using a talent you already have. You don’t have to be an actor or a musician! If you are a hairdresser, a manicurist, or a coach for a sport, if you love kids, or if you are just a good listener, someone in your community needs you. The great thing, of course, is that you need them just as much.


WEEK FOUR

Here’s to a Happy New Year!

This week, you can

• Make a list of all last-minute details

• Create a holiday checklist for the big day

• Stock up on after-holiday sales

• Make use of the week between Christmas and the New Year

Time required: Varies.

THIS IS IT. TAKE A DEEP BREATH and make a list of everything you have to do before the holiday. Eliminate whatever you can; delegate like crazy; schedule all remaining details in your planner. Remember the first thing you learned: The whole of anything is overwhelming. It’s one step at a time to the finish.

If you didn’t get your cards out on time, be happy that they are going out at all. Take guilt off the table. Behind on your shopping? Do as much as you possibly can at this point online or by phone, realizing that some gifts just won’t arrive in time for Christmas. However, never underestimate your power to think creatively! Here are some ideas to inspire you:

• If your loved ones are far way, call a local store and see if they can make a timely delivery. Perhaps your friend or relative would appreciate some champagne for their holiday meal or a beautiful floral centerpiece?

• Is there someone on your list who likes the theater or concerts? Call the local theater or concert hall and see if you can buy tickets for a performance you know they will love during the New Year. Order a subscription! You can of course call a ticket service.

• What about the guys on your list who love sports? I bet tickets to a hockey, football, or soccer game would make you a hero.

• Do you have a relative or friend who has wanted to take up a sport or learn a new hobby? Buy them a series of lessons! Your local Community College will have courses at a reasonable price. If you have young girls in your life, I bet they love horses, right? Ask if they like to hang out at the barn; if so, give them their own grooming kit.

• Don’t forget the beauty of useful products. Give a Red Cross Emergency Kit to everyone on your staff—along with their bonus, of course. One year a dear friend of mine left the room in tears on Christmas Eve. Her husband gave her the biggest, fanciest, most outrageous vacuum cleaner on the market! Gentlemen, she doesn’t want a household cleaning appliance. Trust me. And remember: Young children and teens don’t want useful products either!

Once you open your mind to possibilities outside the box, you will be amazed what happens. And if you wind up at the local mall on Christmas Eve, take a deep breath. Be grateful you have the means to shop and loved ones to shop for! It sounds corny, but you’re going to need to shift your attitude. You’ll also want to eat before you go. What is worse than greasy, unhealthy mall food?

Before I went shopping, I’d think long and hard about how I might be creative. I just know you can make someone happy with a unique gift. And let’s face it, we all have enough generic gifts to last forever.

And finally, if you haven’t bought a single gift because you had the flu, tell your loved ones what happened. Say you’d like to exchange gifts after Christmas, because you don’t have the time or the strength to make the December deadline. Take care of yourself emotionally and physically.

THE DAY ARRIVES

Every family and culture has its own traditions. Some families celebrate with a big meal on Christmas Eve while others have their big holiday celebration on Christmas Day. You can tweak the guidelines (and the menu) presented last month and be ready for family and friends to arrive.

Don’t burden yourself with a deep cleaning and organization of the environment. Do a quick sweep again this week if your home needs it. Everything will look great. If you’ve been organizing all year, you have no piles. If you’re new to the program, they will be your focus shortly. Right now you have gifts to wrap!

If small children in the home believe in Santa Claus, you’ll need to hide your purchases and put them out when the children go to sleep. If they are older, I hope you’ve been wrapping and placing beautiful packages under the tree for awhile.

Getting the tree is also governed by family and cultural traditions. In Brooklyn we got our tree right after Thanksgiving. My mother used to say that it took so much work to decorate it, we might as well enjoy it right up to the New Year. In Los Angeles, it’s usually so warm that keeping a tree for that length of time is tricky. When I get a live tree, I buy late and leave it up until the Epiphany in January, which I believe is the European tradition. Most of the time, a small fake tree is all I need. What works for you?

Try and balance your celebration so that you aren’t exhausted. Here are some ideas for you to consider:

• If you hosted Thanksgiving, let someone else in the family host Christmas.

• Don’t be shy about giving assignments to family and friends who are coming over to celebrate with you. Let them contribute to the meal—and to the cleanup!

• As you enter the last week, if you are feeling stressed and overbooked, take some things off your calendar. If that means you miss a party or two, it will be far superior to spending the big day in bed with a cold.

• Watch your eating habits all month but be especially vigilant this week. Eat before you go to a party. Eat before you shop. Stock up on healthy snacks and don’t allow candy, cakes, pies, or donuts into the house. You don’t want to greet the New Year with an extra five pounds around your middle.

• Above all else, don’t lose sight of the deeper meaning of the holiday. When you feel yourself rushing, rushing, rushing, make yourself slow down. I can’t tell you how many years I got lost in the shoulds of this holiday only to wake up on January 1st wondering where it all went. I have a great button I like to take out this time of year. It says it all: “This is not a dress rehearsal.” Indeed. It’s the real thing. And we don’t get a repeat opportunity to experience it in a different way.

After Christmas, some details will need our attention. Gifts may have to be exchanged. Post-Christmas is a great time to stock up on wrapping paper and holiday cards for next year. Perhaps you want to take the decorations down early so you can take a quick trip out of town to celebrate the New Year. Do you need to tidy up and get ready for a New Year’s party? We’ve covered all these areas this year, so you know how to proceed. One more item, however, begs for your attention. Can you guess what it is?

You want to enter the New Year with a plan. Those wonderful days between Christmas and New Year are ripe for sweeping out the old and making way for the new. Many cultures honor this week as the perfect time to literally and emotionally do a clean sweep. New Year’s resolutions often stay in the realm of wishful thinking, but they don’t have to. A New Year is an offering of opportunities. Make way for the new and chart your course with a series of well-thought-out and executed goals. Don’t be afraid to take the next step—you can always take it one week at a time.


DECEMBER SUMMARY

WEEK ONE

Write in your journal to examine how past holidays have influenced the way you celebrate.

Examine the various elements of the holiday (cards, decorations, parties, and so on).

Learn how to prepare a holiday gift guide.

Create a shopping list for mundane items such as cards, wrapping paper, and tape.

Tidy the house.

WEEK TWO

Set your individual plan into motion.

Decorate your home.

WEEK THREE

Get caught up on all unfinished details.

Consider holiday volunteer opportunities.

Celebrate with your fellow Zen Organizers.

WEEK FOUR

Celebrate!

Consciously prepare for the New Year.

BONUS TIP

Wouldn’t it be great if the skills you acquired over the past year could benefit some of the good folks on your holiday gift list? Here are two ideas for you to consider.

Remember back in Part 4, “April,” when I suggested that you make your own lotions and potions? Guess what? These products would make great holiday gifts!

Perhaps during the year you shared a special moment with a friend or family member that was captured in a photo. Why not use your scrapbook supplies and talents to make a special presentation for your loved one?

AFFIRMATION OF THE MONTH

I stand in the center of the storm known as end-of-the-year madness. I am an oasis of calm. I release to the past all the sad, unhappy, or angry memories that have filled my mind. The past is over. I learn from it. I do not hold onto it. This month is rich with opportunities to create new, positive, happy memories for me to savor. I open myself to receiving my good.

IN CLOSING . . .

. . . The Best Is Yet to Be

Some of you began this program one year ago and your lives are transformed. Others are at the start of the adventure. People with a vested interest in organizing their lives and clearing the clutter are headed for change. Sometimes it’s clear what that is when they call me. A baby is about to be born or a new job has been accepted. Perhaps a new home has been purchased or a disease has been beaten. Your life is changing and your level of organization must change as well to support the new reality. If the change isn’t known when we meet, it will make itself known in short order. It’s an amazing process to watch unfold. This happens with my clients, and it will happen with you.

At the end of a year, you will feel as if we know each other. I have certainly shared a large part of my personal history with you. I invite you to write to me from my Web site, www.reginaleeds.com. If you’d like help creating your Zen Organizer group, I’d be delighted to assist you. In airport lounges and hotel lobbies, on the street or in a restaurant, please come and tell me your story. Getting organized is going to make your life easier and your life experience richer and deeper. Come over and tell me all about it!

I want to end our year with a quote from the great Indian yogi, Paramahansa Yogananda, the author of Autobiography of a Yogi.

Feel the hidden waters of Spirit trickling through all material life . . . feel the divine bliss of Spirit within you and all things.

Namaste,

Regina


Epilogue

I can be changed by what happens to me.
 I refuse to be reduced by it.

–MAYA ANGELOU

NOW THAT YOU’VE REACHED THE end of a year of organizing projects, you should be feeling proud of yourself. Those endless stacks of papers, magazines, and newspapers are gone. You can find whatever you need in your closet, in your kitchen, or among your DVDs. Your friends are calling you a Martha Stewart wannabe because you’re always inviting them over. You know what they say: “You’ve come a long way, baby.”

Now I have a little secret to share with you. It’s only stuff. That’s right. It’s only stuff. On the other hand, the skills you have learned when it comes to dealing with possessions are truly pearls of great price. You have developed skills that will serve you in all the myriad challenges of life. I’ve been a professional organizer for twenty years but didn’t know this truth until five years ago. How did I find out? My best friend told me.

Sometimes in life you’re going along just fine, thank you, when suddenly your world falls apart. We’ve all been there. On July 27, 2002, my OB/GYN called to tell me the results of a biopsy performed the day before during a D&C. I had cancer. I was to have a total abdominal hysterectomy with staging for cancer followed by six rounds of chemotherapy. I heard only the diagnosis. By the time he got to “staging for cancer” I not only didn’t know what he was talking about, I didn’t care. I needed to hang up and call Susie, my best friend.

Susie was living in Arizona at the time. I called her about 10:30 in the morning. By early evening she was sitting next to me. As I sat blubbering on my couch, a mass of fear and anguish, my wonderful friend gave me the advice that brought me through the experience. She said: “What is it you teach people, Regina? You teach them that the whole of anything is overwhelming and you have to break things down into small, manageable chunks, right?” I nodded “yes,” wondering why she was talking about organizing when I had cancer. “Well,” said my wise friend, “you don’t have to face everything all at once. Every day when you get up, you have to take care of only what’s on your plate for that day. For the next month, you need to get strong for your operation.” Bingo! I had my modus operandi for the next six months. I found “one day at a time” to be overwhelming, so I lived breath to breath.

I’ve cautioned you not to let yourself be overwhelmed when you tackled a big project. This was the project of my lifetime. The Magic Formula took on new meaning. I eliminated everything that wasn’t related to my healing or my survival. I categorized. And oh did I organize! During my time with cancer, I wrote my second book, ghost wrote a book for another author, and prepped a one-hour cable television special! You would be surprised what you can accomplish with the Magic Formula. I’m living proof.

If your world is turned upside down, remember that you’re a Zen Organizer. You have a Magic Formula. I just celebrated my fifth anniversary as a survivor. How will you use the information in this book to serve you and your life? The closet, the garage, and the kitchen are all in order. What’s next for you? Life is waiting.

Let your life be as deep as the ocean, but let it also be as wide as the sky.

–VIVEKANANDA
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CONSCIOUS GIVING AND VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES

American Red Cross

www.redcross.org

Big Brothers Big Sisters

National Office, 215-567-7000

Heifer International

www.heifer.org

Mercy Corps

www.mercycorps.org

National Search & Rescue Dog Foundation

www.searchdogfoundation.org

Six Degrees

www.sixdegrees.org

Oxfam

www.oxfam.com

The Hunger Site

www.thehungersite.com

(This site will also link you to other charity sites for breast cancer, literacy, animals, and so on.)

Volunteer Match

www.volunteermatch.org

CREDIT REPORTS AND IDENTITY THEFT

Free Annual Credit Report

www.annualcreditreport.com or call 1-877-322-8228

Created by the three nationwide consumer credit reporting agencies (Equifax, Experian, and Transunion), this centralized service allows consumers to request free annual credit reports.

Equifax

www.equifax.com or call 1-877-576-5734

Experian

www.experian.com/fraud or call 1-888-397-3742

Transunion

www.transunion.com

or call 1-800-680-7289

For detailed information about identity theft reports, go to www.consumer.gov/idtheft.

DONATIONS

Clothing and Household Items
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www.careergear.org

Provides professional attire for job interviews to disadvantaged men

Dress for Success

www.dressforsuccess.org

Provides professional attire for job interviews to disadvantaged women

Goodwill Industries International www.goodwill.org Sells clothing and household goods

One Warm Coat

www.onewarmcoat.org

Collects and distributes coats for free to those in need

Salvation Army

www.salvationarmy.com

Sells clothing and household goods

Computer Technology

The following sites refurbish and distribute computer technology (laptops, desktops, printers) to economically disadvantaged youths in the United States and around the world.

Computers 4 Kids

www.c4k.org

National Cristina Foundation

www.cristina.org

World Computer Exchange

www.worldcomputerexchange.org

Miscellaneous Items

Give the Gift of Sight

www.givethegiftofsight.com

Provides free prescription eyewear to individuals in North America and developing countries around the world. Drop off eyeglasses or sunglasses at LensCrafters, Pearle Vision, Sears Optical, Target Optical, BJ’s Optical, Sunglass Hut, or Lions Club.

Hungry for Music

www.hungryformusic.org

Distributes used musical instruments to underprivileged children

Luggage

www.suitcasesforkids.org

Provides luggage for foster children who move from home to home

Reader to Reader

www.readertoreader.org

Accepts books for children and teens and distributes to school libraries nationwide

E-CARDS

Blue Mountain

www.bluemountain.com

Hallmark

www.hallmark.com

Rubber Chicken Animated e-Cards

www.rubberchickencards.com

FENG SHUI CONSULTANTS

Allegra Hart, New York City

www.hartspace.com

Ariel Joseph Towne, Los Angeles

www.intentionalize.com

MEMORABILIA, PHOTOGRAPHS, SCRAPBOOKING SUPPLIES

Supplies and Ideas

Creating Keepsakes

www.creatingkeepsakes.com

Web site of the Creating Keepsakes Scrapbook magazine

Creative Memories

www.creativememories.com

Provides scrapbook ideas and supplies

Exposures

www.exposuresonline.com

Offers albums and scrapbooks

Scrapbooking 101

www.scrapbooking101.com

Your guide to the basics of scrapbooking

Online Photo Management and Sharing

Flickr

www.flickr.com

Picasa (from Google)

http://picasa.google.com

Shutterfly

www.shutterfly.com

Snapfish (a division of Hewlett-Packard)

www.snapfish.com

MIND, BODY, AND SPIRIT

Beliefnet

www.beliefnet.com

Inspiration, spirituality, and faith

Daily OM

www.dailyOM.com

Nurturing mind, body, and spirit

Health Journeys

http://www.healthjourneys.com

Belleruth Naparstek Guided Imagery Center

Mysteries.Net

www.mysteries.net

Meditation and yoga site

Self Realization Fellowship

www.selfrealizationfellowship.org

Meditation and yoga site

NATURAL CLEANING

About.com (managed by The New York Times)

http://housekeeping.about.com/cs/

environment/a/alternateclean.htm

Meyer’s Clean Day

www.mrsmeyers.com

Naturally Clean by Jeffrey Hollender

Seventh Generation Products

www.seventhgeneration.com

Tom’s of Maine Products

www.tomsofmaine.com

OFFICE AND FILING SUPPLIES

Day Runner

www.DayRunner.com

FLAX Art Design

www.flaxart.com

gubb

www.gubb.net

Helps you make and store lists

Office Depot

www.officedepot.com

OfficeMax

www.officemax.com

See Jane Work

www.seejanework.com

Staples

www.staples.com

ONLINE AUCTION AND SALE SITES

eBay

www.ebay.com

Cash for CDs

www.cashforcds.com

Craigslist

www.craigslist.com

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS

Clutterers Anonymous

www.clutterersanonymous.net

Codependents Anonymous

www.codependents.org

Messies Anonymous

www.messies.com

National Association of Professional Organizers (NAPO)

www.napo.net

RECYCLE

Paper Back Books

www.paperbackswap.com

1-800-GOT-JUNK?

www.1800gotjunk.com

or call 1-800-468-5865

Removes just about anything (furniture, appliances, electronics, yard waste, and renovation debris) and makes every effort to recycle or donate items.

Rechargeable Battery Recycling Corporation (RBRC)

www.call2recycle.org or call 1-877-273-2925 Recycles used portable rechargeable batteries and old cell phones

REDUCE AND STOP UNWANTED MAIL

Opt-Out of Preapproved Credit Card and Insurance Offers

www.optoutprescreen.com

or call 1-888-567-8688 Official Web site of the Credit Reporting Industry to accept and process consumer requests to opt-in or opt-out of prescreened credit card and insurance offers

Direct Marketing Association (DMA)

www.the-dma.org

Reduces your total volume of mail when you register for the Direct Marketing Association’s Mail Preference Service (MPS)

SHOP

Bed, Bath & Beyond

www.bedbathandbeyond.com

Bridgford (Tanya’s favorite rolls)

www.bridgford.com

Coach

www.coach.com

Costco

www.costco.com

The Container Store

www.thecontainerstore.com

Home Depot

www.homedepot.com

IKEA

www.IKEA.com

Lowes

www.lowes.com

Michael’s Arts & Crafts

www.michaels.com

Pier One Imports

www.pier1.com

Photo to Canvas

D-artcompany.com

Pottery Barn

www.potterybarn.com

Pottery Barn for Kids

www.potterybarnkids.com

Pottery Barn for Teens

www.pbteen.com

Target

www.target.com

Wal-Mart

www.walmart.com

Williams-Sonoma

www.williams-sonoma.com

TRAVEL

Flight, Hotel, and Car Reservations

www.cheaptickets.com

www.expedia.com

www.hotwire.com

www.orbitz.com

www.sidestep.com

www.travelocity.com

General Travel Information

Automobile Association of America

www.aaa.com

Centers for Disease Control

www.cdc.com/travel

Provides travel health information

Department of Homeland Security

www.travel.state.gov/passport

To apply for a passport or get information on traveling abroad

National Weather Service

(www.nws.noaa.gov) or Weather Channel (www.weather.com)

Provides weather reports on destinations in the U.S.

Transportation Security Administration

www.tsa.gov/travelers

Provides updated information on items a traveler is permitted to bring on an airplane

Weather Underground

www.wunderground.com

Provides weather forecasts for destinations in the U.S. and abroad.

VENDORS

Aesthetica Events

Shay Watson, owner

310-578-1656

www.aestheticaevents.com

In Good Taste

Tanya Russell, owner

818-761-4485

Regina Leeds

Get Organized! by REGINA

“The Zen Organizer”

818-506-7167

www.reginaleeds.com

Stratton & Son Moving and Storage

Paul Stratton, owner

818-365-4393
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Children’s chores

ideas for, 27, 42, 230–231, 248

responsibility and, 221, 227, 231–232
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Depression and disorganization, 5
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See also Bonus areas organizing

Garcia, Sarah, 108

“Geographical intelligence,” 280

Goals

overview, 6, 9
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In Good Taste, 265, 266

Internet

children and, 223–224

information/sites organization, 152–153

online articles/information, 68

resources, 297–301

Inventories of homes, 161, 163–164

IVillage, 222

January

affirmation, 43

habit of the month, 15

summary, 43

week four, 33–42

week one, 16–22

week three, 28–32

week two, 23–27

See also Kitchen organizing

Jewelry organizers, 39, 57

Jouer Cosmetics, 14, 108

Journal writing

bedroom, 46–48, 49

bonus areas, 121–122, 136, 142, 143

Christmas, 275–276

common rooms, 239–240, 249

dreams, 55–56
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cooking/baking, 35–37

counters, 36, 37–38, 43

final week on, 33–42

habits for, 15, 41–42

journal questions/answers, 28–29
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Loss and disorganization, 5, 119

Madden, Randy, 187–188

Magazine organizing, 83–84, 95, 98, 252
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Makeup age/expiration, 108

March

affirmation, 100

habit of the month, 70

summary, 100

week four, 90–99

week one, 71–75

week three, 83–89

week two, 76–82

See also Paper organizing

Max the dog, 69

May

affirmation, 146

habit of the month, 119

summary, 145

week four, 140–145

week one, 120–129

week three, 135–139

week two, 130–134

See also Bonus areas organizing

Memorabilia

displaying, 183–184

eliminating, 182–183, 184, 185

journal questions/answers, 179–181

overview, 179–185

supply resources, 299

Messies Anonymous, 121, 300

Michael’s Arts & Crafts Supply, 177, 193, 253, 301

Morning routines, 26, 109–110, 219

Moving

binder for, 202–203

budget for, 201

ceremony in new house, 214

journal questions/answers, 199–200

mover alerts, 209–210

new home preparation, 213

packing, 204, 205, 212

pets and, 202–203, 212

portable storage container use, 209

professional movers selection/care, 207–208, 210, 213–214

questions on, 198, 200–202

residence sizes and, 201–202

resources on, 196–198, 204

saving money, 205, 209, 211

time budget, 200–201

vendors/people to contact before, 200–201

See also August

Moving day, 211–214

Mud room, 39–40

Multitasking

negative aspects of, 76–77

positive situations for, 77–78, 127, 128

Naparstek, Belleruth, 235

National Association of Professional Organizers, 121, 300

National Do Not Call Registry, 81

Natural cleaners, 110, 117, 299

Negativity

eliminating, 220

self-talk, 216

Newspaper organizing, 83, 98, 253

New Year/Eve, 277, 290, 292

“No” response

change and, 25

difficulty with, 17

electronic pests and 80–81

learning, 14, 19, 23, 25

overview, 25, 79–81

time management and, 14

Northridge earthquake, 4–5

November

affirmation, 272

habit of the month, 256

summary, 272

week four, 269–272

week one, 257–259

week three, 264–268

week two, 260–263

See also Thanksgiving

October

affirmation, 255

habit of the month, 238

summary, 255

week four, 248–254

week one, 239–240

week three, 245–247

week two, 241–244

See also Common rooms

Offices

home office, 48–49, 88–89, 241–242

kitchen counter office, 41

personal desk items/furniture, 99, 100

space separation for, 48–49, 89

suppliers, 300

Online sale sites, 300

Organizing

average time needed for project, 11–12

breaking project into steps, 235

life vs. “stuff,” 293–294

Magic Formula, 10–11

maintenance, 197, 229–230, 246

reality and, 3–4

starting, 2, 6

step summary, 11

for yourself, 9–10

Pack rat syndrome/hoarding, 120–121

Paper organizing

example stories, 72–75, 96

final week of, 90–99

journal questions/answers, 71–72, 77

mail, 70, 84, 95

the past and, 72–73, 75

record retention guidelines, 68, 98

reducing paper use, 86

rewards, 99

speed elimination, 83–84

tax materials, 9, 62, 67, 68, 84, 98

tools for, 85–87

See also File systems; March; Offices

Party planning, 265–266, 277–278

See also Christmas; Thanksgiving

Passports, 153

Past times

affirmations on, 291

disorganization and, 3, 8, 13, 115, 118–119, 122, 123–124

examples of being stuck in, 180–182

honoring (overview), 173

journal writing, 16, 17–18, 218–219

negative self-talk and, 216

school experiences, 216

See also Address book; Journal writing; July; Memorabilia; Photo collection; Scrapbooking

Patel, Alpa, 191

Pending folder, 97–98

Perfection, 220–221, 257, 268

Personal air purifier, 150

Pets

Christmas and, 287

food/treats organization, 32, 38–39

moving and, 202–203, 212

Phone call answering, 80, 81

Photo albums, 187, 189, 190

Photo boxes, 186, 187, 188, 193

Photo collections

albums for, 187, 189, 190

digital photo collections, 187–188

organizing, 186–189

supply resources, 299

Photo displays, 249–250

Photo scrapbook, 190–191, 191–192

Pier One Imports, 225, 301

Poinsettias, 284

Positive outlook

creating, 220–221

guided imagery and, 235

perfection and, 220–221

positive self-talk, 216–217

See also Affirmations

Pottery Barn, The, 225, 226, 301

Professional associations listing, 300

“Project Boxes,” 94, 193

Purses/handbags, 61–62

Ram Dass, 173

Recipes

Candied Yams with Golden Apples, 267

organizing, 92, 94

Recycling, 84, 86, 205, 213

resources on, 300

Red Cross, 138, 297

Refrigerator organization, 39–40

Regifting/recycling, 282

Resources

auctions/sale sites, 300

credit reports, 297

donations, 298

e-cards, 298

giving/volunteer opportunities, 297

identity theft, 297

junk mail reduction, 300

memorabilia, 299

natural cleaning, 299

office/filing supplies, 300

photographs, 299

professional associations, 300

recycling, 300

sale sites/auctions, 300

scrapbooking, 299

shopping, 301

spiritual resources, 299

travel, 301

Rewarding yourself (overview), 12

Rolling towels/clothing, 38, 167

Routines

importance of, 23, 26–27

for mornings, 26, 109–110, 219

See also Family routines

Russell, Tanya, 265, 266, 267, 269–270

Scheduling with an overview, 24–25

Scrapbooking

description, 190–192, 194

history and, 191

old-fashioned scrapbook, 192

photo scrapbook, 191–192

supplies, 192–194

supply resources, 299

Second/vacation homes, 161, 163–164

September

affirmation, 236

habit of the month, 216–217

summary, 236

week four, 233–235

week one, 218–221

week three, 229–232

week two, 222–228

Shoes, 56–57, 61

Shopping

for food, 40

resources on, 301

See also specific stores

“Shoulds,” 12

Shredders/shredding paper, 84, 85, 90–91

Six Degrees, 286, 297

Sixty Minutes, 221

Soap tip, 113

Space

as a personal reflection, 28, 47, 48

empty/full space, 53

Spirit/Little Spirit (golden retriever), 64, 124, 170

Spiritual resources, 299

Staples, 227, 300

Storage

off-site storage, 144–145

using empty suitcases as, 160

Stratton & Son Moving and Storage, 207, 214

Target, 124, 193, 224, 253, 301

Tax time and organization, 9

Thanksgiving

aromas of, 272

clean sweep through house, 260–262

cleanup following, 268, 270

delegating, 264–265, 268

early planning, 236

gravy tips, 271

journal questions/answers, 257–259

menu example, 266–267

menu planning, 264–265, 266

planning, 262–263, 262–268

stress and, 267–268

stuffing tips, 270, 271

week of, 269–271

Thich Nhat Hahn, 53

Time management

changing, 19–20

goals and, 20–22

importance of, 13–14, 16, 18

rating, 16–17

Time traps, 26–27

“To Do”/“To Call” folders, 97–98

Toy organization, 223, 224–225, 253

Trash muscle, 39, 51, 84, 182

Traveling

after personal loss, 150

bump prevention, 154

by car, 170–171

cell phones/walkie-talkies, 162

checklist, 155–160

with children, 158, 162–163, 171

clothing, 157,158–160

contact information, 154, 157, 158, 165

file system for, 152–153

home inventory, 161, 163–164

home preparations before, 164–165

journal questions/answers, 149–151

medical issues, 153

organizing a trip, 151–154

packing, 166–168, 169, 170–171

reasons/benefits summary, 171

resources on, 301

tips, 150, 154,166–167, 168, 169, 172

travel items analysis, 161–162

visa requirements, 151, 153

See also June

Vacation/second homes, 161, 163–164

Vastu philosophy, 214

Visualization, 81

Volunteering

breaking project into steps, 235

at Christmas time, 286–287

handling a request, 233–234

reasons for, 233

resources on, 297

See also “No” response

Wal-Mart, 193, 224, 301

Walsh, Nancy/Mark, 189

Watson, Shay, 284–285

Websites

of author, 292

See also Resources

Williams-Sonoma, 124, 301

Work

balance and, 20, 76

delegation, 78–79

importance of, 69, 171

See also Multitasking; Paper organizing

Yams recipe, 267

Yard sales, 132–133, 137

Yoga, 76

Yogananda, Paramahansa, 292

Zen of Organizing, The (Leeds), 7

Zen organizing, 7, 75, 83, 101, 175, 220, 235

Zen organizing team, 8, 21, 53, 114, 193

Zilber, Christina, 14

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
   
  
        
       
 

        
       
 

     
 
   
   
 
 
  
     





OEBPS/images/9780738212685.jpg
ONE YEAR TO AN

ORGANIZED LIFE

From Your Closets to Your Finances,
the Week-by-Week Guide to Getting Completely
Organized For Good

oy wiwrv Y wlwrv il wl-vp ™ *!‘wrv w’w UL Wlwrv ‘r“vrw‘m w-rw Y qw

REGINA LEEDS

Author of The Zen of Organizing and Los Angeles magazine's “Best Organizer”







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
COOCOCCCLC





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/d3.jpg





OEBPS/images/d4.jpg





OEBPS/images/two.jpg





OEBPS/images/d1.jpg
QL el el Gl il el el el el el el Sl el e





OEBPS/images/d2.jpg
2LLOCOOCT





