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Praise for Regina Leeds’ One Year to an Organized Work Life



 


“Use this guide to organize your office—and mind.”

—Shape


 


“Streamline one domain a month to prune clutter and spur productivity.”

—Self


 


“Readers should find plenty of smart, straightforward and rewarding ways to eliminate chaos from their work lives.”

—Publishers Weekly

 



 



 



Praise for Regina Leeds’ One Year to an Organized Life



 


“Making your New Year’s resolutions? If your goal is to finally clear the clutter,  One Year to an Organized Life will break the task down week by week.”

—Parade


 


“This 12-month guide offers the chronically messy a genuine sense of serenity.”

—USA Today

“Not only shows us the importance of organization, [but] takes us week-by-week through the chaos of our lives and tells us how to get it together, from schedules to scrapbooks to celebrating holidays.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune


 


“If this week-by-week guide to getting yourself organized won’t do the trick, give up.”

—Newsday


 


“This easy-to-use … domicile detox program will help you tackle every inch of your life.”

—Women’s Health


 


“The perfect book for anyone wanting to find important papers instantly or have a navigable closet. Full of useful information for everyone, from the person who needs simply to clean a messy desk to the person requiring a whole new approach to life; highly recommended.”

—Library Journal
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This book is dedicated to Jamie Ann De Stefano . . . ... cousin, mentor, and friend.






Introduction

Reflect upon your present blessings, of which every man has plenty; not on your past misfortunes, of which all men have some.


 


—CHARLES DICKENS

 




CERTAIN FOUR-LETTER WORDS CAUSE a stir when uttered in polite society. But a simple five-letter word seems to trump them all: money. You would think it was the Devil’s own invention the way some respond. We treat money as if it had a magical power all its own. We say it “slips through our fingers” or, worse, “burns a hole in our pocket.” Some believe it’s “the root of all evil.” Gordon Gekko, in the movie Wall Street, felt that “greed is good,” while saints of all religions have exhorted us to give it all away and live simply. What’s a person to do?




GETTING A FRESH PERSPECTIVE 

Money itself is neither good nor bad. If it’s managed with wisdom and care, however, it can bring much good into our lives. The goal of One Year to an Organized Financial Life is to bring clarity, simplicity, and order to your finances—helping you feel secure for the future, no matter what life throws at you (or your bank account).

Really, money is nothing more than a tool. A hammer can help you build a home, or you can drop it on your toe and yelp in pain. The power lies not in the hammer but with you and the decisions you make about how to use it. Just so, money can help you keep a roof over your head, educate your kids, secure your retirement, and travel the world. A lack of a financial plan, or an obsession with it, can turn an otherwise good life into one of constant struggle and sweat. Are you the friend who always picks up the tab at dinner? Are you driven to buy the trendiest clothes? Nothing is inherently wrong with being generous with your money or fashionable. However, if these traits are, over time, leaving you without emergency funds, a retirement portfolio, or adequate medical insurance, you might want to adjust your priorities.

As the world economy has tumbled and seemed to reinvent itself, it has become  evident that everyone must take responsibility for his or her own financial well being. For example, do you know how much cash you have in the bank? Are you aware of the total you owe on credit cards and what interest rate you are paying? Is your family adequately covered by insurance? Could you be paying less for your mortgage? Do you follow the progress of your investments? Are you on track for retirement? How might you find qualified professionals to guide you, if you need assistance? The average person runs the engine of his or her personal economy as if it were controlled by a runaway train. We close our mental and emotional eyes and hope for the best.

Often, beyond not knowing what we owe, we have no idea how the money we earn is spent. “ ‘Budget?’ I don’t have the time.” A 2008 National Foundation for Credit Counseling survey of Americans’ spending habits found that just 42 percent use monthly budgets and that 64 percent had not ordered their credit report in the past year. And MSN Money reports that nearly 30 percent don’t know the interest rates on their credit cards.

As a professional organizer, I don’t make stock picks for my clients. I can, however, show you how to keep each aspect of your finances organized in a simple, easy-to-retrieve fashion so that the decisions you make are informed. And with the help of my coauthor, expert financial planner Russell Wild, we’ll open the door of understanding to some areas that may have confused or mystified you in the past. If your eyes glaze over at the mere mention of a Roth IRA, you’re holding the right book. After all, knowledge is power.
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Russell Wild and I decided to present a united front by using the pronoun I throughout the book, with the occasional we tossed in for good measure. You can probably guess who knows more about creating a great file system and who wrote the passages about mortgages. We’ve taught each other a lot this past year. And now you’ll benefit from our collaboration.



Taking care of business when it comes to finance can be a daunting task, and surely one the average person puts on hold for a variety of reasons. Perhaps you haven’t known where to begin or who to go to for guidance. Maybe you were so afraid of making a bad move in investing that you decided not to get involved. The stock market can wait, you thought. It all boils down to fear. In this book, Russell Wild and I give you a basic financial education. And you have a year to complete your studies and implement as much of the program as you are comfortable embracing. Rome, after all, wasn’t built in a day.




HARRY AND SALLY’S STORY 

Several years ago I organized the home of a wonderful man I’ll call Harry. He lived in a large house outside a major metropolitan area. He was married to a great lady and they had three children. It was clear that  Harry’s career as a top attorney afforded a luxurious lifestyle. Every nook and cranny of the house, however, was filled with unnecessary and space-robbing stuff. How had they accumulated it all? This is the story Harry shared with me.

Harry met Sally when he was in college. They fell madly in love and decided to get married while he was in graduate school. Neither came from a wealthy family, so the frugal life of a law student and his wife was simply a continuation of their childhood experience with money. When Harry graduated at the top of his class, he was hired by a prestigious law firm; for the first time, they had a large income.

Neither Harry nor Sally had ever created a budget. Nor did they have a clue how to invest or manage the sudden influx of funds. With their newfound wealth, they denied themselves nothing. High-end furniture, top-of-the-line-kitchen equipment, and expensive linens began to fill their small apartment. Then they decided to buy a big house, which they promptly filled before their first baby arrived. Soon, instead of watching their money grow, they were watching their credit card bills soar. One day they realized that they had a problem and decided to get financially sober.

Harry and Sally worked with a financial planner and made a commitment to stop their out-of-control spending. They put into place a budget, a savings plan, and an investment plan, and the first order of business was to pay off those credit cards.

Years later, however they were still weighed down by all those purchases they had made. They had so much clutter, it was not only overflowing their home but also filling several rented storage units! (An expense they hadn’t shared with their financial planner because they were ashamed.) I was called in to restore order to the home and release them from the bondage of those units. Now financially solvent, it was time to put the last piece of the financial-order puzzle in place. In every case, clutter represents some type of issue. In Harry’s and Sally’s case, clutter was a relic from their days of profligate spending.




THE TWELVE-MONTH PLAN 

Each of us is buffered by the winds of economic change in unique ways. Has your home lost considerable value? Did your sister just lose her job and with it her medical insurance? Or perhaps your 401(k) did a bigger vanishing act than Houdini at the height of his powers? There is an old saying: It isn’t what happens to you in life that matters. It’s how you handle it. If your financial world is spinning out of control, you might make the unconscious decision to ignore yourself. Suddenly you aren’t eating well, you’re swilling caffeinated beverage, and you aren’t getting enough sleep. Stress may tempt you to live solely in your head where worry festers.

Too often, we seek to make sweeping changes overnight but then get overwhelmed by the amount of work to do or frustrated that everything can’t be accomplished at once. I firmly believe that given  the manageable timeframe of a year, anyone can change his or her life for the better. In this book, each month covers a different aspect of our financial lives. Here are a few highlights of what you’ll find throughout the book:
• Organize your files (plus your wallet and purse)

• Assess your current financial situation

• Get your bills paid on time

• Save on your taxes

• Cut costs while saving time and personal energy

• Stick to a budget

• Get out of credit card debt

• Maximize your retirement savings

• Hire a financial planner

• Clear the clutter

• Teach your kids about money

• Find the insurance you need—and don’t need

• Curb your holiday spending

• End-of-the-year decisions to save on taxes





This is not a book about “beating the stock market,” speculating on real-estate foreclosures, setting up offshore tax havens, or getting rich quick. Rather, it is a holistic resource about getting a firm handle on your finances and understanding the basics of managing your money effectively so that you can live a life that is calmer, richer, and organized.

You’ll be able to reference the months out of sequence if you want with one caveat: Peruse the material in the first two months before you create your own journey. The work you do at the start lays a firm foundation for everything that follows. You need a realistic picture of your current financial life before you can change it for the better. In addition, a functioning work space and file system will help maintain your relationship with the newly organized aspects of your financial life.

All the books in the One Year to . . .  series have a four-weeks-to-the-month schedule. But every quarter has thirteen weeks, so use the free week to get caught up and stay on schedule. Finally, remember that this book can be started at any time of the year. The right time to begin is now.




ZEN FINANCIAL ORGANIZING 

The philosophy we use throughout this book is Zen Organizing. When I was growing up, I had no idea my mother was organized. I thought everyone lived in a home that was free of piles and followed the mantra: “There is a place for everything and everything must be in its place so that the next time you need or want it you’ll be able to find it.” There was a feeling in our home of peace and calm. After I became a professional organizer, I noticed that newly organized areas in my clients’ homes quite literally felt different than they had before we began our work of transforming the space. The spaces no longer felt angry, stressed, and chaotic. They felt like my childhood home.

I wanted to write a book about this so I could reach a wider audience. But how would I describe this transformation? What would be the word or words that would give my readers instant recognition? One day a client said to me: “Oh! You mean it’s Zen-like!” For the average Westerner, the word Zen conjures an image of a peaceful, clean, calm environment decorated with minimal objects. At that moment I knew I had the word.

I became the Zen Organizer. My first book was called The Zen of Organizing,  and I have used the concept in my subsequent One Year to an Organized Life  books. You don’t have to reduce your possessions until you feel as though you are living in a prison cell. Nor is it necessary to become a Zen practitioner or twist your body into complex yoga poses. Zen Organizing is about creating systems that will provide a place for everything in your life. When life brings chaos and upset, as it inevitably will, you will not have to begin at square one. You’ll have a system in place that simply needs to be restored.

But Zen Organizing is about more than systems. It’s about you. My goal is to help you create environments that inspire, sustain, and nurture you. I want to free you from ones that inhibit, limit, and drain you emotionally, physically, spiritually, and financially. The environments I speak of are those in the physical world around you as well as the one you create in your head. If your inner dialogue is fixated on clutter and lack, no amount of Zen Organizing can free you. In many respects my function in these pages is that of a life coach.

But to apply Zen Organizing to the world of money and investing, you also need a hands-on financial guru. And that’s where my wonderful coauthor, Russell Wild, comes in. Russell Wild knows money. A Registered Investment Advisor licensed by the Pennsylvania Securities Commission, he is also a NAPFA-certified, fee-only financial planner. Russell has worked with hundreds of clients over the years to help them manage their finances. He holds an MBA in international management and finance from the Thunderbird School of Global Management, in Glendale, Arizona. He is also the author of numerous other books on personal finance. After reading this book, you might want to read his Index Investing for Dummies, Bond Investing for Dummies, or Exchange-Traded Funds for Dummies.


Together, Russ and I have created a week-by-week organizing system to transform your financial life.




THE MAGIC FORMULA 

I started my organizing career more than twenty years ago. It didn’t take very long to see a pattern emerge with all my clients. The garage, the clothes closet, the kitchen cupboards, even the file cabinet all came to order following the same three steps. What varied was the item I had in my hands, not the approach.

Later I discovered that the steps could be applied not only to areas of a home or an office but also to processes: completing a project for work or school, planning a  party, even packing a suitcase. These three steps—eliminate, categorize, and organize—struck me as nothing short of magical, hence the name the Magic Formula. During the writing of this book, I applied these steps to organizing your personal finances. Let’s take a look at the power of Eliminate, Categorize, and Organize.


Eliminate

The whole of any project is overwhelming until you eliminate what you no longer want, need, or use. In the world of organizing, elimination is actually a creative step because you have a multitude of options. You might donate an item to a charity, return something to a store for credit or exchange, or simply return the item to the area of your home or office where it belongs.

When it comes to organizing your finances, however, tossing and shredding become your new best friends. You’ll find that once the elimination phase is complete, the area you are working in looks and feels less daunting. You’ll find yourself eliminating in other creative ways. Perhaps you won’t renew those magazine subscriptions you never have time to read. Or maybe you’ll bring your morning coffee to work in a thermos rather than stopping at the local designer coffee house. You might pocket enough in a year to save for something you really do need.


Categorize

The second step in the Magic Formula, categorize, happens while you are working the elimination phase. You don’t have to go back and handle again all the items you have chosen to keep. As you go along, you simply put them in designated areas and, voila!, you have categories.

Categories make you powerful. Keeping related items together allows you to have inventory control. You won’t be buying multiples of items and exclaiming: “Why didn’t I know I already had five boxes of pens?” You’ll be saving money! In addition, creating categories means that all your insurance policies, income tax deductions, and mortgage or rent payment receipts (to name but a few possibilities) will be together rather than scattered in piles around your home.


Organize

During the last phase of the Magic Formula—organize—you make use of the tips, tricks, and guidelines set forth in this book. You can also employ wonderful products designed to help even the most inexperienced organizer function like a pro. Imagine the sweet smell of success when a family member, mortgage broker, or tax preparer asks you for a specific document regarding your finances and you can put your finger on that information in seconds. That’s the power of the Magic Formula in a nutshell.




PAVE THE WAY FOR (POSITIVE) CHANGE 

When I lecture across the country, some of my students tell me they want to get organized but feel overwhelmed. How can they  jump-start the process? The best way is to create positive new habits. Psychologists have found that it takes twenty-one consecutive days of repeating an action before it becomes a habit. Consecutive and action are the key words. The intention of this book is to help you organize your finances, but you have a residence and most likely a job or career outside the home. Life is a balance, and everything needs to work in concert to keep you productive and positive.

Take a look around. Is your home tidy or do you see stuff scattered everywhere? Are dirty dishes stacked in the kitchen sink? Did you wake up this morning without a thought about making your bed? Is every horizontal surface covered with papers, magazines, mail, and newspapers? This kind of environment will add to your stress and create depression.

Why am I asking these questions in a book about getting your financial life in order? What does making your bed have to do with your portfolio? The simple answer is “everything.” A wonderful Zen proverb says: “The way a man does one thing is how he does everything.” You don’t have to believe it now. Suspend judgment for the moment and go along for the ride. In a year I predict your face will have a big smile of recognition!

To help you create the positive energy you need to get your life and your finances in order, I recommend the following:
• Make your bed every morning.

• Never leave dirty dishes in the sink.

• Don’t allow clean dishes to languish on the drainboard.

• Put your keys in the same place the minute you come home.

• Create a set place for items that are forever getting lost (such as reading glasses or the remote control).





Master just two of these tasks at a time. This is a deceptively simple list, but you’ll be amazed what a challenge it can be to repeat these actions for twenty-one consecutive days. You’ll be equally amazed by the transformation they make in your environment. If you are feeling overwhelmed, success with the tasks in this list will build your self-esteem. Your home will feel and look more in keeping with the organized way you want to live. Chaos spreads like a fungus throughout the home and into your finances. It breeds exhaustion and depression. Order has energy as well and spreads peace and calm. Everything starts to feel possible—even a balanced budget and an early retirement.

You’ll find that the habits you cultivate at home will have counterparts when it comes to organizing your financial life. Remember that nicely made bed? A clear desk at the end of your work day will bring the same sense of ending one aspect of your day as another begins. After you start putting away items such as dishes, keys, and glasses, it’s only a matter of time before you file all your financial papers in the correct folders. In the world of Zen Organizing, the organizing principles stay the same; the objects shift and change.

Each month begins with a new financial habit for you to cultivate. You’ll find that you embrace some instantly while others  elude you. Give it your best shot. Along with the new habit, you will find a tool. Topics such as drinking plenty of water, getting enough sleep, and meditation may not seem like they belong in a book about financial organization. The reality, however, is that these are universal tools that help you do your best work in every area of your life. Give each one the old college try. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain.




THE JOURNEY BEGINS 

During our year together, you’ll be reading about many nuts-and-bolts issues of finance, such as budgeting, taxes, and investments. But I’ll also be encouraging you to take care of yourself and your environment, to monitor your thoughts, and to never lose sight of your dreams. These are the seeds of your future experience. And now it’s time to turn the page and allow that experience to begin to unfold. As Lao-Tzu said:
The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.









1. JANUARY

Take Control

To undertake is to achieve.


 


—EMILY DICKINSON

 




THIS ENTIRE YEAR IS ABOUT ORGANIZING the details of your financial life. No more papers scattered everywhere. No more dramas over lost documents. No more wondering whether you can afford a new house, a car, or a college education for your child. You’re going to know what’s really going on in your life in black and white—and make a plan to get out of the red.

First, though, I go through some exercises to help you understand your experiences with money and how the past affects you now. Then you deal with the mundane but necessary world of items that support you daily, such as keeping purses and briefcases organized, and move on to organizing your workspace. We finish this month with the creation of a working file system, so you will have a logical place to keep all your financial receipts. As we move through the first quarter of the year, I think you will be amazed to see how your physical space mirrors your financial state. When one is in crisis, it’s almost assured the other will be as well.

In addition, each month introduces a habit and a tool to help bring order to all aspects of your world.




HABIT OF THE MONTH: DRINK WATER 

If you are a coffee or soda addict, it’s time to break that habit and start drinking pure, fresh, calorie- and caffeine-free water. Set your goal to drink an additional 16 ounces (two glasses) of water a day. It’s okay if it takes the entire day to consume it. Keep a glass on your desk at work. Pop a reusable water bottle in your car’s cup holder if you spend most of your time driving. We’re starting with two glasses, but the ultimate goal is to drink eight 8-ounce glasses a day. You’ll find that being well hydrated relieves stress and improves your ability to think clearly.

With the switch to drinking water, you’ll save money and save in other ways. Soft drinks are usually also high in caffeine, calories, and sugar. If you give these up, in just a few months you’ll be in better health.




TOOL OF THE MONTH: A FINANCIAL NOTEBOOK 

I’ll be asking you to make some notes and do a little soul-searching when it comes to finances. It’s best if you keep this information in one place rather than on miscellaneous slips of paper that can so easily get lost. Feel free to make notes on the computer or get a composition book from one of your kids. Or you might want to splurge and buy a fancy leather-bound book. The key is that your notebook needs to be something you will enjoy using. I’ve used all three types over the years. Choose the one that’s right for you.





WEEK ONE

Uncover the Origins of Your Relationship with Money


This week, you can 
• Set financial goals

• Examine the past for clues to your current economic situation

• Move beyond the past to a successful financial future







PENNY MARRIED RANDY RIGHT AFTER she graduated high school. He was in his late twenties and established in his career. Randy hadn’t wanted a wife who worked outside the home.

In the beginning it looked as if hers would indeed be a storybook life. In quick succession she had three healthy, handsome sons. Her husband prospered. Penny took care of their large home and the children. And then one day everything changed. Randy came home and announced he was leaving her for another woman.

When he requested the divorce, Randy promised to support Penny in the lifestyle she had grown accustomed to. He promised to pay her child support. He assured her she would stay in the house. There was just one problem. Randy never kept his promises.

Penny did some soul-searching when Randy left. At first she was terrified that she wouldn’t be able to support herself or her children because she thought Randy held the key to her financial security. As she peeled back the layers of her belief system, she discovered that from the time she was a child, the messages she got from her family and the society in which she lived fed the notion that women aren’t capable of handling money. “It’s a man’s job.”

Have you ever taken the time to examine the financial messages you received as a child and young adult? Very often it isn’t just what adults say that influences us; it’s what they do. I’d be willing to bet that you will uncover something from your childhood that drives your current experience with money. And with any luck, it will be positive! If it isn’t, you are free to let it go and replace it with a more realistic value  system. Penny left behind the belief that women can’t handle money. Moreover, she went back to school and discovered something about herself: She loved working with numbers. Penny had always been able to do complex math computations in her head. She went on to become a top real-estate agent in Los Angeles.




ESTABLISHING YOUR FINANCIAL GOALS 

This week is not about looking for blame. Instead, it’s about simply understanding the reality of the past so we can move on and create something better. Knowledge really is power, especially where money is concerned.

Change is never easy. Equal measures of commitment and courage are required to weather the storm that change inevitably creates. When it’s thrust upon us, change is particularly thorny to navigate. But when the going gets tough this year, you can be grateful that you have chosen to make improvements in your financial life. You are the architect of the change, not its victim.

We—and our financial circumstances—also are the result of our experiences. Grab your financial notebook and let’s do some digging into the past.

Set your timer for thirty minutes. (Your cell phone has a handy alarm.) Here are the questions I’d like you to answer. Record the first thoughts that come to mind. Later in the week you can add more notes if you feel you have opened the door to something you need to explore.

Are you ready? Let’s begin with a series of questions that will help you focus on specific goals for the year that we’re going to spend together. After each question, take a minute to reflect or have a sip of water.

1. What are your three biggest challenges in terms of finance? (Common ones include: “I never pay my bills on time.” “I run up huge bills.” “I have no savings.”)

2. What are your top three goals for the year? (For example: “I’d like to save for a down payment on a home.” “I need to learn how to budget money.” “I want to be able to pay for the extras in life rather than charge them on a credit card.” “I want to have a secure retirement.”)

3. What are your top three financial strengths? It’s important to give yourself credit for what you do handle successfully! (For example, “I always pay my bills on time.” “I have life insurance in place to protect my family.” “I have a will.”)




EXAMINING YOUR PAST 

Now let’s shift our focus to the past and see whether, like Penny, you can uncover the origins of the negative beliefs that hinder you today in your quest to understand finances.

If you discover that you can’t remember many details of your childhood, don’t worry. You have lots of company. If you have siblings or your parents are still alive, give someone a call. See what he or she remembers. If no one is around, look at a few family photos to jog your memory. See if you can find the person or object that can help open your memory bank. Reconnect with your past. What you learn can help you heal today and forge a more secure future tomorrow.

Keep your financial notebook handy and answer these questions:1. How did you learn about money? Was it through formal lessons with one of your parents or from their offhand comments? Or did a family member, friend, or teacher act as your mentor?

2. Was this training adequate? Do you think it serves you to this day, and if so, how?

3. If you now regard these lessons as woefully inadequate, when did you first wake up to this reality?

4. Was your home life stable in terms of money? Did both of your parents work outside the home? Do you remember having a feeling of financial security?

5. Can you remember your parents having money or did they have arguments about it? Did they have similar values when it came to finances? Who are you most like in terms of how you relate to money?

6. What would you say are your major issues with money today? Did the same problems crop up while you were growing up?

7. Did you get an allowance? Were you required to do chores to earn this money or did it come with no strings attached? Was the amount adequate?

8. Were your friends in basically the same economic boat as you were? Or do you remember feeling privileged or living in a state of lack in comparison?

9. How did your childhood experiences make you feel about money? Were you eager to earn your own? Did you resent money?

10. Do you feel that anyone ever used money to try to control you? Who? In what way?

11. Finally, were you taught to save on a regular basis?



Right about now you may be feeling like your head is going to explode. You probably haven’t thought about these things in years, if ever. Let me tell you about my first money lesson. See how it compares to yours.




THE ORACLE OF BROOKLYN 

It was a hot August afternoon in Brooklyn and I was five years old. My mother came to me and said in a tone I hadn’t heard before: “Tomorrow your father is going to teach you about money. You’ll need to understand money when you start school in a few weeks.” The next day, as promised, my father called me to him. My mother sat on the side watching with what seemed a mixture of pride and apprehension. Suddenly I wondered if this money thing was a lot more complicated than I had imagined.

My father laid out one quarter, two dimes and a nickel on the kitchen table  and identified each one. He told me how two dimes and a nickel were equal in value to a quarter. So far so good: This money thing was pretty easy, I thought. Next my father explained how money should be used. One dime represented the percentage of the money you earned that would pay for the necessities of life like a mortgage, insurance, or food. The other dime represented the percentage that would be salted away in a savings account for a rainy day. And the lowly nickel represented the money one needed to have fun. My father paused. He seemed to be searching my face for recognition. “So now you understand money, right?” I was too young and inarticulate to say something pithy like, “Uh . . . not so much.” I was stunned and the lesson was over.

After this lesson my father did something destructive that ironically came from a loving place. It crippled my understanding of money for many years. My father said, “But don’t worry. You save your money and I will take care of you. Just tell me what you need.” And he did. I was raised as a privileged only child. My description of my childhood is that I was given everything I asked for except a horse. (It’s hard to keep one in a Brooklyn brownstone; otherwise I’m sure I would have been given one.) I traveled the world. I had pretty clothes. I never had a job. This pampering led to my “magical thinking” that money somehow just appears when you need it. It’s not an uncommon problem for people with money issues.

When my father and mother died, I had a small inheritance. It took twelve years but one day it was gone. And then credit cards became the magical source of extra money for all those things I was certain I needed. I was an actress at the time with the volatile income typical of any artist. One month you’re raking in the dough and the next six you’re subsisting on rice and beans. It’s a hard life even if you are financially savvy. Well, more than a decade ago, I went through bankruptcy proceedings. Much like Randy leaving Penny, it was my wake-up call.

It takes ten years for a bankruptcy to vanish from your credit report. During those years I worked diligently to rebuild my credit. I learned that earning money raises your self-esteem, as does learning how to manage it well. The most humiliating experience of my life ultimately empowered me.

As you examine the past, you will likely find that you received mixed messages about finances. My father wasn’t the greatest teacher when it came to sharing lessons with me. He was, however, an amazing example of a responsible adult. He purchased the home I grew up in with cash. He had one credit card and paid the balance monthly. Every insurance policy you can imagine a family might need, he purchased for us. Had he died suddenly, his will was in place. He tended to the tiniest detail: My mother and I were both signatories to the family safety deposit box. And we knew what was inside and where the key was.

If you have difficulty getting your financial act together, I understand your struggle. But understanding the connection  between the past and the present is the first step to taking control of your financial life.




MOVING FORWARD 

Previous questions were about understanding how you were first taught about money. Many of you are decades past your childhood. Here are four final questions to answer in your financial notebook. These questions will help you understand the evolving nature of your relationship with money. These bring you forward in time and allow you to see how you managed when on your own. I’d like you to make a connection between what you learned and how it affected you.1. When you first left home to live on your own, did you know how to manage your money? Were your bills paid on time, for example, or were you always calling home for a loan?

2. If you are married or living with someone, who is in charge of the finances? Does this arrangement suit you? If you have relinquished financial management to your partner or spouse, would you be able to take over control if necessary?

3. Are you a dreamer who trusts the future will take care of itself, or are you a planner who manages every detail of your financial life?

4. What’s your biggest financial regret? Are student loans weighing you down? Did your house lose a great deal of equity in the recent downturn? Do you overextend on your credit cards?






DRAWING CONCLUSIONS 

As the week comes to a close, you now have more insight into the reality that brought you to your current situation. We all come away from our past with things we’re grateful for and things that make us shake our heads in wonder. Whatever the situation, there’s no blame to be laid at the feet of anyone—especially ourselves. It really is true that we’re doing the best we can at any given moment. With the understanding you acquired this week, you’ve leveled the playing field. You are no longer driven by elements from the past: unconscious forces, wounds, or inadequate instruction.

My father was trying to give me the childhood he was denied. He didn’t intend to cripple my understanding of money. Ultimately I acknowledged the source of my money issues and disengaged. Today I understand something my father knew only too well: Making and managing money is incredibly empowering. I have embraced the example he set and found other teachers and mentors to give me the instruction he didn’t know how to impart. Just so, your future is bound to be better.





WEEK TWO

Clean Out What You Carry


This week, you can 
• Clear out the debris from everyday items such as your purse or wallet

• Organize your laptop bag or briefcase

• Clean out those conference goodie bags

• Deal with a multiuse space







AS I SAID IN THE INTRODUCTION, one of my favorite zen proverbs is: “The way a man does one thing is how he does everything.” You probably want to jump right into examining your stock portfolio statements or organizing the papers stacked around your office. You may be thinking, “What does it matter if my computer bag is a mess, or my purse weighs a ton, or my wallet is crammed with receipts?” Trust me. It’s all the same. By keeping these portable “money zones” organized, you’re building a foundation. Start small and it will lead to big accomplishments down the road. Gentlemen, please read the following section. Some of the tips have broad application even if you don’t carry a “man bag”!




ORGANIZING YOUR WALLET, PURSE, AND TOTE 

Many of my clients carry large purses in addition to lugging around a gigantic tote. They wonder why their backs hurt and they lean to the side like a sinking ship. “Never mind!” they shout with glee.” I can save the day by pulling out the most esoteric item anyone might need!” Does that sound like you? Let’s turn over a new leaf. From now on, other people are responsible for having their own supplies. You carry only what you need.

Empty your purse, and that tote bag if you habitually carry one, onto a clean, wide surface such as your bed or the dining room table. Have a trash can handy.

The first thing I want you to do is a speed elimination. Set a timer for ten minutes. Toss whatever you can. This will probably include stale candy and gum and business cards from people you don’t remember.

After this first pass, create some categories by grouping related items in separate areas. These categories generally include make-up and hair supplies, miscellaneous business and personal receipts, and any number of fairly esoteric things such as an umbrella or a few novels you hope to read. (Kindle, anyone?)

Take a good look at each category and ask yourself whether you really need to have these items with you. Let’s consider makeup. I think one lipstick and some powder are adequate to the task. Leave the full makeup kit at home.

The basic thing to remember is to keep related items together. If your purse doesn’t have sections, use multiple small containers. You can purchase small, sturdy, lightweight containers that close with a zipper, Velcro or a snap at a beauty supply store or The Container Store. Pare every category to the minimum. If you get stuck, ask yourself: “When was the last time I used this item?”

Grab your umbrella when the weather report predicts rain. Otherwise leave it at home. Perhaps you can keep an extra one at the office for emergencies? And be sure your umbrella is a travel-size one if you are going to toss it into your tote. (I work at home but I keep one in the trunk of my car.)


Dealing with Money and Credit Cards

When it comes to your money, are coins rattling around the bottom of the bag in search of a home? Do you stuff bills wherever you can? Being organized about money includes treating it with respect.

Keep your paper money arranged in denominational order facing in one direction, right side up. (I thought my dad was the only person who did this until I saw Suze Orman talk about it on Oprah.) It makes it easier to grab a particular denomination when you need it. And it’s another sign of respecting your money. Are you prone to stuffing bills in the back pocket of your jeans and then, weeks later, finding a $20 that’s been run through the wash? Make it a habit to keep your cash only in your wallet, and make sure the wallet you do use is small.

What about credit cards? Do you carry every department store card with you so you can shop at a moment’s notice? Do you have multiple major credit cards “just in case” one or two are denied? We’ll be dealing with credit in May. For now, minimize a credit-financed lifestyle. Have one major card exclusively for business entertaining. Keep a personal card with you for emergencies. Only take a department store card with you if you plan a trip to that store.


Receipts

As you’re cleaning out your wallet and bags, grab some envelopes. Set aside any receipts that can be used for tax deductions or that you’re saving for expense account reimbursement, medical reimbursement, rebates, or other reimbursement. Keep these in separate envelopes. We’ll be designating a home for these receipts at the end of the month, when we create the financial file system. Toss extraneous receipts. Shred them if they show an account number or other personal information.

As for “receipt maintenance,” you’ll want to tuck them into one location only. This in effect creates a habit. You wouldn’t exit the house, drive down the street, and suddenly remember you hadn’t brushed your teeth. We have ingrained habits that make life easier because we do them almost by rote. Having a system for dealing with receipts and other important papers is simply another example of an ingrained habit. A visit to your local office supply store will show you a world of wonderful products that are fun to use. Here are some of my favorites:
• To catch receipts throughout the day, try a product called a Document Envelope, available in an inexpensive but durable poly material or fine leather. Empty this at the end of each week or each day (my choice).

• Do you love expanding file holders? You can purchase a scaled-down version with six compartments to hold receipts. It will fit into your purse or the glove box in your car. The ever-wonderful See Jane Work Web site (www.seejanework.com) even has one with a mileage log (Receipt Catcher-Car from Buttoned Up).





The basic thing to remember is to keep related items together. If your purse doesn’t have sections, use multiple small containers. Pare every category to the minimum. Your back and neck will be grateful. If you get stuck, ask yourself, “When was the last time I used this item?”




ORGANIZING YOUR BRIEFCASE OR LAPTOP BAG 

When you’re traveling outside the home or office, you can carry the business papers and tools you need in many creative ways. The traditional briefcase is still in vogue with high-level execs. More and more, however, the briefcase of choice is a laptop case that holds all your traveling office needs. I travel with a mini PC that weighs 2.6 pounds and slips easily into any large purse. No matter the form, you want to be as lean in this arena as we were in organizing a purse.

An overstuffed briefcase, which is the business equivalent of the gigantic purse or tote, can be an expression of many things but most are related to fear. Do you want to be able to save the business day by being able to produce any type of document or gizmo? Are you unsure how to make good decisions in this area? Why do you regularly transport too much?

It helps to identify the source dictating your behavior. You’ll be less tempted in the future if you can unhook yourself from the pattern that urges you to hold onto things. If you clutter your briefcase, I bet your office is filled with unnecessary debris as well. I would go further and bet there’s debris waiting to be tossed in every corner of your life.

Clear a space so you can empty the contents of your briefcase. (If you carry a laptop, please set it aside.) Do a ten-minute speed elimination to get the ball rolling. Toss anything that is old, stale, broken, or outdated. Set aside important papers. We’ll deal with them at the end of the month when we set up our files. Let’s take a look at the common culprits:
• Do you carry a full-size office tool such as a stapler or tape? How often do you need it? What about purchasing a mini kit?

• Do you carry items you need but in too-large quantities? A few paper clips are good to have, but boxes of binder clips in every size are overkill.

• Do items free-float in your briefcase? You can find plastic storage bags in different sizes at an arts and crafts supply store such as Michaels. Don’t want to be seen with plastic storage bags? Use mesh bags made for makeup. They come in an array of colors and are inexpensive. The goal is to corral related items.

• Was your briefcase a gift when you graduated law school twenty years ago? Needs have changed over the past few years, and it may be time to purchase something more utilitarian. Please don’t stuff the old one in the back of a closet for sentimental reasons—toss it.
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