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INTRODUCTION

Those who would climb to a lofty height must go by steps, not leaps.

—ST. GREGORY THE GREAT

You live in a world that feels at times as though it’s moving at hyperspeed. Still, you have the best intentions when it comes to making your home a sanctuary, checking items off your to-do list, and creating more “me time.” But then the doorbell rings, an instant message dings, the baby cries, your spouse is cranky, your boss needs a transfusion of humanity—all before noon. With more and more demands on our time each day, the goal of an organized home quickly falls by the wayside.

As a result, many of us live in homes that are cluttered and in need of attention. We become exhausted the minute we enter a room and are reminded of all the unmade decisions and unfinished business waiting for our attention. You want to organize your home but feel you don’t have enough time. And when you do make the effort, your attempts at organization quickly tumble into chaos. You know exactly how Sisyphus felt with his eternal efforts to roll the same rock up that hill. What’s a person to do?

The normal response is the same old, same old. You convince yourself that a kitchen sink looks forlorn without a sky-high pile of dirty dishes. You wonder why you should make the bed when you’re just going to tumble into it later. As for those piles that have sprung up on countertops and across the floor like weeds, you decide that they give the space character. But what if you could make incremental yet lasting changes in just 8-minute sprints? No, you won’t turn into Martha Stewart, but you will get some relief from the demands your environment is making that add to the stress. And over time, your surroundings will be gradually—almost magically—whipped into shape.

Stuff Is Noisy!

Even professional organizers are not immune to the distraction that clutter creates. When I walk into a new client’s home for the first time and view the wave of too much stuff, I lose my ability to think clearly. Then, after a few minutes, I remind myself that the whole of any project is overwhelming and the only task at hand is to take incremental steps to the desired end. For example, after I focus on a single stack of papers on a desk rather than the innumerable stacks all over the room—as well as the clothing tossed over the chair, the miscellaneous items stuffed behind the door, the debris on the bookcase, the crowded clusters of plants, and the torrent of personal photos—I’m good to go. I can easily give my client direction because I have no emotional attachment to any of these items. Organizing is in many ways like putting together a three-dimensional puzzle.

But when my clients stand in that same room, they have a different reaction, usually one of guilt or shame. “Why did I let this happen? What’s wrong with me? Am I stupid? What must Regina think of me? Why do I have to spend the money to have someone else do this for me?” These comments are the dialogue in their head. Their outside voice usually says, “Tell me, Regina, have you ever seen a mess like this before?” I assure them that I have seen scenes like it for over twenty years.

And while all these emotions are roiling, their stuff is talking. No, I don’t mean it has a human-like voice that only the dog and I can hear. I mean it seems to emit a frequency that makes clear thinking virtually impossible, and it opens the door to all negative emotions, with guilt leading the parade. Each item has its own particular voice. Every piece of clothing piled on the chair wails that it belongs in a closet. The plants are screaming for water and repotting. Papers are particularly prolific and noisy little creations, reminders of bills that haven’t been paid, medical reimbursement forms that haven’t been submitted, and little Johnny’s homework that hasn’t been reviewed.

So how do we quiet the clutter? We clear the debris. We create systems to handle the things we want to keep by giving them a designated place to live. And then we honor what we have created. The process is simple—and this book provides step-by-step instructions, one short project at a time. At first, you may find the process uncomfortable. Change is uncomfortable, even when we invite it into our lives. But after a few weeks, you won’t be able to remember living any other way.

Zen Organizing

I have a natural gift for creating order out of chaos, but I am also on the spiritual path and deeply interested in the psychological implication of human actions. I need to include these elements in my work with clients, in my seminars, and in my books. This integration of the practical, the spiritual, and the psychological is what Zen organizing is all about. (Stay with me!)

I’m not interested in merely creating a pretty picture in your home. I want your environment to be not only beautiful but functional, so that it serves you rather than saps your energy. In turn, you will be free to more easily focus on and achieve success with your life’s purpose. Whether you are the president of a large corporation or a stay-at-home mom, I believe your work is important to the forward movement of the planet. Until we respect all work, paths, and contributions without judgment as to their importance, we cannot be whole. If a large orchestra is to perform and one musician elects not to show, the performance will continue but the sound will not be the same. Likewise, if you do not make your personal contribution due to the hindrance of chaos, we suffer as a group. All is not as it was created to be.

People ask me how the term Zen organizing came into being. The journey can be described as destiny or serendipity, depending on your view. Many years ago, as I was searching for the title for my first book, I realized that a dramatic shift in energy occurred when an organizing project was complete. Order felt different than chaos. How to elegantly and instantly describe that feeling in a book title eluded me, until a client said, “Oh! You mean it’s Zen like!” Westerners have an automatic understanding of the word Zen as something peaceful and calm. I had found my word, and in an instant, The Zen of Organizing was born.

The Magic Formula

In addition to noticing the change in energy when an assignment was complete, I also realized that I followed the same three steps—eliminate, categorize, and organize—no matter what the project. The types of items in my hands might be different, but the steps I took to achieve success or completion were the same. These steps were so regimented and foolproof that I named them the Magic Formula. To this day, the Magic Formula has been the modus operandi of Zen organizing.

In this book, however, I’ve added a twist: each task requires only 8 minutes. Longer projects have been divided into 8-minute tasks so you can see progress without getting overwhelmed. Whether the project is a multistep one such as organizing paperwork or the swift clearing out of all dry cleaner bags in your closet, all the projects in this book have been chosen for the good they do on many levels.

Following is a synopsis of the Magic Formula:

•ELIMINATE: As we remove from an area what no longer belongs, we begin to exert control. We can see the trees rather than the forest. Eliminate, the first part of the Magic Formula, takes many forms in addition to tossing items in the trash, such as recycling, donating the item, returning (giving the item to its rightful owner), repurposing (moving the item elsewhere in your home), or even regifting (giving an item you’ve received to someone else). Allow items that have languished in your home unused, unwanted, and certainly unneeded to have a new life with someone else.

•CATEGORIZE: The second step in the Magic Formula, categorize, occurs when you assign something to a collection of related items. Common categories include different types of clothing, toys, and food. When you categorize, you have automatic inventory control and can see instantly when you need to replenish an item. What you need is at your fingertips, not the object of a scavenger hunt. A wonderful side benefit to creating categories is that you begin to think in categories about everything, from event planning to work projects.

•ORGANIZE: The last step of the Magic Formula is organizing your categories so that your finished project is beautiful, functional, and easy to maintain. Most people think they should begin a project by organizing, but you shouldn’t hit the store for hangers, for example, until you know how many and what type you need.

Squandered Time

In my One Year to . . . series, I delineate how to organize your home, your work life, and your finances as well as prepare for a new baby. If you have extended periods of time to devote to organizing projects, these books are the most thorough guides in the marketplace.

If you don’t have large blocks of time available, you can still achieve an organized life. During the day, you might seek respite from work in a brief phone chat with a loved one, a visit to a favorite social media site, a flip through a magazine, or another cup of coffee. These avenues of relief, however, are temporary. Why not replace them with something that makes your life better now and in the long run?

The inherent beauty of the 8-minute organizing project is that it’s quick. It relieves congestion in the home or office. It builds your self-esteem as a person who can get and stay organized. And it gives you momentum—you’re on to the next thing in a flash.

Following are some examples of the type of people for whom I’ve written this book. See if you’re on my list of those who struggle with being short on time:

•You are busier than ever at your job and find yourself doing the work of many. Your time at home with family and friends is precious, and you resent surrendering a block of time to what you view as another work project. But your time at home will be more nurturing and restorative if you don’t have to wage a war just to find a clean towel or batteries for the remote.

•You are out of work and find it difficult to focus on anything but your job search. Depression threatens to knock at your door. An organized environment will make you more productive and happier.

•You are a parent of young children. Children can’t understand how much better you will feel after you do the laundry or pay the bills. They need you now. Create the order you so desperately need in short bursts of time. In the process, you set a good example for your children.

•You have a physical or an emotional condition. You need the comfort of a calm, organized environment, but you may not have the mental clarity or physical stamina to create what you crave and richly deserve. Working in small bursts of energy and time will not only give you an environment that supports the healing process but also remind you how well you can still function. As I write this, I am just past my ninth anniversary as a cancer survivor. During the months of chemotherapy, I was grateful not only for the support of friends but also for an organized environment. I’ve walked a mile in your shoes and I promise it’s worth the effort.

•You have been diagnosed with ADD or ADHD. Everyone who finds it a challenge to think clearly and to focus can profit from 8-minute accomplishments. Small projects build our self-esteem and assure us that we can succeed.

•You are part of the growing population of aging Americans. Whether you have downsized to a condo, moved in with relatives, or find yourself in a senior center, you too can enjoy the rewards of 8-minute projects. A nurturing environment knows no age limits but does become more difficult to maintain as we age and lose mental and physical dexterity.

Did you find yourself on this list? If not, perhaps you’re wondering whether you should bother to do any of these 8-minute projects. The answer is yes. Where the battle with stuff is concerned, it’s always time to enjoy a fresh start.

Found Time

I realize that you are crazy busy, but if you spent a week tracking your time expenditures, you would be amused, amazed, shocked, or surprised at the downtime hidden in your schedule. Perhaps you decide to quickly check your e-mail, only to realize an hour later that you have been sucked into the quicksand of social media. You can find several 8-minute possibilities here! Or maybe you find wonderful release in reading, never bothering to watch the clock. Stop your pursuit a little early and dedicate 8 minutes to making your reading environment more inviting. Have you turned a love of video games into a time-sucking addiction? Steal 8 minutes for your future. The results can only be positive.

We all fritter away time every day. Don’t feel guilty: You can’t regiment every second without burning out emotionally and physically. You can, however, find small pockets of time that you can redirect to getting organized.

Will finding short bursts of time make a difference? The answer is a resounding “Yes!” You can experience ease in one area of your home or make incremental changes in every room. Whether you tackle one 8-minute project a day, capitalize on your momentum and do three or four 8-minute projects in one session, or engage in multiple 8-minute projects throughout the day, you will effect change. You are in charge of the type of change you want to create and how quickly you want to experience it. Do as much or as little as you want.

How to Use This Book

Peek at the contents, and you can see that the book is organized primarily by room. Within each chapter, I’ve organized each room by project. I suggest that you quickly read the entire book to get the intention, learn the vocabulary, and decide where you’d like to begin. Then you can follow the book in order or bounce around from room to room and project area to project area. Simply match a project to the needs of your environment, time availability, and mood. You’ll find projects that require less than the allotted 8 minutes (called “quickies”), about 8 minutes (the “basic 8’s”), and several 8-minute work sessions (labeled “ambitious 8’s”).

When you get to the last page of this book, I won’t tell a soul if you discover that you actually like the process of getting organized and the associated savings in time, money, and energy. Of course, if you want to tell the world, I won’t argue with you.

I can promise you positive things will happen, but it’s up to you to try.

You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop and look fear in the face. You must do the thing which you think you cannot.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT


1
PREPARING FOR CHANGE

Who looks outside, dreams; who looks within, awakens.

—CARL JUNG

Before you can effect lasting change, you need to understand two things: Where did the current mess come from and what would you like to create in its place? The first part of the equation isn’t meant to stir up guilt and shame. Rather, if you acknowledge that you created a particular situation, you can see that you can create something else in its place. Put simply, if you can create a messy home, you can create an organized home. I bet you never thought about your situation in those terms, did you?

Open the Door to the Past

The following questions should pique your curiosity about your situation and stimulate your ability to ask yourself the questions that will shed light on your particular mess:

1.What was your childhood home like? Does your current home look remarkably similar? Or have you unconsciously been in rebellion to a tidy mom or dad and the restrictions they put on you?

2.Were either of your parents organized? Did they make it attractive or did their need for order come out of insecurity and a desire to control?

3.Is this the first time you’ve ever lived with this kind of chaos? If so, was a particular event the trigger? Was a move or a death the culprit? Even good events such as the birth of a baby can unwittingly cause bad changes.

4.When you organize your environment, are you sharing space with someone who will honor your endeavors and give you support? If not, why do you suppose you chose that person? Does being criticized remind you of the way your parents treated you? Does it keep you in a chaotic comfort zone?

You get the idea, right? For more exploration, my One Year to . . . series is full of questions that point you to the answers hidden in the past. You can also enlist the help of a friend as long as you ask someone who loves and supports you. In addition, a few sessions with a qualified therapist can often set people on the road to healing.

Determine Where You Are Headed

Before you go out for a walk, get in the car, hop on a bus, or book an airplane ride, you spend some amount of time figuring out where you want to go and how you want to get there. Similarly, when you spend 8 minutes working on a project, I’d like you to remember your destination: why you have chosen to read this book and become organized. Otherwise, the part of you that’s afraid of change and likes the security of the status quo will soon go into hyperdrive in an attempt to sabotage your progress! You’ll tell yourself that “it doesn’t matter if I skip my project,” you’re “too busy,” you’ll “get organized later,” or you’ll “never get this house in order, so what’s the point in trying?”

Following are some additional questions, this time about your goals. By answering these questions, you will have the specific information necessary to keep you inspired when the going gets tough.

1.Does your living room or family room habitually look so awful you can’t consider having guests over? If the room were neat, tidy, and well organized, would you start entertaining?

2.Are you a good cook? Is it impossible to know or remember because your kitchen cupboards and counters are in an uproar? Have you gained weight or has your blood pressure shot up because of your dependence on fast food? Is it time to start cooking healthy, fresh meals again?

3.Do you think you would sleep more soundly if your bedroom didn’t look like a hurricane just blew through? If you’re single, is this room’s condition part of what keeps you from having a relationship? Would you like one? And if you have a relationship, how does the chaos affect your romantic life? Would you be willing to get organized to help spice up your love life?

4.Are you behind on your bills because you can’t seem to remember when they’re due? Have friends declared your home office a candidate for an archaeological dig? Wouldn’t it be nice to be a fiscally responsible person as a result of a few 8-minute organizing sessions during the next few weeks?

Once again, you see where I’m headed. I want you to know the specific results you seek when you dedicate any 8-minute block of time to creating a new order. This knowledge will help you when you’re feeling overwhelmed, distracted, or defeated.

If you are a visual person, you might respond to these questions and then spend 8 minutes daydreaming about the results you seek. How about that for a first assignment: daydreaming! Or you might want to create a dream board or mind map so you can see images of the kind of environment you want to create. All you need are some magazines with great visuals, a glue stick, and some poster board. Before you begin work on your home, work on your dream board or mind map for 8 minutes a day for one week. This exercise is for your eyes only; it isn’t an art piece to hang over the fireplace. Have fun. Make discoveries. Don’t get stuck in the notion of perfection.

Overcome Difficulties on the Road to Order

Getting organized isn’t comparable to rocket science, so why does the task stop so many people in their tracks? You’ve no doubt uncovered some of your personal reasons after answering the questions presented previously in the chapter, but you may not have considered some other roadblocks. As you read the following mini list, I hope some of you will exclaim, “Wow! I can give myself a break!” Breathe a sigh of relief and realize how much company you have on this journey to a nurturing environment. And rest assured that by dedicating a scant 8 minutes per session, you can make a big difference. Conditions can only imprison us if we allow them to.

1.In the past, have you tried to work on the most challenging areas of your home rather than begin by building a little confidence in the areas you can easily ace? Some of my clients run screaming into the night at the mere mention of tackling paper piles and creating a file system, others break into a sweat when the word garage slips from my mouth, and still others tremble when they open their closet door each morning. Start in an easy room and build self-confidence and self-esteem.

2.Are you a master of creating conditions that sabotage your best efforts? Think instead of conditions that will set you up to win.

3.Do you have a chronic physical condition? Or are you undergoing a temporary challenge such as the last trimester of a pregnancy, chemotherapy treatments, or a bruised tendon? Either way, you will tire more easily, both mentally and physically. No wonder you haven’t been able to sustain a lengthy organizing project.

4.Are you neglecting your basic health? Honor your body and it will reward you with increased stamina and the ability to think clearly, two key ingredients for any successful organizing endeavor.

•Your body needs fuel. What kinds of food do you eat? Do you start your day with a good breakfast, or do you skip that meal? What kinds of snacks do you enjoy throughout the day?

•Your body needs sleep. How many hours of sleep do you get each night? Do you sacrifice sleep so you can honor your social media addiction? Your ability to focus will be sharper if you are well rested.

•Your body needs water. How much water do you drink every day? Eight 8-ounce glasses of water is ideal, but this book is about incremental movements forward. Start each morning with 8 ounces of water and increase your intake from there. Water helps you think more clearly, relieves stress, and much more.

•Your body needs exercise. You needn’t train for a marathon to gain benefits. Walk 15 minutes a day. Do a few simple yoga postures. Take the stairs instead of the elevator. Exercise clears the mental cobwebs, improves your health, and builds self-esteem. And that’s just for starters!

Remember that each of these suggestions makes your life and the process of getting organized easier. If you view them as punishments, you’ll be defeated before you begin. Give yourself a break. It’s never too late to hit the Stop button on the story you habitually tell yourself and begin a new chapter that finds you the victorious and organized winner you know you can be.

Get Started: Life Tweak

I hope you are fired up and ready to begin. Jump right into completing the projects I have created for you, or ease into the concept of changing the way you function in your environment. If you feel overwhelmed, it’s okay to go slowly, but don’t stop. The easiest and most powerful way to sidestep the urge to quit is to work on creating positive new habits. These life tweaks will quickly become part of your daily rituals, replacing less satisfactory actions, and will adjust your current experience for the better. You’ll find them in every project chapter.

Actions that keep you organized don’t require more time or effort than those that enslave you to chaos. You trade one action for another. The classic example is a simple choice you have every time you enter your home: Will you fling your keys anywhere or carefully place them on a waiting hook or in a designated bowl? The energy expended is the same. The energy saved when it comes time to use the keys again is immeasurable.

My all-time favorite life tweaks follow. You’ll find more suggestions in every chapter:

•Make your bed every morning. Time required: 3 to 5 minutes depending on the number of pillows or other decorative items on the bed. (Comforters are much easier to maneuver than the standard bedspread and will save you time.)

•Check all trash cans and recycle containers in the home daily, morning or night, and empty as needed. Time required: 1 minute per can or container.

•Place your keys in the same spot every time you enter your home. If you wear glasses, do the same with them. Time required: negligible.

•Never let dirty dishes pile up in the sink. Handle dirty dishes only once: wash them immediately or rinse them off and pop them in the dishwasher. Time required: 2 to 8 minutes, depending on the number of people contributing to the dirty dish pile!

•Clean dishes should not be allowed to languish on the drainboard or in the dishwasher. Put them away. Time required = 3 to 5 minutes.

•The minute you take off an item of clothing, make a decision about its fate. Does it get rehung in the closet, put into the hamper, or tossed in the bag that goes to the cleaner? Stop leaving clothing on chairs, the bed, or the floor. That action not only delays the decision-making process but also creates a lot of unnecessary visual chaos. Time required: less than 1 minute.

•Complete every action you start. Practice with the physical objects in your home. If you open a cupboard, drawer, or the refrigerator, close it when you have retrieved the item you need. Time required: variable.

Choose two actions that appeal to you and work on turning them into habits. Note that 21 consecutive days of repeating an action are required before it becomes a habit.

Mastering these simple actions will not only change your life by making you feel accomplished but also change the way your environment feels. Those with whom you share your space will experience the difference and be invited into the new order of things. This “invitation by example” is more empowering than a family sit-down in which you declare that getting organized will now be everyone’s first priority.

For those who are slaves to the past, life tweaks can jump-start your move to a better future. For example, suppose that you grew up in a home with two parents who loved you but were clueless when it came to being organized. You’re accustomed to being greeted with the sight of an unmade bed every time you enter your bedroom. But then you start making your bed, and suddenly you are more energized and less prone to depression, and you actually enjoy your bedroom more than you ever have. This new action is suddenly an ingrained part of your everyday routine. One tiny habit has moved you out of your unconscious bondage to the past into a new experience.

Go Beyond: Extra Ammo

It isn’t uncommon for my clients to get the “organizing fever.” They can’t stop when their home is finished, and they start organizing their offices. They may even offer to help family members, coworkers, and friends with their chaos. They finally understand how powerful, rewarding, and life enhancing this organizing business is. For those of you who get the organizing fever while reading this book, I have included at the beginning of each chapter an “Extra Ammo” section that contains some extra action you can take to facilitate the current work. You don’t have to embrace these sections, but you’ll profit if you at least give them a try.

Make Preparatory Moves

Before you can launch into the projects at the end of a chapter, you frequently need to do a little preparatory work. I tried wherever possible to divide that work into 8-minute segments as well. Think about the ease with which great chefs prepare a tasty meal when their talented and speedy sous chefs have taken the time to chop all the vegetables, cut the meat, and wash the greens. The sous chefs do the grunt work, freeing the chefs to be creative. Preparation is key to success in life, and you’ll take advantage of this practice here.

Use Time or Lose It

We think of time as either unlimited or finite depending on our age, our economic status, and the task at hand, but time is actually a commodity like food or money. Time can be squandered or used well but never regained. Those who respond to every e-mail, voice mail, instant message, Facebook post, or tweet immediately often reach the end of the day exhausted rather than accomplished. A common culprit is most likely running the show: low self-esteem or codependency.

One of the main goals of being organized is to lead a self-directed life. I’m not asking you to ignore requests at work, at home, and from friends; I’m suggesting that you prioritize the how and when you get back to people. If you have no time to get organized, to get rest, or to work on what you find important, you may be shocked to discover that everybody else’s agenda has become more important to you than your own. Until you learn to prioritize your daily tasks and say no to that which is not key to your goals, you are seeking approval by taking care of the wants and needs of others.

Saying no to an optional commitment that you don’t want to make takes only a moment—and can save you hours. However, you will most likely be confronted with an angry chorus of family, friends, and coworkers who are in shock that they now hear the word “no” lovingly but regularly coming out of your mouth. Don’t worry! This too shall pass. Those who care about you will adjust quickly. They may even secretly admire you and decide to emulate you. As for the others? Even your mother-in-law and the pest in the next-door cubicle will move on to another victim who will respond to their every whim.

Why do I include this material as part of a book on organizing for what seems like a paltry 8 minutes a day? If you don’t become aware of what you habitually do, you will be astonished to find that it becomes almost impossible to find 8 extra minutes a day because your time will be taken up doing things for someone else.

Cultivate the One-Pointed Mind

The “one-pointed mind” sounds quite funny. What does a mind’s point look like? A dunce cap, a newly sharpened pencil, or a rocket? This phrase, which comes from Eastern philosophy, is the antidote to multitasking. In simple terms, the one-pointed mind means focusing on one thing at a time. Recent studies show that multitasking is actually counterproductive. Hello? If it were a good thing, we’d all be texting, eating, and making phone calls while driving instead of crashing on the road because it’s impossible to focus.

You can perform a simple task to foster the one-pointed mind. Learn how to meditate. Although meditation is an ancient practice from the East that’s associated with many spiritual paths, including Buddhism, the Hindu faith, and yoga, you can practice meditation simply to improve concentration and focus. Meditation has countless other benefits, including improved memory, enhanced creativity, deeper sleep, and lower stress-hormone levels. Transcendental meditation (TM) centers abound and are a safe place to learn some basic techniques. Refer to the Resource section for additional online resources where you can learn ancient meditation techniques from a qualified teacher. Add five minutes of mediation to your daily ritual.

If no TM center is nearby, try the following mediation technique, one of many. Focus on the breath. Doesn’t that sound easy? Sit in a straight-back chair with your feet flat on the floor. Place your hands on your thighs with your palms facing up. Don’t let them touch. (Many people new to meditation find their hands migrating toward each other in their lap. Keep them apart, face up on your thighs.) Close your eyes and pay attention to your breath. Breathe normally. Feel your breath as it enters and then exits your nostrils. Try to do this for five minutes. Think of nothing else but focusing on your breath. When thoughts intrude, gently dismiss them, without judgment or annoyance. And don’t be surprised if you fall asleep. All of these things are normal in the beginning. Over time, focusing on your breath will get easier. Don’t be shocked if you enjoy the practice and the benefits so much that you decide to increase the time you devote to meditation.

Say No to Multitasking

When it comes to multitasking, there’s a time to engage in more than one activity and a time to just say no to the madness our society embraces as a sign of productivity. Instead of trying to do two things at once, make use of downtime between activities. Suppose you have a dentist appointment at 2 p.m. You’re not going to read while the dentist drills, but you could toss your current book or e-reader in your purse in case the dentist is delayed. Or you could send an e-mail or step out of the waiting room to make a short phone call.

On the way home from the dentist, you might make a few calls provided you can do so hands free, it’s legal in your state, and the calls are not emotionally charged. This is not the time to call your mother-in-law and do some fact finding on that comment she made over Sunday’s dinner. It is a great time to thank a friend for a special gift or favor; while you’re stuck in traffic, you’ll be flooded with the memory of her kind gesture.

When you get home, you may have to start dinner. During the lull while everything is cooking, why not pay a few bills, pop in a load of laundry, or unload the dishwasher? Many little activities can fill up miscellaneous time. If dinner happens to need only 8 more minutes, you’re holding an entire book filled with productive tasks you could accomplish in the meantime.

Before we leave this section, let me ask you a personal question: Who do you think is the sexiest man or woman alive? People magazine certainly has some ideas on that that score. Now pretend that your number-one choice is coming to spend the afternoon with you. Whether you lead your guest to your boudoir or to a light lunch in your dining room is something I leave to you. If I were to pop by or send you a text message in the middle of your preparations, I’m betting you wouldn’t have time to respond. You’d be focused on this magical afternoon when someone you admire from afar will be all yours for a few hours.

This scenario is a fun way to think about one-pointed focus, isn’t it? Try to have this kind of focus as you tackle your chosen 8-minute projects. While doing a project, don’t chat with a friend on your cell phone or pause at the computer to view e-mails. You will succeed in direct proportion to the respect you pay your endeavors.

Discover Tricks of the Organizing Trade

Everyone wants to know all the tips and tricks for getting organized. In “Buy It” spotlights in each chapter, I describe my favorite products for the area in question. I highlight ones that have applications in several rooms. That way, if you outgrow one use, you won’t be stuck with organizing debris. I also believe in the buying of well-made products. They may cost a bit more upfront, but they more than pay for themselves with their durability and the many ways of service they offer in the home over an extended period of time.

But I have a secret to share with you that may change the way you view the challenge ahead of you. Getting organized isn’t about the tools. Showing up for these 8-minute sessions carries the most weight, which is why as a professional organizer I am concerned with sleep, food, water consumption, meditation, and exercise. A person who is chronically sleep deprived, has an unhealthy diet, rarely drinks water, and never meditates or exercises isn’t going to be able to make decisions easily. And your stuff comes with such emotional attachment and confusion that thinking clearly is the most valuable tool in your arsenal. Getting organized is ultimately about making decisions about the fate of your stuff.

Make the Most of Your 8 Minutes

Writing a book like this presents a special challenge. I’ve had to stack the deck with every tool I could think of to make your 8 minutes as productive as possible. And that’s why every chapter has two powerful exercises for you to perform before you start your projects: the fresh eyes experiment and the speed elimination. Readers of the One Year to . . . series will recognize them immediately. Allow me to introduce them here. The first is quick, fun, and eye opening; the second makes an immediate impact on the environment.

Fresh Eyes Experiment

Do you need a way to get a handle on what needs organizing? Pretend that it’s early fall and the television networks are debuting new shows. You’ve heard a lot about one of them and decide to tune in. The opening scene shows a living room. Without a word being spoken, you suddenly know a great deal about the people who live there. You have a good idea of their socioeconomic status, you can tell whether they have children and pets, and you probably know if their home is a high-rise in Manhattan or a house in the suburbs. You know if they are sloppy or tidy. You might laugh at the chaos or acknowledge that the Zen feel of the home takes your breath away.

That room on television tells you a lot in short order without anyone saying a word. Likewise, your home speaks volumes to everyone who enters. In each chapter’s “Fresh Eyes Experiment” section, we’re going to figure out what those silent messages are and decide what we would like to broadcast instead.

Speed Elimination

It’s a lazy Sunday afternoon. You’re on your fifth cup of coffee, the newspaper is spread out all over the floor, and you can’t remember if you brushed your teeth. The phone rings. Your mother-in-law is in the neighborhood and would like to drop by to get that pie recipe you promised. You tell her sure, come by in ten minutes. When you hang up the phone, you look around the room. Oh no! What seemed like a cozy room now strikes you as something akin to a horse stall before it gets mucked out. What will your mother-in-law think? You go into high gear. You didn’t know you could move this fast! By the time your mother-in-law arrives, your pearly whites are sparkling, the newspaper is in the recycling bin, and the coffee cups are in the sink. You’ve even fluffed the pillows on the couch.

We have all been propelled into an emergency cleanup mode. And that’s how the idea of speed elimination was born. I like to begin each chapter with a speed elimination to make the space feel instantly lighter. Suddenly there’s less to clean up, think about, or fret over. The key to successful speed elimination is to shut off your brain and let your gut rule. Make it a game and enjoy the ride. Be sure to set a timer so that you don’t get lost in the debris, your thoughts, or unwanted emotions. Use a kitchen timer or the one on your cell phone.

In Conclusion

The most frequent lament I hear goes something like this: “Regina, I get organized all the time. Two weeks later, the house is back to being a mess. What should I do?” If you, too, think that even your 8-minute projects are destined for failure, remember that you have probably been tidying up, not getting organized. When things are stashed behind doors, stuffed into closets and drawers, and hidden in nooks and crannies, the visual scene is calm but deceiving. The order created isn’t real. After a home is organized, every item has a specific place. When you restore order, you don’t hide items; you take them home. A blueprint, not a chance whirlwind, is in charge. A Zen organized space with established systems and designated areas for all possessions is a very different experience, one I know you will enjoy.

It’s time to begin. As mentioned, I suggest that you read the book through once before you dive in and choose your first project. Then do one project a day, schedule several 8-minute sessions throughout the day, or go crazy and string several sessions together. (One caveat: Complete a multistep project in consecutive 8-minute sessions before you move on to a new project. Being surrounded by several in-progress projects will only make you crazy.)

My goal is to help you experience glimpses of a Zen organized life by working in short bursts of time and energy. Let’s get started, shall we?


2
BEDROOM MINUTES

Where there is great love there are always miracles.

—WILLA CATHER

We’ve established that the space you call home should nurture you and make life easier—just walking in the front door should bring relief. But life, especially when it involves sharing space with others, is often stressful. At these times, you should be able to retreat to the private sanctuary known as your bedroom. Or would you call your bedroom a disaster area?

Often the smallest change will make a huge difference in how we feel in this room. The short projects in this chapter are designed to relieve congestion so that the room itself invites you in to relax, whether that relaxation involves comforting a baby, embracing your lover, or taking a nap.

Life Tweak

Make your bed every day. The process doesn’t have to be complicated—you don’t need military corners or a pile of decorative pillows. With the top sheet tucked securely at the foot of the bed, simply smooth the sheet into place in the morning. Straighten the comforter and fluff the pillows. Just 2 minutes and you’re done! Keep it simple, and making your bed will soon become a habit.

Extra Ammo

My clients always want guidelines and rules for eliminating clothing from their closets. I find rules arbitrary: “If you haven’t worn it in 6 months (or a year), you should give it away.” “When you buy something new, you need to get rid of something else.” If these rules work for you, by all means use them. But I’m more interested in the emotional attachment that makes you hesitate to part with a garment you no longer wear. Following are examples of internal dialogues you might conduct when you can’t make an immediate decision about an item. Do any of these unlock the real hold the article has over you?

•My (late) father (mother, friend) bought this for me.

•My ex got this for me on that romantic trip we made last year.

•I might need this one day.

•I have never worn this and feel guilty every time I look at it.

•I paid good money for this and it might come back in style someday.

Your attachment is usually about guilt or fear and has little or nothing to do with the actual item. The big fear underlying all of the preceding statements is this: Will I be making a mistake if I eliminate this item? Free the space in your closets and drawers and you’ll free a space in your life for more and better to come to you. Right now, your life is getting a busy signal.

Fresh Eyes Exercise: The Bedroom

Spend 8 invaluable minutes in your bedroom taking stock of the situation. Pretend this bedroom belongs to someone else. What do you see? Is the closet bulging with clothing? Does your nightstand hold enough books to make the local library jealous? Is the floor covered with the inventory of Toys ‘R’ Us or Petco?

What about items that belong in other rooms? Plates, bowls, coffee cups, and the like. Do you habitually let these items stack up before you return them to the kitchen?

List everything that prevents this room from being called serene. I bet your list indicates that most items have no designated home. Orphans are crowding your space. You need to find them their “forever homes.”

While you’re gazing with fresh eyes at this room, note some bigger projects that you could tend to in the future. These tasks, which take a lot more than 8 minutes, would improve the room’s makeup. For example, does the room need a fresh coat of paint, updated window treatments, new bedding from sheets to duvet cover, a sanded floor or a clean carpet? Schedule these big-ticket items on your calendar. Writing down what needs to be done—even if the date is six months from now—moves the project from wishful thinking to concrete goal.

You shouldn’t make judgments about the state of this room. You are simply an impartial witness to the current state of affairs. When you can delineate the problem, it becomes less overwhelming. You’re moving from “I hate my bedroom” to “I have a list of things I can do to make my bedroom more like a sanctuary.” Don’t dwell on this exercise; an 8-minute session should suffice.

Speed Elimination: The Bedroom

Many of our 8-minute projects involve eliminating after carefully considering an item’s meaning, usefulness, and condition. But for now, I’d like you to spend a wild but concentrated 8 minutes moving rapidly in the bedroom—and closets—eliminating anything destined for the trash or for recycling. Also grab items that belong to others or need to be returned to the store. Have a trash bag and a bag or sturdy box for recyclables at the ready. If you have a lot of returns (to others or to the store), have a box for them too. This isn’t a thinking exercise, so don’t ponder the pros and cons of tossing an item. You’re looking for the no-brainers.

Exercise your “trash muscle.” If you have difficulty eliminating anything from your life, take heart. Getting rid of things you don’t need, don’t want, or won’t ever use requires muscle (your “trash muscle,” that is), and you need to strengthen it over time.

Begin today with 8 dedicated, focused, speedy minutes! Set your timer. Shut off your emotions, turn on your rational brain, and start eliminating. When the timer announces the end of the exercise, take out the trash and the recycling immediately. Don’t let these items loiter in the space. And be sure to return those items that have been lingering in your environment. They want to go home. Take care of the ones migrating elsewhere in your home now and schedule the store or friend returns over the next week.

8 Minutes to Sanctuary

QUICKIES

If you limit yourself to the quickies in this book and do nothing else, you will make an impressive difference in your environment. Quickies are meant to be effective and fun and to take almost no time. Closet quickies are some of my favorites!

Banish Dry Cleaner Plastic

Often clients will leave the bedroom for a few minutes to get us some refreshments or to answer the phone. When they return, they are shocked to see that a lot of space suddenly exists in a closet that was bursting just a few minutes before. Because they’re terrified that I have tossed some items without checking with them (something I never do), I share with them my secret space-making tip: Toss the plastic bags your dry cleaner sent home with you. And that is your first quickie! Dispose of the bags responsibly; you don’t want a child or an animal to get hold of them and suffocate.

These bags do more than take up valuable space. If you leave a piece of clothing covered in plastic for several weeks, the cleaning agents become sealed in the fabric. When you finally wear the item, you will be breathing in those cleaning agents. Remove the plastic and air out your clothing.



BUY IT: A COTTON COVER



For items that must be covered for a long time, use cotton covers, which keep clothing clean while allowing the fabric to breathe. You can purchase covers for individual garments or multiple ones. Ladies with busy social lives often place their cocktail dresses in one of these canvas holders. You can find an assortment of canvas covers at The Container Store.



Escort Wire Hangers Out the Door

After you’ve pulled off those plastic covers, see how many empty wire hangers you can eliminate from your closet. Empty wire hangers are an unnecessary item that eats up valuable space. Moreover, wire hangers are the worst choice for your clothes because they can leave black marks or shoulder bumps and over time will literally destroy fabric. Remember, a wire hanger is a means of transporting your newly cleaned and pressed garments, not a permanent perch for them! Recycle or return those wire hangers to your dry cleaner.



BUY IT: NEW HANGERS



So what are the best hangers to use? It all depends on the size of your closet and the number of garments you need to hang. I prefer wood hangers and use them almost exclusively. They add a rich look to the closet and preserve the integrity of the clothing. My second choice is the new, thinner hanger that is coated so that garments won’t slide off. (Sold under names such as Huggable, Slim Grip, or Velvet Finish.) Don’t fret: The coating won’t come off on your clothing.



You needn’t break the bank and purchase all the hangers you need at once. You can spread out your purchases over time. When a relative or friend asks what you want for your birthday or Christmas, just smile and say, “Why hangers and canvas covers, please!”

A word to the wise: Switching out hangers is labor intensive. If you purchase all new hangers, take advantage of 8-minute work sessions and do the switch gradually. Be sure to enjoy the changing visual as you go from wire to wood or whatever hanger type you choose. If you have teenagers in your home who would like to earn some extra cash, hire them to switch out your hangers.

Unhamper Your Style

The hamper is a necessary but pesky item. Take a moment to evaluate yours. Is it too big and robbing you of space, or too small with clothing erupting between visits to the laundry? Does it clash with the décor? Is it placed correctly? Sometimes an attractive hamper can blend into the décor of a bedroom rather than be stuffed into the closet. Spend a few minutes shopping at your favorite online home stores to see who has the hamper of your dreams. If you intend to stick your hamper in the closet, think utilitarian and save money. Plastic hampers sell for a few dollars. If you need your hamper to become part of the décor, consider a more attractive material such as wicker.

Get Trashy

Do you have a trashcan in the room? If not, you should! Again, check online for a trashcan that fits the décor, or see whether you can repurpose a trashcan from another room. You may be able to find a wicker trash can that works perfectly with your new wicker hamper.

Or if you find you have an extra, tall can, pop it into the entry closet and stash your umbrellas there. When you think creatively, you can find all sorts of uses for your organizing tools.

Let in the Light

On a hectic morning, can you tell your dark blue socks from the black ones? Do your lamps need bigger bulbs? Or is the overhead lighting so harsh that it makes you feel like you’re in a prison holding cell? Take a few minutes to consider your lighting. If you don’t have a stash of light-bulbs on hand, schedule a trip to the store so you can stock up. Something as simple as changing a lightbulb can instantly change how you feel in your space.

8 Minutes to Sanctuary

BASIC 8’S

You’ll need a full 8 minutes for these projects, but with your newfound organizing self-esteem on the rise, I think you’ll be eager to accept the challenge. These projects make a more dramatic impact on the environment than the quickies.

Line Up Your Handbags

Instead of letting your handbags pile up in a heap, why not stuff them with tissue paper and line them up in color order? You can use any color sequence that pleases you. I use white and off white; beige and brown; blue and purple; pink and red; green and yellow; and grey and black.

Over the years, I’ve discovered that my clients love the look of a purse plumped-up with tissue paper, but they don’t want to deal with rumpled paper every time they use the purse. Here’s a fix: Put the tissue paper in a plastic zippered storage bag from your kitchen, so you can move the paper in and out of your purse with ease. When you want to use a purse, fill its spot on the shelf with the purse’s bag of tissue paper.

Tissue paper tends to come into our lives in purchases we make in department stores or in gifts we receive for our birthday or holidays, so now you have a great way to reuse it. If you need a lot of tissue paper, don’t buy it at a card store; instead, check out a big box store such as Costco.

Gather Stray Garments

What do I mean by stray garments? Do you have orphan items tossed on your chair or bed? Hang them up. Spend 8 minutes dealing with these items, deciding whether they’re candidates for a hanger, the laundry, the dry cleaning, the donation bag, or the trash. As the garments start to vanish, that overwhelming feeling will be replaced by a feeling of control. Just think how easy it will be to get into bed this evening or how lovely it will be able to actually sit on your chair and relax.

Shelve Books

I love books and think reading is one of life’s great pleasures. But often the sheer volume of books can threaten to destroy the order in a room. Do you have stacks all over the floor and more stacks on your nightstand? It’s time to get some control so that reading can once again be a pleasure. Take 8 minutes to gather your scattered reading material and return it to your bookshelves. (Avid readers need a bookcase in this room to avoid unruly stacks.) Toss outdated magazines.
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When you finish, you will be left with an attractive and organized reading area. And you will no longer need to pole-vault over stacks of books or magazines just to reach your partner or your pillow.



BUY IT: A SMALL BOOKCASE



If books tend to take over your bedroom, the easiest solution is to acquire a simple bookcase specifically for this room. You can find a small bookcase at your local home store or secondhand store, Ikea, or The Container Store. You might even have one in another room that would work here.



Declutter an Overstocked Shelf

Pity the poor closet shelf. It usually has clothing piled high in stacks that tumble into each other with amazing regularity. What’s a shelf to do? Well, if your shelf could speak, the first thing it would ask is that you divest yourself of some of the items on it.

During your initial 8 minutes of clutter clearing and organizing, deal with each item on each shelf. (If you have a large walk-in closet, give yourself 8 minutes per shelf or zone.) Ask yourself whether you need the item. If you do, create a category for it, such as handbags or sweaters. If the item belongs in another room, put it in a separate pile. If you don’t need the item, decide whether you want to donate or toss it. The goal is to whittle your categories to the precious few items that will indeed be worn or used.



BUY IT: A CLOSET SHELF



Most closets have one shelf, with a cavernous space between it and the ceiling. Why not install an additional shelf? Simply install a wood bracket on each side and place a piece of wood across. This second shelf might provide the space for storing out-of-season clothing, keeping the existing shelf for the current season. See if you have the room, and then break out the toolbox.



Choose a Sweater Solution

Storing sweaters is difficult: They tumble, snag, and merge into unmanageable piles. Fortunately, you can store and retrieve sweaters in many ways. In this section, I outline the most popular methods. Feel free to employ more than one solution:

•Arrange your sweaters by color on a shelf, so they’re easy to see and grab. Separate the stacks with shelf dividers. These handy tools are inexpensive and useful wherever you have categories, such as the pantry and the linen closet.

•Use a cardboard lifter to keep your stacks neat. Get a piece of sturdy, 8½-×-11 piece of cardboard with smooth edges. Then, when you want to wear a particular sweater, slide the cardboard under the next-higher sweater and lift up. Now you are free to remove the one you need without disturbing the others.

•Buy canvas storage bags with zipper closures. Each bag holds two or three sweaters depending on their weight. They work well on a shelf, organized by sweater type (cardigan versus turtleneck, for example) or color.

•Create a stack of large acrylic drawers, if you have extra floor space. This solution also protects your sweaters from dust.

•Use an acrylic drawer on a shelf. This solution might work for tall people, but those of average height would need a step stool. Consider how you will use something before you decide where to place it.

•Keep your sweaters in a spare dresser drawer.



BUY IT: A LAUNDRY FOLDER



If you aren’t skilled at folding clothes, you can purchase a Flip-FOLD laundry folder at The Container Store. This device takes the guesswork out of uniform folding and makes your sweater stacks look like those in a boutique on Madison Avenue!



Preserve Your Sweaters

Moths feast on wool and cashmere, destroying your precious collection of sweaters. But I don’t use mothballs because of their smell. If you seal a sweater in a bag with mothballs, you may preserve the sweater for next season, but will you be able to stand that smell when it comes time to wear the sweater? Use cedar instead: It’s effective and humans find the odor appealing rather than repelling. You can also buy or make sachets of cheesecloth filled with dried lavender or mint or even canned tobacco. (Dried tobacco won’t make your clothes smell like a cigarette. You have to light up and puff away in your closet to get that effect.)

Clear the Bedroom Floor

Children and pets have toys. They come with the territory. And the territory they invade is frequently mom and dad’s bedroom. Where these toys are permanently stored and how many we purchase varies with each person. Some parents love toys scattered about the room, while others feel that the toy a child entered the room with should be the toy the child exits with a few minutes later. They apply these same rules to Fido and his bones and squeaky toys. The choice is yours and will reflect many things, not the least of which is how you feel about this room and how you intend to use it.

I suggest that you use a container to catch the toys so the floor doesn’t look like an aisle explosion at Toys ‘R’ Us on sale day. The bedroom is meant for play and rest. You and your spouse aren’t going to be feeling frisky if you have to tip-toe over Legos and toss a few teddy bears off the bed in a moment of passion. You probably have a basket in another room that will do the trick nicely and add to the ambience in this room.

Set a timer for 8 minutes and follow these steps:

1.Scan the floor for items that can be thrown in the trash. Immediately toss these items into a garbage bag.

2.Set aside items that belong elsewhere in the home, such as abandoned coffee cups or DVDs from the family room. Keep items sorted by room to facilitate the return process.

3.Gather all toys and sort by type: stuffed animals versus games or books versus Barbie dolls.

4.Bag any items destined for the trash or the charity donation box. Set aside toys that need to be returned to another location such as the family room or your child’s bedroom.

5.Place clothing in the hamper, the dry cleaning bag, or the closet, depending on its condition.

6.Return shoes to the closet.

Your 8 minutes should be up right about now. Return the items that belong elsewhere in your home or apartment. Toss the trash if it’s full. If you don’t have a container or designated area for the toys, you can always use a cardboard box as a temporary fix and put one on your shopping list. Admire your handiwork and pat yourself on the back. Doesn’t the floor look great?

If you have a particularly messy floor, don’t become overwhelmed or demoralized by doing every category of item at once. For example, you might first spend 8 minutes sorting toys. Then devote 8 minutes to the clothing that litters the floor, and wrap up the process by giving Fido’s rope toys, pig’s ears, and bully sticks their own block of time. The key with any of these projects is to make incremental progress, honor what you accomplish, and never give up.

Assess the Battle of the Nightstands

Whenever I walk into a client or friend’s bedroom for the first time, I check out the setup on both sides of the bed. Are there two nightstands? Are they equal in the space and storage they provide? If this is a partnership, are the tools of the bedroom such as the phone, the light, and the TV remote on one side of the bed? If so, this setup may indicate a power imbalance in the relationship. Assess the situation in your setup: Does one person have all the power or all the mess? You may discover that you need a different size night table, a second table, or perhaps a new lamp. You may feel it’s time to have a talk about the division of those bedroom tools.

Clean Out the Nightstand Drawers

After your investigation in the preceding section, dedicate 8 minutes to a speed elimination of items clearly earmarked for the trash or another location in your home. Nightstand drawers are frequently filled with expired medications, loose change, extra remotes, and enough pens and pencils to keep a large corporation happy. Be realistic: What do you need before bed or in the middle of the night? Keep this area lean and clean.

Clean out your drawers and decide what organizing tools will best house the items you elect to keep near you. (If another person is involved, be sure to secure permission to deal with his or her possessions before you organize the other nightstand.) Small clear acrylic drawer organizers work wonders here. And drawer liners are a nice finishing touch because they hold everything in place—you don’t want your beautiful design to go flying the first time you shut the drawer. If you have empty jewelry boxes, you might use the boxes and their lids to keep things tidy until you get formal drawer organizers.
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8 Minutes to Sanctuary

AMBITIOUS 8’S

There’s no denying that some key projects in the home can’t be completed in 8 minutes, but that doesn’t mean they should be avoided. I get around the problem by dividing each project into segments that last roughly 8 minutes. Don’t let too much time elapse before you complete your entire project.

Ease Crowded Dresser Drawers

Most people stuff everything but the kitchen sink into their dresser drawers. Garments come out wrinkled and you look rumpled if you don’t take the time to iron them. For this project, devote 8 minutes to each dresser drawer. Some drawers will go quickly, so keep track of the minutes you save and tack them onto the time it takes to complete more difficult drawers. Follow these steps:

1.Eliminate whatever is tattered, full of holes, or permanently stained. Discard, too, any item that is simply out of step with current fashion. We all purchase super-trendy garments from time to time and later wonder, “What the heck was I thinking?” whenever we see them in the drawer. Let them go.

2.Set aside the items for donation. You’ll be grateful for the tax deduction at year’s end.

3.Find items to hang in your closet instead of folding in a drawer. Some clients wouldn’t consider putting jeans in a drawer; others think putting jeans on hangers takes up too much room in a closet. Make your decision based on the number of items in a category and the space you have.

4.Decide how you want to store your socks: rolled or folded in half. Many people roll their socks and fold the top over the ball to keep the pair intact. You can do that with your big, thick sport socks if you want, but I would avoid this technique when storing good socks because it stretches the fabric.



BUY IT: A SOCK ORGANIZER



I use sock organizers in my drawers. The plastic variety is inexpensive and keeps the socks sorted and in one place. You get more space in your drawers when small items aren’t free-floating. I use containers for underwear and bras as well.

Have you dedicated an entire drawer to your collection of white exercise socks? If you have shelf or floor space in your closet, I suggest that you put your socks in a container here to free up the dresser. Purchase a basket with a liner (to prevent snags) or an acrylic drawer, which has the added benefit of keeping them dust free. Or stack a few drawers in your closet and create an instant minidresser.



Thin Out the Closet

We all make clothing mistakes, don’t we? And our blunders hang in our closets for years, taunting us with guilt every time we open the door. Set a timer for 8 minutes and move like your hair is on fire! No time for dwelling, sentimental stories, and guilt. From hangers and shelves, pull garments you have never worn or no longer wear. Let your gut be your guide.

Before you start, however, get three containers (sturdy garbage bags or cardboard boxes) to catch your former treasures: one for trash, another for donations, and a third for the occasional item earmarked for a friend or family member. (Note: If the last container is the largest group, you’re cheating. Cousin Mary may love you dearly, but she doesn’t want all your fashion faux pas taking up room in her closet. Give them to charity.) Get these items out of the house today so that you don’t backslide and put items back in the closet.

Group Clothing by Type

Now that your closet has been thinned out, you are surely saving time getting dressed each morning. Want to save even more time? Take 8 minutes and regroup your clothes in sections by type (blouses, shirts, suits, jeans, and so on).

Rearrange Clothing by Color

In the last project, you organized your clothes by type to save time getting dressed. Here, you save even more time by arranging each type according to color. Here (again) is the color order I use: white and off white; beige and brown; blue and purple; pink and red; green and yellow, and grey and black. When you finish, you will be so comforted by the visual that you will enjoy getting dressed. You’ll also have more fun with clothing in general. Soon your daughter may not be the only fashionista in the house!

Shuffle Shoes

Imelda Marcos, the wife of the former president of the Philippines, was famous for her shoe collection. At the height of her collecting, she was reported to own several thousand pairs. Did you hear that, Kardashian sisters? With any luck, you have fewer pairs, and now the task at hand seems easy, doesn’t it? In this section, I break down the work you need to do on your shoe collection into a series of 8-minute rounds. You can spread them out over time or knock them out in one day, according to the size of your collection and the depth of your attachment.

Round One

Write down the types, or categories, of shoes you own. Your list might look something like this: work, play, sandals, evening/cocktail, and hiking. Now consider each type in turn. Does it have to live in your master bedroom closet? Or could it be housed in some other closet, freeing up space in this one?

Round Two

Pull all your shoes out of the closet. (Aren’t you delighted you cleared some floor space?) Instead of bringing them out in one messy pile, separate them by the categories you listed in round one.

Round Three

Speed-eliminate in each category. Eliminate as many shoes as you can, especially the ones you haven’t worn in ages—work quickly and ruthlessly! Your local charity will be grateful for your generosity and your closet will heave a sigh of relief. Are any of the shoes you intend to keep in need of repair? Set those aside to be dropped off at the shoe repair shop. Depending on the size of your shoe collection, you may be able to eliminate in one 8-minute round or in 8 minutes per category.

Round Four

Now that you have whittled down each category, you need to return them to the closet in an organized fashion. In this round, choose a storage solution. Shoes scattered about the closet floor are destined to look messy, get separated or lost, and drive you insane.

You won’t be surprised to learn that no matter which organizing solutions you choose, I suggest keeping the shoes in color and height order (start each color with flats and move up to the highest heels). Having all your shoes at your fingertips will save you not only minutes getting dressed but also money. The next time you feel you need a pair of summer sandals, you’ll be able to see at a glance the 12 pairs you already have in your closet.



BUY IT: A SHOE RACK



A good shoe rack is essential. Most are stackable, so you can put in the number of shelves you need. I prefer flat wooden shelves because they hold everything from heels to flats with ease. Another great but more expensive choice is to use acrylic shoe drawers in a stack. They keep your collection visible and clean. The large-size shoe drawer handles just about any size shoe or heel height. Please note I said shoe drawer, not box. If you have a stack of shoes and need the one on the bottom, a drawer is easy to open; lifting a stack of shoe boxes is a pain in the neck. You can use shoe drawers just for your evening shoes and keep them tucked away on a shelf or in a stack in the back of the closet.



Exercise and play shoes take up a lot of space and people tend to have multiple pairs for different activities. An over-the-door canvas shoe bag is ideal for these types of shoes. Use the lower pouches to store flip-flops and summer sandals.

Explore under the Bed

Remember in the Introduction when I said stuff was “noisy”? Well, it’s time to devote a few minutes to what’s dancing, singing, and jiving under your bed! Are you sleeping over outgrown baby clothes or holiday decorations? Have you stored photograph albums, old love letters, or even camping equipment under the bed? Whatever is hidden there, let me ask you this: Do you sleep well in this room? Chances are the stuff is interrupting your rest at night.

Wouldn’t you like to have clear space if only to be able to get the vacuum cleaner under there? And we won’t talk about the invitation to critters that cardboard boxes and other storage materials represent.

Round One

Now that I’ve scared you, let’s set aside 8 minutes for an archaeological dig. What the heck is under your bed? If the area is packed, do one side at a time. And if it’s really bad under there, divide each side in half, for a total of four 8-minute work sessions. As you unearth each item, ask yourself whether you really need it. Make a pile of items you can toss or donate.

Round Two

Now ask yourself whether under the bed is the best place to store each item that remains. You may discover that some items can now live elsewhere in the home. If your children have grown up and live in their own homes, you could store things in their old room, either in the closet or under the bed. What about the entry closet or the garage? We don’t need to stay rooted to one spot forever and neither do our possessions.

Round Three

If you decide that some or most items must be kept under the bed, ask yourself if they are stored in the best way possible. You’ll find low, flat plastic containers made for this space. My favorite are on wheels, which makes the items more accessible. If your bed is built on a platform with drawers, store each item neatly. Every area of your home should support you rather than fight, antagonize, or annoy you. If clothing presents no emotional ties for you, the time you spend working in the bed drawers will be minimal.

Corral Costume Jewelry

In most homes, the bedroom dresser’s top drawer is chock full of costume jewelry and the top of the dresser hosts an overflowing jewelry box. Often, however, we wear the same pieces every day and our collection is left unused and so tangled that you couldn’t wear the items even if you wanted to!

Round One

Spend your first 8 minutes getting the lay of the land:

•Is all your jewelry in this room? If not, could it be gathered in one place?

•Is your good jewelry mixed in with your costume pieces? If possible, keep your good jewelry in a secure location, such as a home safe or a locked jewelry drawer, and place your costume jewelry in an immediately accessible area.

•Do you traditionally wear certain pieces every day? If so, could those pieces be kept separate?

Round Two

The next 8-minute project will be daunting for some of you. Before you begin cleaning out anything, think about your costume pieces. Do you almost never wear certain pieces? One of the universal pleasures all little girls have is playing with jewelry. Do you have or know a child who would treasure and enjoy some of the items you have languishing in this drawer? If you don’t know anyone personally, would you be comfortable donating some of this jewelry to a charity or a local community theater? Costume jewelry tends to overtake valuable drawer space and is rarely worn. Consider the possibility of allowing your collection to go from one that’s full of items you get some pleasure looking at to one that’s smaller but actually used.

Round Three

Before you tackle the contents of the drawer and jewelry box, take another session to consider whether you’re storing items in the most space-efficient manner. Ordinary jewelry boxes that the local department store gives you with a purchase work well in a shallow dresser drawer. I like open boxes so I can see everything at a glance. If you don’t have enough boxes, use the lids separately. In 8 minutes, the average collection can be whipped into shape.

If you have a larger collection, you may need additional solutions. Consider the following:

•A traditional jewelry box is a nice way to store your better pieces. And if the box is attractive, you have a nice decorative item added to the room’s basic décor.

•Do you have any wall space in your closet? Often the wall straight back in a walk-in closet is blank. You can put up a few squares of cork and hang your longer pieces and bracelets on hooks.

•Some inexpensive acrylic jewelry containers can hold hanging jewelry, so your necklaces stay untangled and ready to wear. You’ll need space on the top of a dresser for this solution. (By the way, if you have a walk-in closet, does it have room for your dresser? Moving the dresser to the closet provides more floor space in the bedroom.)

•Expensive jewelry or family heirlooms should be placed in a safety deposit box or a home safe. A word to the wise: If you can pick up your safe, so can a thief, so invest in a secure safe. And remember to ask your insurance agent if you need a jewelry rider on your homeowner or renter’s insurance policy.

After you look at your pieces and your room and decide how you are going to proceed, your final 8-minute project may be delayed while you shop for a jewelry box, some cork, and an acrylic container or two.

Round Four

Transfer your jewelry to its new home.

Your New Bedroom Exit Ritual

Now that your bedroom is exuding some peace and calm, you’ll want to preserve the new order. In this section, I provide some quick tasks to perform each morning as you leave for the day and each night as you prepare for sleep.

I can hear some of you before I get to the first tasks. “But Regina, I’m too busy to add more tasks to my day!” I understand your concern. But here’s a big organizing secret: Getting organized doesn’t take more energy or time than staying stuck in chaos. You are merely redirecting the same energy. For example, it takes 2 minutes to make a bed. Meanwhile, if you leave your bed disheveled, you may lose things in the bedding and waste time searching for them. The bed becomes a magnet for laundry. In addition, every time you see the unmade bed during the day you will feel sleepy. Everything you do becomes more difficult, as you will be focused on how great a quick nap would be.

Following are my suggestions for your new bedroom exit and entry rituals:

•Make the bed.

•Put clothing in your closet, hamper, or dry cleaner bag—these are the only three options! Never toss garments on the floor, drape them over a chair, or leave them on your bed.

•Place shoes in the shoe rack.

•Return miscellaneous paraphernalia (from Junior’s toys to your books) to their designated spots.

•Return dirty dishes, glasses, and all food items to the kitchen.

•Turn off the lights.

Both order and chaos are created by dedication to the steps that create them. Change your focus from confusion to calm, and your actions will follow. The result will be a place of peace waiting to nurture you whenever the stresses and strains of daily life threaten to overwhelm you.

A Bedroom Sanctuary

As you complete the projects in this chapter, your environment will become calmer and more peaceful. The energy of a space exerts an unspoken influence on everyone who enters. If the kids seem less stressed and your spouse is more loving, I wouldn’t be surprised. Something about saving time and emotional energy makes a body happy.




End of sample
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