
      
      
         [image: Cover]

      
   
      
      Copyright © 2009 by Gail Blanke

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      The individuals who have been identified in this book by first and last name have granted me permission to use their real names.  The individuals who have only been identified using a first name  are based on real people or composites drawn from my work as a  life coach. I have changed the names of those individuals and  modified personally identifiable details.

      Parts of Chapters 14, 15, 17, 18, 23, and 24 were originally published in Real Simple magazine in a slightly modified form.

      Springboard Press

      Hachette Book Group

      237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

      Visit our Web site at  www.HachetteBookGroup.com

      First eBook Edition: March 2009

      Springboard Press is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Springboard name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group.

      ISBN: 978-0-446-54434-4

      
   
      Contents

      [image: art]

      Copyright Page

      Acknowledgments

      Introduction

      Fueling the Urge to Purge

      Making It to Fifty

      Getting Started

      PART ONE: Getting Rid of  the Physical Stuff    

      Chapter  1: Your Bedroom

      Chapter  2: Your Bathroom

      Chapter  3: Your Kitchen

      Chapter  4: Your Living Room

      Chapter  5: Your Dining Room

      Chapter  6: Your Attic

      Chapter  7:  Your Garage

      PART TWO: Your Office:  Paring Down the Professional Clutter

      Chapter  8: Clarifying Your Brand

      Chapter  9: Keeping What Works, Eliminating What Doesn’t

      Chapter  10: The Phoenix Rises from the Ashes

      PART THREE: Attacking the  Mental Mess

      Chapter  11: Letting Go of Feeling Inadequate, Irrelevant, and Just Plain Not Good Enough

      Chapter  12:  Letting Go of the Type of Person You Think You Are—  or Aren’t

      Chapter  13:  Letting Go of the Regrets and Mistakes of the Past

      Chapter  14: Letting Go of Being Right About How Wrong Everybody and Everything Is

      Chapter  15: Letting Go of the Need to Have Everyone Like You

      Chapter  16:  Letting Go of Thinking the Worst

      Chapter  17:  Letting Go of Waiting for the Right Moment

      Chapter  18:  Letting Go of Needing to Feel Secure

      Chapter  19:  Letting Go of Thinking That You Have to Do Everything Yourself

      Chapter  20:  Making It to Fifty: The Celebration

      PART FOUR: Stepping into  the Clearing    

      Chapter  21: Your Vision for the Future

      Chapter  22:  Taking Energy From Your Defining Moments

      Chapter  23:  Being Unforgettable

      Chapter  24:  Find Your Song—and Sing It!

      Chapter  25:  Your Declaration to the World

      Appendix: Your Throw-Outs

      Resource Guide

      About the Author

   
      For Jim

   
      Acknowledgments

      [image: art]

      The truth is, this book wouldn’t have been possible if my mom hadn’t threatened to turn all my dresser drawers upside down and told me to “Get crackin’ and throw out all that junk, and I mean now!” that summer day when I was fourteen. And it wouldn’t have been possible if my dad hadn’t told me to “Get rid of anything that drags you down, sweetie. Moving through a bunch of negative clutter is like walking underwater. It’s hard to get where you want to go.” I sure was a lucky kid.

      Look, I didn’t come by this “throwing out” thing naturally, in spite of my otherwise pretty good genes. I had to acquire a passion for letting go, throwing out, and pressing the “delete” button in more than a few areas of my life. Chances are, if you’ve picked up this book, you aren’t exactly the oracle of organization or the diva of decluttering either. But you’ve got a longing—okay, maybe not yet a passion—to clear the decks so you can “get crackin’ ” with the next segment of your life.

      And the people you’ll meet inside these pages have that same longing, too. And they also have something else that you have: courage. It takes courage to let go of the past. It takes courage to actually make a decision to throw something—anything—out. As you’ll see, for many of the men and women who have been generous enough to share their stories, actually throwing out fifty things wasn’t always (frequently, but not always) a laugh a minute. But they found the courage to do it anyway. And in some cases, it changed their lives. It’ll change yours, too.

      In particular, I’m indebted to Laurel Bernstein, Jane Blecher, Dan Blodgett, Eddie Brill, Sally Carr, Beth Comstock, Lue Ann Eldar, David Evangelista, Martha Gilliland, David Hoffman, Phil Hough, Parvin Klein, Alan Matarasso, Marychris Melli, Patricia and Roger Miller, David Molko, Pat Perkins, Richard Pine, Scott Preiss, Kathy Robb, and Ray Sclafani.

      Richard Pine, my dear friend and literary agent, kept me motivated throughout the entire process of putting this book together. “Just keep writing, Gail,” was his  daily dictum. It worked. And Karen Murgolo is simply  the world’s best and most supportive editor. In fact her whole team is terrific: Matthew Ballast and Erica Gelbard are superb publicists, while Tom Hardej became, among other things, my “organizational muse.” And Laura Jorstad, in my view, is the queen of copy editing. And anyone who’s ever called or come to my office knows my indomitable former assistant, Jane Blecher, stand-up comic, resident pharmacologist, and one-of-a-kind friend. But most of all, I’m grateful beyond words to Jim, Kate, and Abigail, the best family any gal ever had. Ever.

      We are all passionate pilgrims on the road to an uncertain but glorious future, shedding as we go everything that’s a drag, and anything that causes us to pause,  second-guess ourselves, or—heaven forbid—turn around and go back.

      I’m really glad you’re with us.

   
      Introduction
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      Whenever people ask me to describe my coaching “methodology,” I tell them I use the Michelangelo Method. Inevitably, especially if they’re human resources people, they look puzzled and say, “What the heck is that? I never heard of it.” And I always respond with, “Of course you have. You remember that wonderful story of Michelangelo who, shortly after he’d finished sculpting the statue of David, was asked by a local patron of the arts who had been completely awestruck after first viewing the statue, ‘How did you know to sculpt David? I just don’t understand… ’ And Michelangelo, being a straightforward, honest sort of fellow, allegedly responded, ‘Oh, well, David was always there in the marble. I just took away everything that was not David.”

      And that’s my job as your coach: to help you let go of all the extraneous marble; to chisel your way through the stuff, junk, and clutter—physical and mental—that stands in the way of helping your very best self move into the next glorious phase of your life. 

      Our lives are so filled with the debris of the past—from dried-up tubes of Krazy Glue to old grudges—that it’s a wonder we can get up in the morning, never mind go to work, care for our children and parents, and just put one foot in front of the other. And living in the Information Age doesn’t help, either. We’re constantly bombarded from every direction by flying debris in another form: the news, the media. On television, on the radio, on our cell phones, online, and in the air, we’re deluged with what too often turns out to be life marble—garbage might be a better word: all the stuff that’s gone wrong in the world, gone wrong in ourselves, gone wrong in our lives. Or could go wrong. Oh, I’m not saying we don’t need to be informed. We do. We’re citizens of a planet on the move, and we must know what needs to be done to keep it spinning forward. But we can’t move forward, we can’t move at all, if we’re locked inside a block of marble, largely of our own making. 

      So what can we do? It’s time to chisel our way out, to blast through the stuff we’ve heaped upon ourselves, and step out into the clearing. It’s time. Now. I’m not kidding. The arteries of our lives are blocked, and that blockage threatens our ability to be happy, to make others happy, and to play our part in moving humankind forward.

      Look, I come by this urge to let go and to urge others to let go naturally: My mother was a Virgo. You should have seen her drawers. If she asked you to get something for her, she’d say, “It’s in my bureau in the third drawer on the left on the right-hand side, in the back on the very bottom of the stack.”

      And she’d be absolutely right. I’m an Aquarian. Oh, I’m not saying we’re the slobs of the Zodiac—I mean, I put things away in my drawers—I just don’t always know what things are in which drawers. And if you’re a certain sign, does that mean you’re going to have messy drawers? Maybe. Anyway, once when I was about thirteen years old, my mother threatened to turn all of my drawers upside down on the floor of my bedroom to teach me to finally get them organized. Thankfully, she didn’t actually do it. (And unfortunately, my drawers will never hold a candle to hers.) But one thing she was able to teach me was to throw things out.

      “If you don’t know what to do with it, or where to put it or why you ever bought it in the first place, or if looking at it depresses you, throw it out!” she’d say. “Never keep anything that makes you look heavy or feel heavy.”

      As it turns out, my mom was right about a lot of stuff, and the throwing-things-out rule was one of her best. Oh, and whenever she asked any of us to throw things out, she meant for us to do it now, not later. We called it her Do it now or oh, brother! mood.

      So it’s not surprising that when I coach people, I always ask them to throw things out. And not just a few things; I ask everyone I work with, at the end of our second or third session, to go home and throw out fifty things. “And by the way”—I usually look stern here—“magazines and catalogs only count as one thing. You can throw out a hundred of them, but they only count as one.” People usually look at me with both horror and annoyance. (But go ahead and throw out fifty things anyway—you’ll feel like a million bucks.) “Look,” they’ll say, “I just went through my closets and I’ve already thrown out everything I can. Forget it.” 

      But I don’t forget it. Just like my mother didn’t. And not only do I ask them to throw out fifty things, I ask them to make a list of what they’re throwing out. Actually, it’s not that hard to get into the swing of it. Look, you’ve had that single earring for years and you keep hoping the other one will show up. It won’t. Throw it away. You’ve got all those socks with no matches. (I know, they were in pairs when you put them in the dryer. I’ve always wondered what happens to them. Do they pop up in someone else’s dryer? I don’t know.) Throw them out. You’ve got that single leather glove but you think it’s not right to throw away a leather glove; it’s okay, throw it away. You’ve got all that makeup from your old look. Toss it. And you’ve got that drawer in the kitchen. You know that drawer. There are receipts in there from years ago, there’s a bunch of change in there, and, yes, there are old dried-up tubes of Krazy Glue. And you know what else is in there? Keys. There are keys in there that haven’t opened up anything in decades. But you think it’s not nice to throw away keys. They’re heavy and make a clanking noise when they hit the bottom of the wastebasket. Never mind. Throw them out. Throw it all out. 

      Here’s why: Once you start throwing out a lot of physical clutter—once you get on a roll, and you will—a new urge kicks in: “What about all the clutter in my mind?” you ask. “What in the world have I allowed to collect there?” And then you get into the really good stuff. 

      Of course it’s the mental clutter that drags you down and holds you back, that keeps you from stepping into the next great segment of your life—the one that’s filled with promise, joy, adventure, and best of all fulfillment. You can’t move forward into the future when you’re constantly sucked back into the past. So in addition to the socks and lipsticks, you’re going to throw out the old regrets and resentments, the resignation, the fear of failing or the fear of succeeding; you’re going to let go of the times when you came up a little bit short (we all have them). And you’re going to let go of the voices that remind you of your so-called limitations. You know those voices. Just when you’re feeling pretty spunky and sure of yourself—just when you’ve created a bold new vision for your life—that voice from the past says, “Not so fast, kiddo, you can’t do that! You don’t have enough time, you don’t have enough energy, you don’t have enough money, and anyway, they’ll never let you!” 

      A word about the voices: Whenever you’re out for something big, whenever you’re stepping out of your comfort zone and into your power, you’ll hear them. It’s inevitable. And it’s okay. In fact, I’d suggest that if you go along for months and don’t hear any voices, chances are you’re playing it too safe. Chances are, you’re hanging out in the stands when you should be strutting onto the field. The minute you enter the game, you’ll hear the voices. Congratulate yourself and say, “I must be about to live up to my potential. Let ’er rip!”

      One more word about voices: Did you see the movie A Beautiful Mind? If you did, you’ll remember that the main protagonist is John Nash, the brilliant and world-renowned mathematician and co-recipient of the 1994 Nobel Prize in Economics, played by Russell Crowe. Nash suffered from severe paranoid schizophrenia, to the point that he saw and heard imaginary people who interacted intimately with him and negatively influenced his life—almost ruining his career and marriage, even endangering the lives of the people he loved. Toward the end of the film, Nash is teaching at Princeton where he’d done his undergraduate work. A fellow from the Nobel Prize committee comes to have tea with him and to, unofficially, determine if Nash is more or less “fit enough” to receive the prize. He asks Nash, “So, do you still um, you know, uh…” Nash finishes his sentence, “See them? Yes, they’re still there. But I choose not to acknowledge them… That’s what it’s like with all our dreams and all our nightmares. You’ve got to keep feeding them for them to stay alive.” I figure that if on any given day, John Nash can see and hear those torturous people who attempt to derail his life, but choose not to acknowledge them—then we can, too. We can say to ourselves when those negative, Not-so-fast, Who-do-you-think-you-are?, Let’s-not-get-carried-away voices flood our minds: “Not today. I’m not listening today. I have my own hill to take, my own rivers to cross. Not today.” 

      Here’s a good story: A woman came into my office not long ago with what was supposed to be her list of throw-aways but didn’t want to talk about it. She had taken a leaf out of John Nash’s playbook and was focused on what was important to her—and only on what was important to her. When she’d left my office a couple of weeks earlier, she’d been resolute about letting go of whatever was dragging her down or holding her back. At the time, I didn’t know how resolute.

      “C’mon,” I said. “What are you throwing out?”

      Finally she said, “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you. I went home after our last session and threw out the guy I’d been living with for eleven years! I finally realized he was the one who was holding me back and weighing me down.

      “But Gail,” she continued, looking worried, “do I still have to throw out forty-nine more things?” 

      “That’ll do it for today,” I said. “Take the week off. Then you can get crackin’ on the next forty-nine!” 

      Okay, now it’s your turn. This is the beginning of the Big Letting-Go.

      Fueling the Urge to Purge


      Do you ever notice how much lighter you feel when you clean out your closet in the spring? And depending on how packed, cluttered, and bursting at the seams it was, you might feel positively ebullient. Not to mention proud. “Hey, you want to see my closet?” is a question I’ve asked various hapless members of my family if they’ve wandered too close after the urge to purge has had its way with me.

      Personally, I don’t think we pay enough attention to the lighter, prouder feeling that comes from cleaning stuff out of our lives. We acknowledge ourselves only momentarily; we don’t celebrate our accomplishment or the lighter spirit that comes with it. And unfortunately, we don’t marshal the force of that new, light spirit to propel us forward. But we could. We could purge ourselves of life plaque on a regular basis and use the accompanying power surges to get whatever we want in life.

      So let’s do that. Let’s decide now that we’re going to start a new monthly, weekly, or even daily ritual of throwing things out and letting things go—and that we’re going to invite all the people we care about to join us. Can you imagine the collective energy we’ll unleash? The positive power surge we’ll create? We could change the world.

      
      The Rules of Disengagement

      How do you know what to throw out? Well, luckily, the rules of disengagement are really simple:

      • One. If it—the thing, the belief or conviction, the memory, the job, even the person—weighs you down, clogs you up, or just plain makes you feel bad about yourself, throw it out, give it away, sell it, let it go, move on.

      • Two. If it (see above!) just sits there, taking up room and contributing nothing positive to your life, throw it out, give it away, sell it, let it go, move on. If you’re not moving forward, you’re moving backward. Throwing out what’s negative helps you rediscover what’s positive.

      • Three. Don’t make the decision—whether to toss it or keep it—a hard one. If you have to weigh the pros and cons for too long or agonize about the right thing to do, throw it out.

      • Four. Don’t be afraid. This is your life we’re talking about. The only one you’ve got for sure. You don’t have the time, energy, or room for physical or psychic waste.


      Making It to Fifty


      You’re really going to be surprised by how easy it is to throw out fifty things. And I have to say here and now that the reason for fifty is not arbitrary. Once you make it to fifty, a kind of wonderful momentum takes over; before you know it, the throwing-out thing becomes a habit, an ongoing mind-set. And then something really, really good happens: You take control of your life. You start living it, it stops living you. Did you ever see or read Eugene Ionesco’s play The Chairs? Well, if you did, you’ll remember that the last scene shows a bunch of chairs on the stage. That’s it, just chairs. No people. That’s because the point Ionesco’s making is that in the end, if we’re not paying attention, the stuff in our lives owns us. We don’t own it. And it endures; we don’t.

      But we’re not going to let that happen. 

      And to make it really easy for you, this book is divided into four parts:

       In part 1, “Getting Rid of the Physical Stuff,” you and I make our way through the major areas of your house and mine—from that good ol’ kitchen drawer to the medicine cabinet to the far corners of the attic—and together we muster the courage to let go of the stuff that clogs our life arteries, weighs us down, or simply doesn’t serve us anymore. And just for the record, we mean to be “green” in this heroic effort—as you’ll see.

      In part 2, “Your Office: Paring Down the Professional Clutter,” we move into the office—whether it’s in some towering skyscraper or in a small nook in your bedroom—and throw out the debris that’s accumulated there, which just might be slowing down your ability to gain traction in a new assignment, a new company, or even a whole new career. 

      In part 3, “Attacking the Mental Mess,” we go after the really good stuff. Because once you’re warmed up from tossing out all your physical clutter, you can have a field day with your mental and emotional debris. And you’re going to be surprised at what a lot of useless junk you’ve allowed to collect in your head. And, you’ll be even more surprised by how lighthearted and even light-headed you’ll feel when you throw that stuff out. At the end of this section, my friend, you’ll have made it to fifty. Actually, I have the feeling you’ll have made it way past fifty—and it’ll be time to celebrate.

      Then, in part 4, “Stepping into the Clearing,” we clarify the essential you. This is where you decide who you are at the core, what your own idea of good is—and how you want to live the next great segment of your life. And this is where you find the stuff to step forward with grace and confidence. This is where you learn to be nothing short of unforgettable.

      To help you keep careful track of all your throw-outs, you can use the template provided at the back of this book as well as the running scorecard at the end of each chapter. You can also log on to  www.throwoutfiftythings.com and download the Throw Out Fifty Things workbook. Once you’ve hit fifty, come online and post your list of  throw-outs, okay? I bet you’ll have some great stories to tell us. And sharing them will motivate others to start their own throwing-out process. Then they’ll encourage someone else, and before you know it we’ll have created a Throw Out Fifty Things Movement. Let’s do it.

      So get out your workbooks or your pads of paper, we’re moving into your bedroom…  right after we assemble a few items that are going to make this whole process a piece of cake.

      “But Gail,” you’re probably saying, “how long do I have?”

      Two weeks, my friend. And that’s plenty long enough. I’m not kidding.

      Getting Started


      Before you move into that bedroom, collect the following things. (You probably have these at home.)

      
      • Sturdy garbage bags (get the kind you can’t see through, so that once you have put your giveaways in them, you can’t see them anymore). Cardboard boxes work, too, if you happen to have some stacked from deliveries or a recent move.

      • A pad of medium-size sticky notes, to label your bags. 

      • A waterproof marker to write on the sticky notes. 

      • A box of gallon-size ziplock bags, to store single items for giving away, and for small items like jewelry.

      • Masking tape, to secure the boxes or bags, mend tears in the bags, and secure the notes to the bags or boxes.

      
Bring these items with you from room to room as you throw things out. 

      Start with three big bags. Make one trash. Get that marker out, write trash on one of the sticky notes, and stick it onto a bag. Now, how hard was that? You already have trash going! Items that are ripped, torn, badly stained, or truly unusable because they’re broken or parts are missing go into the trash bag. This bag is definitely going out with the trash.

      Make the next bag donations. Add a similar note to this second bag. Note that mismatched pairs—socks, gloves—are accepted at homeless shelters, where they will be paired and distributed.

      Write sell on the sticky note for the third bag. Here’s where you’ll put all those things that you’d like to include in a tag or garage sale, or send to a consignment or resale store. Oh, and if you’re in need of cleaning rags, you can always start a fourth bag for all the lonely socks, torn towels, or worn bedding. At our house, we use the torn towels for the dog on rainy days.

      Now you’re ready to dig in.

   
      PART ONE
   [image: art]
Getting Rid of  the Physical Stuff 

   
      Chapter  1

      Your Bedroom

      Okay, let’s remember the Rules of Disengagement: If it—the article of clothing, the shoes, the lamp, whatever—weighs you down or makes you feel bad about yourself, or if it just sits there taking up room and contributing nothing positive, it goes out. If you find you’re spending a lot of time trying to figure out whether or not to keep it or toss it, it goes out. And finally, don’t be afraid. This is your life we’re talking about, and we’re going let go of anything that clutters it up. Starting now.

      Okay, it’s always easier to start with the low-hanging fruit. Just walk into your bedroom and look around. What do you see? How do you feel? Are you glad to be there; do you feel relaxed, serene, even clearheaded? I don’t, at least not as much as I’d like to. 

      I’ll tell you what I see: I see decorative pillows from five years ago that really depress me. I don’t know how to explain it, but they’re too dark and ornate for what I want to be a light, airy room. And two of them are slightly chewed at the corners thanks to our ten-month-old golden retriever. (Her name’s Willa and if I threw out all the stuff she’s gnawed I could easily get to fifty things…  but there might not be much left.) Anyway, those pillows are going. (Remember, groups of things, for the most part, only count as one, so although I’m throwing out five depressing pillows I can only put down a “one” next to them.) They’re going into one of those big black Hefty bags labeled donations, and eventually I’ll give them to Goodwill or the Salvation Army. It would be easy to put them in the attic or the back of my husband’s closet (he’d never notice them, believe me), but they’d still be here and that just doesn’t walk the dog. We’re talking about throwing stuff out, not moving it around. 

      So let’s open our first drawer. Everything okay in there? Are there socks that don’t match? What about all the single gloves—are you going to wear two different-colored right-handed gloves or wait another couple of years for their mates to show up? And what about the too-small sweaters that your sister-in-law keeps giving you Christmas after Christmas? She won’t really know that you threw them out, and actually you’ll give them away. They’re perfectly good sweaters, just not for you. And how about that T-shirt from the old company outing you dragged yourself to (you referred to it as “forced fun,” remember?) two weeks before you and your entire department were so unceremoniously eliminated? It really has to go. It’s no longer worthy of your wearing it—even just to jog in—seriously. Because every time you put it on it’s going to make you feel that somehow the firings were your fault, that you should have done something differently, that maybe you’re not all that good and you somehow deserved to be downsized. Sounds ridiculous, I know, but that’s what we do: If something goes wrong, we make it all about us. Too bad we don’t do that when something goes right! You get the picture. The T-shirt goes out. And the shoulds go with it. Throw them out.

      While we’re in our drawers, let’s consider my dear friend Barbara Brennan’s throw-out technique, which she refers to as “periodic purges.” “I grew up with piles,” she says, “so I feel oddly comfortable having piles around. That is, as long as I know what’s in the pile.” 

      I like the idea of being “oddly comfortable” with piles. It’s good to know what you’re okay with and what drives you crazy, and not buy into someone else’s idea of the neatness imperative, don’t you think? 

      “But I live in a cozy New York apartment,” Barbara continues. “Cozy is a code word for ‘limited closet space,’ so I can’t let the piles get too high.” The way Barbara keeps from being overrun by her stuff, not to mention her piles, is by taking it one drawer or shelf at a time. “Every month or so, I do an area cleanout. Maybe I tackle a jewelry drawer or a shelf in my closet. Nothing overwhelming, nothing too time consuming. But I always feel better, lighter, and more clearly focused, not to mention extremely pleased with myself.” I like her attitude: Do it, but don’t make it a big deal. 

      Speaking of a jewelry drawer, I bet you have one where you keep all your costume jewelry. I do and it’s a real mess. I used to work at Avon, and I received new pieces of jewelry every two weeks that were featured in each new Avon brochure. Wait a minute, where did all these giant metal earrings come from? I must’ve looked like a freak wearing them. Still, they weren’t all that cheap and they do have a certain charm to them. Sort of. I can’t just throw them in the wastebasket. They’d clank when they hit bottom. I hate that. But I’m done with that old look so what am I hanging on to this stuff for? I’ll put them (five pairs, but one “thing”) in a small ziplock bag and keep them with the stuff for Goodwill or maybe for someone I know who might appreciate them. Actually, the young daughter of a friend of mine might like them for playing dress-up. Are you going to throw out those old beads from that trip to Jamaica? Go ahead. At least give them away. You haven’t worn them in over four years and someone else might be absolutely delighted by them. How many things have we got so far? I’ve got three and you’ve got three, too. We’re not doing badly. 

      Listen, as you’re rummaging through your stuff, keep your eye out for things that you might be done with but that could absolutely delight someone else. 

      Here’s a great story that illustrates my point: Several years ago, we were conducting a Lifedesigns workshop for working women to help them create not only successful, enriching careers, but also happy, fulfilled lives. On the first day of the workshop, we were discussing various things in our lives that had caused us to be angry or disappointed; things or events that we’d like to get over. One woman, Carrie, talked about how disappointed she’d been on her tenth birthday when she failed to get her heart’s desire: one of those expandable heart bracelets that were all the rage among little girls decades ago. What made it worse was that her cousin, who lived with her family, had celebrated her birthday the following week and she got the bracelet. Carrie was hurt, jealous, and furious at her cousin. In fact she held that birthday against her for decades, somehow blaming her for having been given the bracelet she’d wanted so much. “I know it sounds funny, but I still haven’t quite gotten over it,” said Carrie, who was now forty-seven years old.

      Well, that afternoon I asked the participants, as I always do at the end of the first day, to go home and throw out fifty things and be ready to report back the following morning to the other women. Another participant, Mary Beth, turned up early with a big grin on her face. “Guess what I found,” she said, beaming. “An expandable heart bracelet! It was at the bottom of my junk drawer in my bedroom. Let’s give it to Carrie!” Well, not only did we give it to her, but we gift-wrapped the bracelet, bought a small cake with ten candles on it, and sang “Happy Tenth Birthday, Dear Carrie” at the tops of our lungs. She was knocked out, of course, and very moved. We all were. Then Carrie put on the heart bracelet and went outside to call her cousin and tell her how much she loved her. 

      Let’s move into our closets. I don’t know how it happened, but my closet has gotten considerably more crowded and messy during the last year. I’d like to blame it on the fact that I’ve been really busy, or maybe on the fact that the seasons are all messed up in New York and I’ve needed lighter-weight clothes in the winter and heavier clothes in the summer so that’s why they’re all crammed in there together. Or it could be because my daughters, Kate and Abigail, and I share some of the same clothes from time to time, and somehow they all end up in my closet. We all wear the same size shoe (which is good) and we all share a shoe fetish (which is bad), so the floor of my closet is a repository for whatever shoes they’re not particularly interested in at the moment—but I’m allowed to borrow. Actually, none of these excuses is valid. 

      The real reasons my closet is a mess are: (a) I could never make it as neat as my mother’s so why try; and (b) sorting things out and throwing things away involves making decisions. And making decisions can be an exhausting process. 

      Green Tip: Recycle Your Sneakers


      Did you know that you can actually recycle your old athletic shoes? Nike has a program called Reuse-A-Shoe (www.letmeplay.com/reuseashoe) in which the company collects worn-out sneakers of any brand and then processes and recycles them into materials for playgrounds and athletic courts. 


      You know, I’ve got to figure out what’s important, what’s not; what I really need, what I don’t; what might come back into fashion, what won’t in a million years; what really looks good on me whether it’s in fashion or not, what looked wrong from the beginning; what makes me feel heavy physically or emotionally; what makes me feel light and upbeat; what’s me, what’s not. I could get exhausted thinking about it. And look, it’s always easier not to decide. That way you leave all your options open, right? Deciding not to decide, or deciding to decide later, is hoshmahoken (a word my parents and their friends in Cleveland made up as a substitute for, well, I guess, BS). Not deciding is the number one cause of all the  clutter—physical, emotional, and spiritual—in our lives. And if we can’t decide what to throw out of our clothes closets, how in the world are we going to decide what to throw out of our mental closets—closets that are overflowing with the debris of indecisions? This thought alone gives new meaning to the term mind boggling, doesn’t it? But we don’t have to be seduced by the appeal of not deciding—we can grit our overly whitened teeth and just do it. I can tell you my mom didn’t spend a lot of time weighing the pros and cons of what to keep and what to discard. She decided and that was it. Smart people make things hard. Brilliant people make things easy. My mom was brilliant. Okay, my closet, not to mention my drawers, will never look like hers. It’s okay. I bet somehow it’s even okay with her. I’ll do it my way. 

      So once again, here we are in the closet. And it’s no accident that we’re standing here together gathering up our strength to actually decide who we are, or who we could be, based on what we keep in here. Get out the cardboard boxes and Hefty bags, ziplock bags and sticky notes. Keep them open and handy. Smile as you fill them up. 

      I’m definitely deciding to throw out three suits I see hanging here. I haven’t worn them for at least seven years. They’re still in good shape, but they’re just no longer me. I’ve been dressing slightly less corporate since I started my own business ten years ago; I have more fun and am much more creative with my outfits—and my clients seem to get a kick out of it. So these stiff suits go out. 

      Swap Your Clothes


      Another great way to get rid of the clothes from your old look is to hold a swap party. Send invitations to all your friends and ask them to bring the clothes they’re ready to toss, too. Serve food and drinks and make it a true party. You can even set up mirrors or a small runway so everyone can show off their new looks. If all goes according to plan, each of your friends will leave with something new that complements her style and makes her feel good about herself…  even a heart bracelet!


      A wonderful and very funny woman I know named Tara took the closet decision very seriously. In fact, she took it to the ultimate. She threw out everything and I mean everything. She threw out every article of clothing she had: from evening gowns to jogging shorts, from flip-flops to Pradas, from suits for working to suits for swimming. She even threw out all her underwear and lingerie. Everything. Well, not everything. She kept a beautiful suit that her mother had given her years earlier to celebrate her first “real” job. It didn’t fit anymore and it wasn’t in vogue, but it represented a milestone in her life—one that was worth re-celebrating from time to time. It’s interesting to note what we keep as well as what we throw out, isn’t it? The point is to have a reason for both—keeping and throwing out. That’s where the deciding comes in.

      Remember, if it makes you feel bad, it doesn’t add anything to your life, or you have to agonize over your decision too long, let it go. If, on the other hand, it makes you feel good just to have it; if there’s a positive emotional attachment to it, regardless of whether or not you’ll ever “use” it again: Keep it. Our aim is not to create a merely tidy or well-organized life. Our aim is to clarify who we are now, to decide what’s important    to us now, and to answer the question, What the heck am I doing here?

      In the case of Tara, she threw out all her clothes (except for the “special suit”) because she wanted to entirely reinvent herself and she decided, rightfully, that if she changed the way she looked, the way she adorned her body, it would help her think of herself differently. “I’m done with the old me,” she said. “I feel like I’m coming out of a cocoon.” It’s true, the new Tara was ready to emerge. Not all of us are in a position financially, or even emotionally, to go to the extreme Tara did. But you’ve got to admit it’s impressive and even inspiring for the rest of us. Eventually, she even changed her hair color and style, lost weight, worked out, and developed a totally toned-up persona. 

      How many things have we thrown out so far? By my count I’ve got in the neighborhood of three, since all the pillows only count as one, and so do the suits and the jewelry. You might have more, though, depending on how you did with your socks, gloves, and jewelry. See? This isn’t all that hard, is it? Well, okay, some of it is. But a lot of it’s wonderful. 

      A man I know who was committed to making it to fifty was going through his closet looking for throw-outs when he came upon a beat-up envelope that had been shoved inside an old shoe box. His name, michael, was hand-written on the front. There was no address, so it must have been delivered by hand. He’d forgotten all about the envelope, and in fact he’d never opened it. He couldn’t even remember who had given it to him or under what circumstances. He was about to toss it into the wastebasket but then, on a whim, he decided to open it. Inside was a piece of yellow, lined paper with writing on both sides. He looked at the signature: “Justine.” Justine? he thought. Who in the world…  wait, wasn’t that that very smart girl in my class at business school? Yes! She was the one who helped    me with statistics. If it weren’t for her, I’d never have…  He started to read the letter and immediately started to kick himself for somehow stashing it away, unread, fifteen years ago.

      “Dear Michael,” Justine had written, “Now that we’re graduating and will probably never see each other again, I’ve finally gotten up the courage to tell you what I meant to tell you a million times when we were working together. I’m in love with you… ” Michael was dumbfounded. He’d thought of Justine as his tutor and friend. Never as a potential girlfriend. (Michael had dated just one girl all the way through college and graduate school and eventually married her—and, unfortunately, divorced her.) Justine went on to explain that she knew he was very much involved with someone else and that there was no chance of their ever getting together but that nevertheless, she wanted him to know how she felt, that he was, in her mind, the most wonderful, talented person she’d ever met—and that it had been an absolute joy working with him. She wished him all the very best. She wouldn’t forget him. 

      Well, you know what happened next. Michael, thanks to the wonders of Google, located Justine. She was working in an investment banking firm in New York (Michael lived in LA), and according to the Google data she just might not be married—at least not at the moment. He called her up and told her about finding the letter and how sorry he was not to have opened it fifteen years sooner. They decided to meet for dinner in New York (sounds like An Affair to Remember, right?) and, yes, it was nothing short of kismet. They’ve been having an incredibly happy relationship for nearly a year now. Who knows where it will lead? Someplace good, I bet.

    When You Can’t Do It Alone


      If you’re more like me (and less like my mom) and just can’t seem to get your closet organized, did you know that you can hire someone to help? If you can’t afford a professional closet organizer, like California Closets, the Container Store also offers a service where they will take a look at your closet, make a plan with you, and help you pick out the various products you’ll need to sort things out.


      So dig around in that closet of yours, okay? Out of the clutter and chaos could come, well, something or someone you’ve been looking for.

      
Steps for clearing the clutter in your bedroom:

      
	Walk into your bedroom as if for the first time.  How does it make you feel? Is it the kind of room that could help restore you at the end of a frenetic day? What furniture, decorations, knickknacks, or just plain junk do you see that would hamper a feeling of calm? Gather it up; get rid of it.

      	Walk into your closet and open all your drawers. Examine the clothes, shoes, and accessories you find there. Will it make you feel good when you think of putting them on—or do some of these items give you a heavy, slightly depressed feeling and drag you back into the past? The things that make you feel heavy—physically or emotionally—have to go. Look, we can’t all buy a totally new wardrobe all at once, but we can gradually edit out the stuff that weighs us down. 

      	Ask yourself these questions: Who am I now and what am I becoming? Do my clothes, does this very important room, represent the way I’d like to think of myself? What has to change to make that happen? You don’t have to change everything all at once, but you do have to start now. 

      	Make a neat pile of the clothing; put old jewelry and accessories into boxes; gather up the decorative items that no longer fit; and label each container with the sticky notes and waterproof pen. Use a bag for the shoes and label them in terms of where they’re going—in the trash or to Goodwill or to be recycled. (See the resource guide at the end of this book.)



      Gail’s Throw-Out Scorecard: 


      5 decorative pillows

      3 old corporate suits

      6 pairs of shoes

      Total: 3 things

      Your Throw-Out Scorecard:


      Your Total:

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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