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  FOREWORD

  After six years of marriage, my wife Sandy and I are finally living under one roof and blending all our accumulated stuff from maintaining two households in two different communities. Being knee deep in clutter, Barbara Tako’s book Clutter Clearing Choices: Clear Clutter, Organize Your Home, and Reclaim Your Life, is a God send!

  Tako organizes her book by season starting with winter and New Year’s resolutions to take better care of oneself and to get organized. Then it is spring cleaning and body clutter, including the “D” word; dieting. Next is dealing with summer lawn furniture, uncluttering yard work, and an admonition: Don’t kill celery; clear the refrigerator clutter. For the fall season there are chapters entitled Love Yourself and Your Family: Weed out before Winter, and Inner Simplicity: Have an Internal Garage Sale this Fall. Tako has wonderful advice on how to simplify without guilt for the Christmas season and concludes the book with a chapter on what really matters. Here she describes being with her grandfather at the end of his life, and shares these thoughts about simple, clutter free living: “Clutter clearing choices can help simplify life. What does this simplified life look like? The heart of simple living is about love. I learned to let control, cleaning, organizing, and overscheduled daily life and almost everything else go. Clutter-free living is taking care of people you love and living what you believe.” The final chapter entitled The Minimalist Finds Peace sums up the details of the book—clutter is anything in my life that weighs me down. Clearing the “clutter” is about freeing me for intentional, simple living.

  Tako has a warm and personal style of writing which helps the reader to identify with her and with her struggles and successes at organizing and clearing clutter. This is not an overbearing one way for all people self help book, but a series of conversations with a friend about things that matter—about clearing away what weighs you down, taking care of the people you love and living what you believe. This is a book I will come back to many times as the seasons change, as the cleaning bug strikes, and as a reminder about what is truly important in life.

  
    The Reverend Michael Mortvedt,

    Co-Director of Alternatives for Simple Living

    ALTERNATIVES for Simple Living

    0038 Deer Path Rd.

    PO Box 3804

    Dillon, CO 80435-3804

    800.821.6153

    970/468-AFSL (2375)

    970/333-9032 - cell

    970/513-6883 - fax

    Alternatives@SimpleLiving.org

    www.SimpleLiving.org

  


  INTRODUCTIONS AND THE BASICS

  It all started...

  It all started the moment it dawned on me that truth is sometimes more entertaining than fiction and that helpful ideas might be more easily digested if they come from someone who is a ‘real’ person rather than a perfect person.

  Hey, this could be a good fit – 365 days per year, I am way too real — just ask my kids.

  What if some unsuspecting woman from a much earlier time found her consciousness suddenly swapped with mine? She would find herself stuck in the body of a less-than-perfect housewife, mother, and sometimes works-outside-the-home woman trapped in suburbia. Would she be happy with her newfound overabundance of modern prosperity? Would she find it enlightening to try to operate the electric toothbrush, the programmable microwave, the dishwasher, the washer / dryer, the car, the busy spouse, and over-scheduled children? Or would she find herself rapidly frustrated, overwhelmed, confused, and longing for a less cluttered and simpler life?

  I claim to crave a simpler life, but I am faulty and confused. I like gadgets, hot showers, modern conveniences, and living in a land of opportunity. I don’t like to cook, and I hate to fold laundry. I am tired of getting the kitchen floor wet every time I empty the dishwasher, and I find it easier to ignore paperwork than to deal with it—especially if it involves retirement planning or ideas about saving for my children’s education.

  I enjoy learning how to get better at making life choices, and I work hard on clutter clearing choices and household organizing. I have been teaching, writing, and helping thousands of others with this for over a decade. Hence, this book.

  Why do I spend so much time working on clutter control? It may be because I tend to be a “glass is half empty” sort of a person. I will spend most of my life waiting for the other shoe to drop. I conclude that if I am not waist-deep in clutter, I will be better prepared to cope when Life’s shoes drop on me.

  I also am lazy. I want to spend time on my priorities rather than time hunting for permission slips, car keys, matching shoes, or a return receipt.

  There are other people out there who want to get rid of clutter and make clutter clearing choices in many life areas. We can learn together. A simpler more clutter-free life is out there waiting for us; but first, let’s cover the basics:

  What is clutter?

  
    	Clutter is anything in my life that isn’t helpful to me.

    	Clutter is physical, mental, emotional, and relational.

    	Clutter can be tangible like household goods, clothing, toys, and paperwork.

    	Clutter can also be feelings that pull us down and wear us out, including stress, guilt, anxiety, depression, and postponed decisions about paperwork and other stuff in our lives.

    	Clutter can even include poisonous relationships with other people.

    	Clutter is stuff in my life that needs to be resolved or to go away.

  

  It is no longer beautiful, useful, or has sentimental value. Clutter is stuff that no longer enriches my life. The cost for keeping this stuff no longer outweighs the benefit of letting it go.

  Gosh, where did all this stuff come from?

  How did I get into clutter trouble? Where did all the clutter come from? It came from stores, Internet shopping, garage sales, gifts, hand-me-downs, and well-meaning family members, friends, and neighbors.

  I have too much stuff. Other people may feel this way too. There are too many choices, opportunities, and things out there. Unfortunately, the thing we often have too little of is time. Life is overwhelming. I am under-whelmed and over-whelmed by my clutter. I don’t need all this stuff to be happy. In fact, the sheer quantity makes me unhappy. It’s a physical, emotional, financial, and spiritual drain to keep, clean, store, and maintain all of this stuff. It isn’t peaceful, and I crave peace.

  When did I get into clutter trouble? I didn’t suddenly get all this stuff, so I won’t be able to make it go away suddenly either. Clutter control is a process and a series of new habits that I have had to learn. There is not a quick do-it-once-and-it’s-done solution to clutter. (If you have one, then you please write a book.)

  Clutter comes from our behavior. We shop. We keep gifts out of respect or affection for the giver. We cling to old organizing habits in spite of life changes that would be better served by new organizing techniques. We hang onto stuff because we “paid good money for it,” or it still has some “life in it,” or it “could” still be “useful” or just because we “should.” We put weeding out and organizing low on our priority list. And after a while, we find ourselves buried in our clutter.

  Why decide to work on clutter?

  I accidentally made the right choice (the decision to work on my clutter) for the wrong reason. I was trying to keep up with my mother-in-law, who, frankly, intimidated me. My mother-in-law could make June Cleaver from the old television series Leave It To Beaver look like a slob.

  There was rarely a piece of mail on her kitchen counter or a dust bunny lurking in the corner of her bathroom or anywhere else in her home. It didn’t matter what day of the week or time of day we stopped by. Her home was neat, orderly, and clutter-free. What was her secret? I didn’t know, but I wanted to keep up with her.

  When she would come to visit our home, I would toss things into closets and drawers to hide our clutter. I felt my home should look as nice as my mother-in-law’s did. As long as I had enough time to prepare, and she didn’t look in the coat closet or open a drawer, I could keep up appearances. Unfortunately, that was all I was doing. I wanted to do something more.

  My fear of her housekeeping practices gradually turned to admiration. Because she was better organized and had less junk than many of us, she had the time and energy for her priorities — her church, family, friends, and hobbies. My mother-in-law is an awesome person who taught me that clutter control and home organizing aren’t ends in themselves. They are the means to free up time and energy for our personal priorities — whether they are spiritual, relationship, career-oriented, or anything else. Getting rid of clutter is a means to an end, and I want it!

  If you aren’t ready to address clutter yet, that is okay too. When you are ready to get rid of the clutter, you will do it. It is that simple. Don’t beat yourself up if you aren’t ready. Get on with your life, and check back with yourself periodically to see if the time is right to get rid of clutter. There is lots of available clutter control help when you are ready.

  The history of clutter control help

  The first books on clutter provided techniques to get rid of clutter. Naturally organized people wrote some of these books. These folks sometimes frustrated the rest of us less organized folks who could not keep up with all of their clever systems for staying organized. Technique alone did not appear to be the answer.

  Later, clutter technique books got better at explaining basic organizing techniques, however they continued to assume that clutter was the disease and that cutting it out would cure it. Why, after weeding out, does the clutter keep coming back? Clearly, there is more to staying clutter-free than simply learning how to toss clutter into the bin.

  Subsequent books observed that different personality styles dealt with clutter differently and suggested using different styles or techniques for getting rid of clutter for different people. These books also offered different styles for comfortably organizing what was left. It was important that personality or personal style was now a recognized factor in the clutter-clearing arena.

  Still other books taught us that our attachment to various clutter could be a product of underlying psychological and emotional issues. If we could resolve our underlying “issues” we could get rid of our clutter. Hence, another important piece of the puzzle fell into place.

  More recent books start to acknowledge that life changes could cause a person’s organizing systems to break down and cause clutter. These books point out that organizing systems need to change over time to accommodate changing life circumstances. The recognition that clutter control is an ongoing process that needs to adapt to life changes is critical.

  So, which books are right? All of them! There are excellent technique books available to get rid of clutter. There are specific techniques to stay organized to fit your personal organizing style. There are underlying psychological issues that impact our attachments to stuff and recognizing those will help us part with our stuff. And, finally, there are constant life changes that regularly derail our current organizing systems. Clutter clearing really is a lifelong process.

  Why this book?

  My goal is to help people get rid of clutter — physical, mental, emotional, time robbing clutter.

  I believe clutter clearing is one piece of a simpler and more peaceful life. I want to help people make their own clutter clearing choices in a variety of life areas to free up time and energy for their own priorities. Some people crave inner peace and realize that outer order can help them achieve it. Sometimes we have too many loose ends constantly spinning around in our heads.

  Life is often complicated. If our homes are clutter free and organized, it can help quiet our inner turmoil so we can focus on our priorities, whatever they are for each of us.

  I hope this book will help us learn to whittle away at clutter together. I don’t have all the answers. I do share small pieces of the puzzle in manageable bits, and if you look at the Further Reading section at the end of the book, you will see some very helpful books and websites to pursue these topics in greater detail.

  I have chosen a short chapter format within each season of the year. I have organized it seasonally because many of us tend to think about different kinds of clutter in our lives during specific seasons of the year. I have used the words “house” and “home” interchangeably, and I intend them to apply to apartments, condominiums, townhouses, houses... anywhere your home is. I also have used she or he in this book with no intentions of gender specificity in regards to clutter management. You are welcome to start at the beginning or to start with the season that you are in.

  Please take your time. Clutter clearing is a process. Ponder and work at your own pace. Let your own uniqueness help you choose your path. Feel free to skip and ignore stuff that doesn’t fit where you are right now. Pick and choose what works for you. Leave the procrastination, perfectionism, and especially the guilt behind.

  There is no “one right way” to clear clutter from our lives, so consider this to be a buffet where you can pick, choose what you want, and spring board with your own ideas. You can do this. You can clear the clutter from your life and free up time for your priorities.

  Ready, set, go!
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  Section 1

  Winter
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  CHAPTER 1

  

  NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION:

  FIRST RESOLVE TO TAKE CARE OF YOU

  Have I seen you? Are you the tired person in line at the gas station, the person with glazed eyes, trying to find a parking space at the crowded grocery store, or the tense person charging quickly through the mall?

  Pulling off the holidays isn’t simple. It is easy to get worn down. How can you recharge yourself if your battery is burned out? Are you too busy taking care of others to take care of yourself?

  Self-care doesn’t come easily in these hectic times, especially if you suffer from self-care guilt. Many of us are comfortable taking care of other people, but we feel guilty at the thought of spending any time, energy, or money on ourselves. Self-care often comes last, if at all, on the long “to do” list. After I get done at work, after I get groceries, after I take the kids to practice, after I get the oil changed, after I clean up the kitchen... After, after, after until “after” becomes “never.” And we get sick.

  Since it is that time of year again — the annual making and breaking of New Year’s Resolutions, I decided to suggest a few simple self-care resolutions. After all, you really can’t do your best at taking care of anyone or anything in your life until you also take care of yourself. Now if that really is such a common sense statement, how come you’re still so tired and stressed out?

  First, resolve to take care of the basics — this year and every year. It is a new calendar year. Schedule annual physicals, dental exams, and eye exams for you and other family members now. While you are at it, consider scheduling time for enough sleep, a little exercise, and maybe include plans to make a few food changes that start you on a healthier path.

  Second, make a resolution to put something just for you on your weekly “to do” lists this year, and make sure you do them. Maybe there are places you want to go, restaurants you want to try, or projects you’d like to do for fun. Give yourself permission to put that special thing just for you on your weekly “to do” list with all of the other stuff that has to get done.

  Third, make some breathing space for yourself to figure out what you want to do this year to take care of yourself physically, emotionally, or spiritually. If you don’t pause to figure it out, no one else will figure it out for you. Do you need to lose weight or exercise? Do you need to stay better connected with friends or family? Do you need to get in tune with your spirituality? Only you know what you need most.

  There are also some books if you are looking for ideas on selfcare. For moms and dads, I suggest a book that can give you the gift of time. It is called Mommy Time — 101 great ways to keep your child entertained while you get something else done by Danelle Hickman & Valerie Teurlay.

  For women or men (in spite of the gender wording in the title), I also suggest The Woman’s Comfort Book by Jennifer Louden or The Woman’s Retreat Book, which is also written by Jennifer Louden. Whether you have five minutes, five hours, or five days, both of these books have ideas for nurturing yourself that you may find more restoring than vegging out in front of the television.

  If the Internet is your thing, you can find help there too. Sign up for a free monthly resolution reminder email that includes links specifically geared toward the resolutions you selected. You can do this at: www.hiaspire.com/newyear. If your budget is tight after the holidays www.allthingsfrugal.com/resolutions.htm might help, it offers action plan goal ideas for various life areas.

  Finally, remember to be kind to yourself. We are all creatures of habit. Dropping bad habits or cultivating new ones takes time and effort. Don’t take on too much all at once. Pick two or three things for the year. Remember if you don’t succeed this year, you’ll get another chance next year.


  CHAPTER 2

  

  MORE SIMPLE NEW YEAR’S

  RESOLUTIONS: LESS IS MORE

  What? Is it the second day of January and you already broke your New Year’s resolution? After all those holiday goodies, did your resolution to lose weight find you standing at the refrigerator door, tired, hungry and ready to graze, by 2pm on New Year’s Day?

  Or, did you decide to take on the whole world this year? Did you make a pile of resolutions in your head that were designed to make your life better, faster, and stronger? Have you already dropped or forgotten so many of these resolutions that you wonder why you even bothered to make them?

  Is there a better way to make those darn New Year’s resolutions work? I don’t know. I hope so. I do know there is a simpler way, of course. My ideas track with KISS — “keep it simple, silly.” Here are three thoughts to help make resolutions really happen.

  First, I vowed this year to skip the attempt to fix my whole life. I will stare the American Dream to “have it all” in the face and say “not so fast.” I don’t want to shoot for working on everything and wind up accomplishing nothing. Another year goes by and I find myself in the same place I was before. Instead of a dozen good intentions, I will focus on one or two resolutions that are really important to me this year and I will achieve them.

  Think about broad life goal areas (career, relationship, spiritual, community service, financial, social, personal, and health). What life area bugs you the most or is your highest priority? Create one or two resolutions based on these.

  Stop at only one or two resolutions so you can remember them, focus on them, and actually get them accomplished. I don’t want to keep repeating the same well-intentioned resolutions year after year. I want to get them done and get on with the rest of my life.

  Let’s say that I’d like to address my health, and my personal development goal areas. It really bugs me that I can’t button some of my pants right now, and it frustrates me that I claim, in my head, to value personal development but I rarely make the time to do it.

  Next, design whatever resolutions you pick as goals: Make them specific, measurable, and doable. If I resolve to lose weight or spend more time on personal development, I have to be clear about how it will happen. Better resolutions for me might be: I will lose fifteen pounds by May 1st. And, I will take two personal retreats this year. It will be much easier to track, measure, and achieve success if it is clear what I have to do to accomplish my resolutions.

  Finally, make resolutions that really excite you! If you aren’t thrilled or motivated to accomplish these resolutions, what’s the point?

  Pick resolutions that fire you up. For example, I would love to take a break from my regular routine and take a weekend retreat. Major changes and new life directions have come from previous personal retreats for me.

  If you merely pick resolutions from your “should do” list or items that society’s expectations have foisted onto you, how far will you really try to get? Maybe there is something more important to me right now than weight loss (society’s expectation that I be thinner).

  Work on resolutions that are your passion. I suspect you might agree that following your passion is part of a happier and more peaceful life. Don’t you feel more fulfilled when you spend time working on what you really love? Time really does fly when you are having fun.

  If a resolution isn’t intrinsically motivating, consider creating an exciting reward for yourself for achieving it. (I suppose I would do better if I could find the thought of my pants fitting to be exciting, but I usually can’t make that vision as exciting to me as a plate of delicious food!) Make the reward something that is a real treat for you. Withhold the treat until you achieve your resolution. If I achieve my weight goal, I could promise myself lunch at a special restaurant.

  Yes, I’m aware of the irony of having dining out as the reward for a weight loss goal, but what can I say? I am passionate about food! The point is to make the reward truly special for you, not something you already periodically enjoy. Make sure that the resolution or the reward or both are a passion for you.

  If my New Year’s resolutions are simple — limited to one or two, clearly defined, and exciting to me, I have a better shot at making them finally happen. When I get them done, I can pick something new for next year!


  CHAPTER 3

  

  AS SIMPLE AS IT GETS:

  ONE NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION

  Is there one simple New Year’s resolution that could improve everyone’s life? Maybe I’ve lost it – who’d dare to think there is a one-size-fits-all answer to life that would make everyone happy? Hah! But, pondering this brought up a related question that deserves some thought: Why do some people find peace, happiness and success while other people fail? Why, when bad things happen, do some folks suffer while other folks make lemonade? I want to find the answer and make it my New Year’s resolution.

  Why do some of us hang up in frustration when we’ve been put on hold for the fourth time and other people persist? Why can some veterans come home from war and function fine while others struggle? Why do some people with a debilitating disease exude grace and peace while others are overwhelmed?

  I recently asked a special needs teacher about kids who come from troubled families. I asked her why some kids from a tough background or family situation make it while others don’t. Her response was: resilience. She felt some kids simply had more natural resilience than others had and could therefore overcome life’s negative events better.

  Resilience is defined in my Merriam-Webster’s dictionary as “the capability of a strained body to recover its size and shape after deformation caused by compressive stress” or “an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change.” This sounds like a quality we’d all like to have. These definitions remind me of a foam rubber ball. I want to be more like a foam rubber ball.

  My New Year’s resolution for this year is simple. I am going to try to be more resilient. Is that possible if resilience is an ability or an innate quality? Yes, I think so.

  First, I am going to work to make countless choices to be resilient when life kicks up the usual problems throughout the year.

  I am a huge believer in the power of choice. I believe that we, as people, have the power to choose. I think we all can make better or different choices on a daily basis. For example, when my kids are stomping around the house and arguing, I can choose to yell at them or I can try to approach the situation calmly.

  Second, I am going to surround myself with things that help me be resilient. I appreciate nature. It is big. I am small. I sometimes simply take an outdoor walk to help me regain perspective. Owning a dog also helps me to be resilient. Coming home to unconditional puppy love every day definitely improves my resiliency. Figure out what people/pets/activities/things help you to be more resilient and surround yourself with them. Focus on them.

  Third, I am going to work on my attitude. If I can’t change events, I can still change how I perceive them and how I choose to react to them. Is the glass half empty or half full? When the garage door spring breaks in the middle of winter, am I going to panic or problem solve? Am I going to be grateful for what’s going right in my life or am I going to dwell on the stuff that upsets me?

  What would happen if we all worked to be more resilient? I think it would be amazing. Instead of banging into each other and coming away shattered, cracked, bent, or broken, we would bounce away like a foam rubber ball and come back whole and ready for the next adventure! Wouldn’t that be a positive New Year’s resolution?


  CHAPTER 4

  

  THE BIRTH OF THE UNDERWEAR

  DRAWER LADY

  Where can you turn to stay motivated on your clutter control journey?

  Simple pleasures are the most enduring ones. My underwear drawer makes me happy. There can be mounds of toys on the living room floor, piles of papers on the kitchen table, and dirty dishes in the sink, but I can be content. A small part of my world still has order. My simple tidy underwear drawer survives even the worst days.

  Here is how I did it. One day I got realistic. I completely emptied out my underwear drawer. It was the only way to really see what I had since it was crammed full. It had been no fun to try to put neatly folded laundry into this jammed up drawer.

  First, I let go of the past: I tossed out my frilly slinky shower gift items that had only been worn a few times early in our marriage.

  Next, I let go of a life stage: I pitched maternity underwear.

  Gratefully, I released the guilt (yes, there was guilt-ridden underwear): I got rid of the pre-children underwear — yes, it is okay that I probably won’t be that size again. I don’t have to feel bad every morning when I dig through my drawer looking for something that currently fits! Finally, I threw out the worn-out stuff: You know, the underwear I wouldn’t want to be seen in, at a hospital emergency room (or in my case, I didn’t want to entertain the camera person at the mall store, if I decided to clothes shop later). You know the last kind of underwear, the ones you can poke your fingers through at the hips every time you pull them up.

  What was I left with? Paradise! Several sets of decent underwear that were in reasonable shape. They fit me and they now fit in the drawer! I grabbed a couple of cardboard shoeboxes. Tops in one. Bottoms in the other. Now I even had room in the drawer to spare.

  The phone can ring off the hook. The kids can cry in tandem. The pot on the stove can bubble over. But now, one tiny spot in my life stays calm. It is self-maintaining too. The boxes keep things from getting stirred together again in the drawer. An unstuffed drawer now makes it fun and easy to put clean laundry away. And, if one of the boxes starts to get too full, I can instantly see it is time to weed out the most worn-out stuff in the box.

  Imagine what would happen if everyone had a calm spot, an oasis like this, in their lives. Better yet, what if they expanded this simple peace to their sock drawer, their other drawers, and maybe even their closets?

  Here are some basic thoughts for uncluttering and organizing:

  Start small: Do one drawer or shelf at a time. A sock drawer could be straightened while you are on the phone. Spend only ten minutes a day, perhaps at the end of each day. Your dresser could be completed in a week.

  Thin down: Less really can be more. Have more peace, energy, and time for the things that are important to you. You can donate your discards and have the satisfaction of knowing you are helping someone less fortunate than you are.

  Be realistic about your life. If you do laundry once a week or more, why would you need 30 pairs of ... (you fill in the blank)?

  Give yourself permission: Trim the excess and discover the pleasure of having only things that really bring you joy instead of guilt or sadness. Get rid of what doesn’t fit, the stuff that you don’t like, and the items you haven’t found time to repair (and probably never will). Are you getting the idea?

  Measure and plan: If you are going to buy or make smaller storage compartments, measure the stuff you want to store and the space you want to store it in. Don’t stand in the store scratching your head and wondering if the cute plastic containers you’ve found will hold what you want, or fit in the drawer you plan to put them in!

  Organize and maintain: Create a system that will keep things simple for you. The basic rule of organization is to divide to conquer. Smaller spaces, accomplished with drawer dividers, clear storage boxes, or extra shelving can work wonders in the limited spaces of our dressers and closets. Smaller compartments help keep quantities down by being a visual wake-up call when a compartment overflows. Compartmentalizing makes it easier to maintain order.

  Find wasted or “lost” space: Drawer dividers will let you use the full height of the drawers because they keep items from tipping over onto each other. Extra shelving in closets can use the dead space above your current closet shelves and the forgotten middle space between the bottoms of your shirts on hangers and the floor.

  My friends and students still laugh when I invite them to take a peek in my underwear (raised eyebrows) drawer. But many of them have gone home and a few weeks or months later found happiness in their own dresser drawers! This is the fun challenge. Will you give it a try? The gauntlet, or in this case, the sock, has been thrown.


  CHAPTER 5

  

  CURE HOUSEHOLD CHAOS: AS SIMPLE

  AS ONE, TWO, THREE!

  When I married I discovered I had a wonderful mother-in-law. When she came to my house, I had to take her coat and throw it, with the others, on the bed. Even though my house was temporarily picked up for entertaining, I certainly wasn’t going to let her or any of my other guests look in my closets!

  After getting over my irrational fear of my tidy and wellorganized mother-in-law, I decided she was onto something. Her closets, drawers, and everything else were clutter free and well organized. She had time for her priorities – her family, her friends, and her golfing.

  My fear turned to admiration. How could I cure closet chaos too?

  The Secret of Professional Organizers:

  Primary, secondary and tertiary space and stuff. You can think like a professional organizer in your own home. I teach this organizing principle to my students. This organizing rule of thumb is: Primary stuff goes in primary space. Secondary stuff is kept in secondary space. And tertiary stuff can be put away somewhere that’s harder to reach.

  Primary space is space that is easy to get to. Primary stuff is stuff you use frequently. In a kitchen, primary space is from waist to shoulder height. That is why the cutlery drawer, which is used several times per day, is in primary space. Primary space is prime real estate — choice locations you use all the time because they are easy to reach and you spend your time there. The kitchen counter is prime real estate — only utensils used daily may live on the counter. Secondary stuff like dusty crockpots, stand mixers, and used bread machines move into cupboards elsewhere.

  Secondary space is less accessible. Reach up into a kitchen cupboard for a platter or bend down and take a pot from a lower cabinet to access secondary stuff stored in secondary space. If you use that crock-pot or bread machine weekly, they may live in secondary space.

  Tertiary kitchen storage includes the cabinet above the refrigerator or the dead corner of a base cabinet. I used to go crawling in on my hands and knees into our base cabinet dead corner with a flashlight to look for my crock-pot and other “fun” surprises hidden there.

  The problem was tertiary and secondary stuff creeping into my primary space. The bread maker I hadn’t used in months lived on my kitchen counter! I wasn’t using it, but I regularly had to move it to clean under it and wipe it down. I even had the audacity to complain about not having enough counter space.

  I wasn’t the only one complaining. My husband complained that his shirts were overcrowded on his side of our small bedroom closet. I discovered they were crushed together and bent at an angle on their hangers because his high school trombone was sitting at one end of his side of the closet. The trombone crowded his shirts and prevented them from hanging straight. I moved his trombone, which I know he will never part with, to a basement storage closet. He didn’t notice the trombone was gone, but he quit complaining that his shirts were jammed in and wrinkled up in the closet.

  I tell my students that I hope they won’t find my husband’s trombone in their closet. But, seriously, I do ask them to go home and look for their own “trombones.” Maybe it will be the bocce ball set that crowded the boots all winter in the entryway closet. Maybe it will be the doughnut fryer in the kitchen cabinet that limits space for everyday pots and pans. Find your trombones. If you aren’t willing to toss them, at least you can move them out of your primary space.


  CHAPTER 6

  

  CLOSET CLUTTER BE GONE!

  To cure closet chaos, learn two techniques the pros use. All closet systems and organizers use these ideas. They use every square inch of storage space in closets – taking advantage of spaces overlooked by the rest of us. Second, they make stored items easy to reach and accessible to everyone who needs them (a critical concern unless you like maintaining all the closets in your home all by yourself).

  To maximize closet space, put extra shelving in closets to use dead space above existing closet shelves. Add an extra shelf in every closet for excellent tertiary storage space throughout the home. Use the forgotten middle space between the bottom of shirts on hangers and the floor in bedroom closets. Do this by stacking storage boxes from the floor up through this “middle” storage space that is often just empty air space. Use hooks inside closets and hang things on the insides of closet doors. Any way to turn empty air space into functional storage is acceptable. Finally, go all the way to the floor with divided compartment storage containers, like divided shoeboxes or other stackable storage containers.

  I recently watched some closet pros demonstrate their systems. They demonstrated how to create double hanging and how to maximize shelf and drawer storage space inside a closet. One system was adjustable. Adjustable shelves are important because storage needs change over time. Children’s clothes get wider and longer as they grow. Adults change their minds as new hobbies, businesses, or clothing habits come into their lives.

  There are professional closet systems, do-it-yourself kits from home supply stores, and stackable laminated wood boxes from retail stores that carry household products. And, of course, you can make your own by stacking up large plastic milk crates or large heavy-duty cardboard boxes.

  It is important to make storage areas functional for everyone in my family. A good example was my small entryway closet. Remember a television series called The Odd Couple? As an organizer, I was an untidy Oscar pretending to be a very tidy Felix. I was motivated enough to try to jam a heavy Minnesota winter coat onto a flimsy metal dry cleaner style hanger and wedge it into the over-crowded tiny closet. I pushed the other coats to each side, quickly hung up my coat, and let the other coats slip back into place before my coat slid onto the floor. I called this elaborate technique the “pressure fit.”

  I am motivated enough to go through that process. Will the other people in my family put themselves through this? My spouse isn’t going bother with it – and I don’t blame him. He’ll throw his coat on a chair or couch, explaining that he’ll be going out again in a few hours (or days). As for my children? Well, they can’t even reach the coat rod, much less perform the “pressure fit” maneuver.

  Solutions: New rules, good equipment, and better habits

  New rule: I limited each member of the family to two inseason coats in this closet at a time (Okay, I cheated, there are a couple of raincoats in there too). I also got rid of a lot of other things in the closet that didn’t belong there.

  Good equipment: I bought decent heavy-duty hangers that could handle the weight of heavy coats.

  Finally, I installed some hooks (on a board that was supported by the solid edges of the hollow core door) that were at kidheight.

  Now I had a small coat closet that was accessible and functional for everyone in my family. I even had a few decent hangers and a small amount of space for company coats!

  Better habits: It took a couple of weeks to train my young children to use the new improved system. My spouse was thrilled enough by the heavy-duty hangers and extra closet space to help out.

  Why do I believe in curing closet chaos? Am I digging through the box in the back of a closet to find my authentic self, to move on from the past, or simply to make functional storage space for all family members? Whatever the motivation, curing household chaos frees up time and space in my life for what is important to me, and now I can usually open my closets when company comes!


  CHAPTER 7

  

  SIMPLE SOLUTIONS FOR THE

  WINTER BLAHS

  Sometimes the winter blahs hit with a vengeance. What is a poor, tired, cold person to do? Slow down! Come home from work and put on your pajama pants and sweatshirt. Burrow in. You aren’t going anywhere to-night... Why not get comfortable?

  Draw a hot bath and soak for a while. Pretend you are on a beach baking under the hot sun.

  Turn off the television and take a nap. Curl up under a warm blanket with a soft pillow.

  Go shopping at the library instead of the mall. Find a good book and go retreat with it.

  Dig out a board game or puzzle. Find something to do other than the noise of the television or the flash of the computer screen.

  Make homemade cookies so your home smells yummy!

  Make hot cocoa. My kids often ask for this, yet, they rarely finish a cup. I don’t know if they like the smell or the concept, or maybe just the melting marshmallows!

  If you take this time to reflect, choose gratitude rather than frustration.

  Do you want to curl up with a good book? Try The Comfort Queen’s Guide to Life—Create All That You Need With Just What You’ve Got by Jennifer Louden.

  Go to bed early. Almost everyone I’ve talked to lately seems extra tired. Why not hibernate? It is the season, after all.


  CHAPTER 8

  

  UNCLUTTER MANTRAS & METHODS

  
    	Saving my stuff won’t save the memories. I can journal or use a photo album instead.

    	The quality of my family’s life isn’t improved by the quantity of stuff crammed in our closets. Less is more.

    	The less stuff I have, the easier it is for me to concentrate on the important stuff. I don’t have to spend time handling, storing, cleaning, or even thinking about so much stuff.

  

  When Walls Close in, Go Back to Basic Clutter Control

  My home shrank after the holidays. Holiday clutter was basically put away, but my home felt cramped. When I watched my home slowly absorb all the gifts, the image that came to mind was a snake slowly swallowing a large rodent. As I looked further down the snake’s body I saw other bulges where this had happened before.

  I spend a lot of time working on clutter clearing, but when I go through my stuff, I still have trouble letting go. I have a weakness for saving. I have a problem with storing. I’m going to run out of storage space if I don’t figure it out.
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