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Introduction


Is Your Life out of order? Are your wants and desires getting in the way of happiness? Would you like to get your life in order and find the freedom to live more fully? What, exactly, does getting your life in order mean? Order is not a one-size-fits-all proposition; rather, it’s a personalized journey where you write the itinerary.


Perhaps you feel that your life is leading you rather than the other way around. Or maybe you reach the end of the day feeling overwhelmed and exhausted instead of fulfilled and contented. Perhaps you are yearning for a deeper understanding of life and have trouble pinpointing exactly where to begin. Even with all our modern conveniences, where technology is at our fingertips and material possessions abound, this quest can seem elusive. But it does not have to be. Just as you customize your iPod or Google job search, you can customize how order takes shape in your life, which begins with stripping away the nonessentials. Call it blank slating: setting the foundation for change, creativity, and even enlightenment.


Some of you may view getting organized, time management, or other such buzzwords as restrictive, impossible-to-manage systems that force an unnatural change – but the opposite is true. When you release, simplify, and clear distractions, you open yourself up to an entirely new kind of freedom, movement, and discovery. This way of thinking is contrary to what most people believe about organizing or clutter clearing, and it’s the reason that I was motivated to start a company to answer this need: order. It represents a new starting point, one that begins with asking if you really need and use the things you have. After all, anything can be contained, boxed, or stored; just visit the Container Store or Target to see a whole host of beautiful options.
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But that is secondary. The first decision is choosing lightness over heaviness; opting to subtract, not add; and finally making choices that free you of distractions so that you can find more meaning in life. This is the basis of my company and the basis of this book, a set of lessons and practices that inform your journey to finding order. And while this plan is structured on a year of lessons – one “Way” per week – you can pick it up at any point and pull out what is meaningful for you right now. The 52 Ways are designed for you to re-experience, revisit, and restart each year.


Grouped by true-life examples either from a client or a personal story and then summarized in an overarching theme, each Way is followed by “Daily Practices” that provide practical actions – ones you can follow every day of the year if you choose. This step-by-step blueprint coaxes subtle shifts in the way you view your things, your relationships, your work, and your passions. It is my belief that these daily practices or rituals inform how we live – and, in turn, how we transform, evolve, and grow. They will provide you with the tools you need to make a change – one that contrary to popular belief does not happen overnight. At least it didn’t for me.


By nature, I am extremely organized. I have an innate ability to know where things go. I enjoy rearranging closets, straightening out spice racks, cleaning up kids’ clutter, and updating filing systems. People call me to organize their spaces and, consequently, their lives. They pay me to tell them what to do with their stuff. But what I really do is force people to make decisions that they cannot make on their own. This instinctively comes easy to me. I know where the picnic basket is supposed to go, I can tell why you don’t have time to write that novel, and I can see why your credit card bills are too high. I just know; I always have. Organizing projects were plentiful in my family, in which I am the youngest child and only daughter, so organizing has always been a part of my life. My father was a Depression-era saver, my mother is a skilled shopper, and my brother is best known for buying and returning just about everything that Bed Bath & Beyond offers. Organizing is in my blood, so this career comes naturally.


I began organizing professionally seven years ago when shopping – another one of my innate abilities – spiraled out of control. Shopping became more than just a pastime; it was taking up all of my time and most of my money. But my skill at finding the latest trends at bargain prices coupled with my uncanny ability to organize gave me a unique perspective. I ran my home like a good retail store, rotating seasonal merchandise in and out. Once I was done with an item, I donated it, consigned it, or sold it on eBay to free up prime real estate in my closets. (This is still my Sop.) my sorting skills were being honed by virtue of my lifestyle. Who would have thought that all those years of shopping and lunching with my mother would be put to such good use? Shopping converged with organizing to create a career where now I help others. There is comfort in saying to my clients, “I have been there.” And by “there” I mean Bloomingdales!


Unlike other home-repair workers – plumbers, electricians, carpenters – whom I have begun to liken myself to, my only tools are my instincts, an undeniable opinion on the right thing to do. I will find out what else is required when I arrive at the job site. Not long ago I was traipsing around the sample sales of Manhattan, purchasing bags of “must have” apparel that would never be worn. Nowadays I don my new uniform of jeans, T-shirt, and loafers. I consider the money I no longer rack up on my American Express bill as a byproduct of my career makeover.


Being an organizer is more than simply sorting and storing possessions; it is a deep dive into a sea of messy problems. Part therapist and part best friend, I piece together the client’s life, the series of events that led him or her to the call for help. My questions begin: What does your space look like? When was the last time you tried to get organized? What were the results? Anything I can glean from these initial queries will tell me what I can expect. Most importantly, I am trying to determine the “Big Kahuna” of the call: is this client ready to change? Within a few minutes I can tell the difference between those who want to change and those who don’t. I want to help people who want to be helped.


Talking to people about their stuff is fascinating to me. And while I advise clients to release judgment and emotion from things that cannot love them back, the process is easier said than done. People are often more attached to their things than they are to other people. The nostalgia of a dress from a first date or a project file from a career success often evokes more emotion than the person on the date or the coworker who shared in the project.


As I meet more and more clients, I am continually surprised by how much the average person needs to accomplish to stay ahead. This busy society, with all of its technology and conveniences, has disabled many of us from achieving the basics of life, or what I like to call everyday maintenance. The idea of normal becomes relative. Living among piles of clutter is normal for a hoarder. Stashing thousands of dollars of misguided purchases is normal for a shopaholic. Working all hours of the evening and weekends is normal for a workaholic. For many, the clutter becomes the excuse for why they can’t go for that job promotion, move out of their apartment, or end a bad relationship.


I have heard the who-has-the-time-to-get-organized excuse too many times to count. However, when time is dedicated to sort through their piles of memories, clients find more than an organized space; they often lay bare obstacles that have been holding them back. And the truth then becomes clear: It was never really about the stuff. In creating my company, order., I have developed many consistent principles that help clients appreciate their lives more deeply. The true goal of all this stuff management is to find more time and space to focus on what is important to them. Without order, prioritizing is more difficult. Sure, I appreciate a genius filing system or a beautifully organized spice rack more than most. But my work is about what you gain, not what you purge.


Learning to let go of excess wants, along with the things, can actually result in more of what really counts – more living, more loving, more meaning.
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Ritual


The Old Adage that practice makes permanent is true. Anything that you give consistent attention to over time will become a cemented habit. Yogis know this; they have been practicing the same poses for over two thousand years.


Whirling dervishes know this; they spin with a purpose, the speed of the spin bringing them closer to enlightenment. Christians, Muslims, and Jews know this; they regularly go to a church or mosque or synagogue to worship. But ritual is not always a religious practice. Olympic athletes have a routine of regimented practice and weight training. Opera singers practice scales and arias daily. All of these people share ritual; they practice to make their good habits permanent. And while most of us are not training for a gold medal in ski jump aerials, we each have our own goals to strive for, and those involve consistent effort over time.


The beginning of a new year is usually when people adopt new habits – or, in a more familiar term, make resolutions. They address all the new rituals they will put in place when the calendar page switches over and plan for the new routine to literally take root overnight. But like countless resolution makers before them who have failed and failed again, some annually, they quickly learn that changing a mindset and a way of life does not come with the end of one year and the beginning of the next as if a switch were thrown. Anyone who has started the cabbage soup diet on January 1, then crashed and burned on January 4 can attest to this. Good habits take time; while the beginning of the year is the start of a new daily planner, it does not always equate to the transformation of a new you. The date is arbitrary. In reality, every day presents the opportunity for a fresh start. Recognizing that the underlying theme behind resolution making is flawed is the first step.


Vowing to make swift overnight changes is unrealistic and impossible to sustain. Like a child when his toys are taken away, you approach the weeks like an avaricious little rebel. Instead of setting up a feeling of deprivation that accompanies resolution making, choose to cement a ritual that you can live with, day in and day out. Removing the sense of deprivation will give you a much better chance at succeeding. This subtle shift in thinking is the key to maintaining good habits over time. New Year’s resolutions do not work. The only annual resolution to make is resolving not to make them at all.








The Way


Lose the all-or-nothing mentality that resolutions engender; instead, practice daily rituals that slowly take root over time.







Daily Practices






	
Let go of the idea of the calendar date marking when you begin your transformation. Instead, choose a slow and steady approach to achieving your goals. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and you won’t be ready for a marathon overnight, either. Remember that practice makes permanent.





	
Recognize the Mardi Gras mentality that might cause you to yo-yo from one extreme to another. If you are an all or nothing–type person who is either bingeing or fasting, seek the middle ground this week by journaling what your imbalances are. Once you have recorded an opportunity for change, slowly adjust your habit to be worked on over time.





	
To your own calendar be true. Do you have any rituals that you honor and practice daily, such as a walk at lunchtime or calling a parent every evening? Recognize your ability to make things that are important to you a priority, and begin to carve out the necessary time to honor them each day.





	
Pause to value each day in the process of your new ritual. So much of our time is spent aspiring to the next level that we rarely celebrate the moment that we are in. Think of your process as charms on a bracelet, with each charm having its own intrinsic value. Being present for the daily moments will make you appreciate your efforts that much more.





	
Be selective. Most of our promises to do better in the new year fall short because we simply choose too much to do all at once. Guarantee your success by being single minded: focus on becoming better at one area or task in your life. Do not give in to your knee-jerk reaction to list 10 resolutions to fix Asap. Pick one or two areas to improve on over time.





	
As you look at the good habits you want to foster, also review the bad habits you have cultivated. Letting something go at the start of a transformation is as powerful as taking on something new. Review the rituals that may have become harmful, and choose one to release.















2




Procrastinators, Read This First


It’s 10 a.m. on a Monday morning, and I am cleaning my desk from top to bottom. On the surface this looks like a productive use of my time. But I am a writer on deadline. Now, I generally love deadlines; it is how I earn my living. The “assignment” as starting gun usually motivates me – but not today. Instead of organizing the thoughts in my mind, I am organizing the files on my desk. Telling myself that it is easier to work in an orderly environment, I put off my assignment, opting to do something more enjoyable – and more tangible – than the necessary project at hand.


Making a conscious choice to do something more pleasurable over a less-pleasurable task is the definition of procrastination. My inner procrastinator has won temporarily, convincing my inner writer that a neater desk will make the process easier. For now, my inner writer waits outside the office as comfortable-avoidance mode sets in. When I procrastinate, I organize – unlike most people, who opt to surf the net, sort laundry, or phone a friend to put off life’s sticky matters for a few more minutes or hours. Regardless of what you’re procrastinating about or how you do so, the result is the same: avoiding what needs to be done. And while these little sidetracks cause instant gratification, they often create more trouble later.
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Ultimately, procrastinators feel even more pressured and frustrated for having delayed the inevitable.


Procrastination studies say that the relief is only a temporary fix. Ultimately, procrastinators feel even more pressured and frustrated for having delayed the inevitable. Procrastination also puts off productivity and accomplishment. Take my situation. With only two hours left to complete my assignment, my inner writer has reappeared and is growing increasingly uncomfortable. She is back – and she is not alone. My inner organizer has joined her, quickly remedying the situation with a stern reprimand and a door slam. Now fully present in both writing and organizing modes, I am relieved to be doing, not avoiding. My inner organizer urges me on, promising a tasty little reward. The sooner the assignment gets done, the sooner I can return to a more pleasurable task, like rearranging my e-mail files or rotating my winter sweaters. This reward is enough to keep me going through the morning!








The Way


Understand that procrastination is an avoidance behavior whereby a more pleasant task is selected over a less-pleasant task that brings relief in the short term but creates more mental anxiety and physical stress in the longer term.








Daily Practices






	
Begin to identify your avoidance behaviors. Key phrases like “I work better under pressure” or “I am not in the mood today” put off the necessary aspects of life and create an unnecessary time crunch. Note when and why you do that. Being aware of how frequently you use avoidance behavior is the first step to changing the way you approach work and life.





	
Ponder the classic story about meditation, wherein a student laments to a teacher that he has no time in his busy schedule to meditate. The teacher simply answers, “Meditate, meditate, and meditate.” Follow this practice today by engaging in activity rather than passivity. Tell your inner procrastinator to wait outside till you have completed your work.





	
Too much forward thinking – concentrating solely on how something will turn out – disengages us from the process necessary to complete a task. Cite examples of how forward thinking has caused procrastination. If you are waiting for perfect conditions to exist before beginning a process, you may never get started at all. Let go of the idea of success or failure, and revel in the act of doing.





	
Be a thoughtful tortoise. If you recall the famous fairy tale, you know that slow and steady always wins the race. Take the race one lap at a time by breaking a project down into small tasks. Achieving interim goals will help you reach the finish line in your own time.





	
Instead of delaying making a pesky phone call or attacking a junk-filled office, make that nasty task Job One today. Life is a reward-based system, so set up little goals and rewards along the way to aid in your progress. For example, once you cull your files, treat yourself to a fancy set of file folders. Having something to look forward to after each goal is met encourages steady progress. After all, we don’t eat dessert first, right?





	
Are you beginning to view your schedule and responsibilities differently? Examine the notion of your deadlines and other demands that are imposed on you. Set a comfortable pace on how you approach your work. Say a farewell to avoidance behaviors for good. In doing so, note the amount of time, space, and clarity that is created.
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Do Not Delay Your Decisions with Clutter


A New Client tells me that he is really good at organizing: He has every box, bin, and storage bag available. He has sorted, stored, and categorized every aspect of his life: his papers from high school are in one corner, his family photos are in another corner, and his tax files from the early ’80s were recently moved under the kitchen table. He has no problem with clutter. He knows where everything is. As I am left wondering why Mr. Organized needs me, he explains the purpose of his call. Moving around all those neatly labeled boxes and bins has become difficult, and he wants help moving some of his tidy boxes to one of his storage units. Aha! The clutter plot thickens. He has more than one storage unit, a common trait of hoarders.


Having the confidence to begin making decisions means choosing action versus inaction.


I go to his house and find a maze of Rubbermaid bins lining the walls of every room and hallway. He is indeed super organized, but he is super cluttered at the same time – a true organizer’s dilemma. Everything is sorted and labeled to perfection, but he has fallen victim to the biggest culprit of organizing: he has created piles and piles of delayed decisions. He has simply relocated his clutter from room to room, from box to box, and eliminated nothing. I can appreciate the hours of work it took to get this system arranged, but I am certain that most of what he has stored is unnecessary. I know this in the pit of my stomach. Like when your best friend asks advice about lending her boyfriend of two weeks a thousand dollars, you just know it is wrong.


Mr. Organized has only put his work on pause. He continues to ignore the years of decisions that should have been made: articles meant to be read, untried work-out plans, letters needing answering … the list goes on. Consider all the decisions you make, from choosing a career to choosing a movie. Making decisions is part of life. We make them all the time. And they require focus, forethought, and assessment of personal goals. Having the confidence to begin making decisions means choosing action versus inaction. Conversely, clutter is the antithesis of decision making. When we decide to do nothing, clutter piles up. Clutter management is a process free of editorializing. Clutter will go wherever we tell it to go.


Mr. Organized has actively stored his clutter, but he has not dealt with it. He did take the first and most necessary step: recognizing that something had to change. And although his solution to move boxes to another location is faulty, he has made an appropriate decision to look for a different way to manage his piles. And you can do the same. Eliminating a junk drawer, junk closet, or even a full storage unit with unknown contents is a good way to measure if you are eliminating clutter or simply storing it.


Often what holds us back is the guilt we feel about letting something go. But the items that we store and move from place to place are often of no use and arguably impossible to find. Employ the lens of “use it or lose it” to determine what needs to go first. Another common excuse is thinking that something will be needed in the future. Follow that line of reasoning by asking these hard questions and answering them truthfully:






	
Will I ever use this item again?





	
When was the last time I used this item?





	
Does this item work?





	
Is it outdated, broken, or ill fitting?
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If you are honest, you will see that your clutter is not essential because you are not using any of it. We can usually determine its importance with one question: Have you ever missed something you let go and then been unable to replace it? Be candid. I have yet to have a client or student provide a concrete example of this. Consider the replacement factor here. Few things are irreplaceable, and more often than not that is what makes up our clutter. Instead of pushing clutter from home to home, room to room, or storage unit to storage unit, open up to truthful decision making. You will gain the power of not only being in control but also creating space, time, and energy in your life.








The Way


Practice active decision making, and become emboldened by the power you have over your stuff. Once you flip from passive to active mode, you will be able to live simply with less clutter.







Daily Practices






	
Albert Einstein noted that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. Are you following a consistent clutter pattern in your life? Notice habits that are limiting you, making you feel anxious and distracted.





	
Take a reality check of where you are with your clutter today. Have you moved it from place to place and avoided making a final decision? Take control over your possessions rather than vice versa. If you have a place where unknown items reside, take inventory, and eliminate the unnecessary.





	
Consider what your motivation has been to build up this clutter, and realize that much of what delays your progress lies in excuse making. Starting now, make a conscious effort to eliminate the habit of excuse making. Put your items on notice, and recognize when you have kept something inactive for too long.





	
Set a time limit on how long you keep certain unused things. If you have not used it within that time frame, let it go without exception.





	
Clutter clearing evolves. Only you can find a solution that works for you over time, so use trial and error rather than following a cookie-cutter idea that may work for someone else. Believe in your power to change. To conquer clutter, be aware of the journey, not the destination. Consistent practice will return the most benefits.





	
Envision organizing as a daily ritual like exercising, walking the dog, or brushing your teeth. This mind-set will help you find time every day to engage in clutter clearing.
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Remove the Obstacles


At 32, Cyndi became the vice president of one of the country’s most prestigious public-relations firms. She made a lot of sacrifices to get there – going without vacations, family, kids, even a pet. She had little time for anything but climbing the corporate ladder. When she was let go rather unceremoniously as a result of company layoffs, no one was more shocked than Cyndi.


It was the first day back from the long Labor Day Weekend, and although her workday had started almost an hour earlier, she was summoned to the executive wing at 8 a.m. over what she assumed was the next pending public relations crisis. But a publicity crisis wasn’t the problem; Cyndi was being fired. In minutes, her life had changed. She went from being the girl with the keys to the executive office to being escorted out of the building with her Rolodex and a picture of her with the president of the company. Her former assistant later sent Cyndi the contents of her fifteen-year career in several boxes, which now lined the hallway of her classic-four apartment.


After a bit of soul searching, she was ready to get back to work, and she decided it would have to be on her terms. She could not handle the powerlessness she had felt after her layoff. But Cyndi could not get started in her job search. In four months she had done little other than locate the packed Rolodex and place it atop those bulky office boxes – past reminders that she bumped into every time she walked in and out of her apartment. It was no wonder that she was unable to see her future. Obstacles can be challenging, but according to Ganesha, the ancient Hindu god of success – the elephantine deity frequently seen at the entrance of Indian restaurants – these obstacles are often placed to stop and make us think about where we are going. Cyndi was stuck and was not going to go anywhere until she dealt with those boxes that were literally and symbolically impeding her path. It was time for her and Ganesha to get together for a thoughtful review.
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